

	[image: My Jamaican Table by Andre Fowles]
		



	

			[image: ]

			[image: ]



	
		

			Copyright © 2026 by Andre Fowles

			Photographs copyright © 2026 by Michael Condran

			Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

			The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Datais available.

			ISBN 978-1-64829-374-0 

			ISBN 978-1-64829-565-2 (signed edition) 

			ISBN 978-1-64829-400-6 (ebook)

			Design by Becky Terhune

			Artisan books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

			The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

			The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

			Published by Artisan

			 an imprint of Workman Publishing, 

			a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 

			1290 Avenue of the Americas 

			New York, NY 10104 

			artisanbooks.com

			The Artisan name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			Printed in China (APO) on responsibly sourced paper

			E3-20260203-IH-ORI-NF

		

	
			
Contents

			Foreword

			Preface

			Introduction

			My Jamaican Pantry

			With Your Hands: Bite-Size Tastes of Jamaica

			Rise and Shine: Breakfast

			One Pot, Full Flavor: Soup Saturday

			Complements: Side Dishes

			Simmer Down: Stews and Braises

			The Old and the New: Favorite Dishes Reimagined

			Brawta: Desserts

			Cool It Down: Drinks

			From Scratch: Flavor Foundations

			Resources

			Acknowledgments

			Index

			About the Author

	
		
			[image: ]

			
Foreword

			
by Bruce Springsteen

				I first met Andre a few years ago through a good friend of mine. At the time, Patti and I had no idea a simple introduction would lead to a friendship that now feels like family. My friend had been telling us about this young Jamaican chef with a knack for capturing the soul of the island in every dish, and after our first meal together, I knew we had something special.

			Andre isn’t just a chef. He’s an artist. There’s a sense of history, place, and heart in everything he puts on a plate. When you sit down for a meal cooked by Andre, you’re not just eating—you’re experiencing something deeper. And let me tell you, it’s real. The flavors hit you like the opening chords of a song you didn’t know you needed to hear, but once you do, you can’t imagine your life without it.

			Now, I’ve been around plenty of talented people in my lifetime, but what sets Andre apart are his humility and his love for what he does. You’d never guess he’s a three-time Chopped champion because he’s so down-to-earth. Andre brings this same grounded spirit to all his efforts, whether he’s cooking for family, friends, or folks he just met. Patti and I are lucky enough to know him both in and out of the kitchen, and he’s got that rare gift of making you feel like you’re part of his world.

			This cookbook reflects that gift. It’s not just recipes—it’s a window into Andre’s journey, his heritage, and his deep connection to Jamaica. You’ll find classic dishes you’ve heard about, like jerk chicken and rice and peas, but you’ll also discover flavors and combinations that’ll surprise you—things you’ll want to bring into your own kitchen, even if you’ve never been to Jamaica. This book is going to change the way you think about Caribbean cooking.

			When Andre cooks, there’s joy in it—joy in the spices, in the sizzle of the pan, in the balance of heat and sweetness. And what I love most is that his food is made for sharing. I think that’s why we hit it off so well. We both believe in bringing people together, whether it’s around a table or a stage.

			I couldn’t be prouder to write this foreword for my friend. I’ve seen firsthand the dedication, the craft, and the passion that Andre pours into his work. This cookbook is the culmination of years of experience, but it’s also a love letter to the food and people of Jamaica. You’re in good hands. So grab your spices, fire up the grill, and let Andre show you how it’s done.
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Preface

			I’ve always believed food is more than just what’s on the plate—it’s a story, a connection, and a legacy. Growing up in Kingston, Jamaica, I was surrounded by bold flavors, proud traditions, and a deep love for the island’s culture. Cooking became my way of expressing that love, whether in my grandmother’s kitchen or, later, on international stages.

			Jamaican food is the soul of the island. It tells the story of our people, and of taking the hardships of our past and turning them into something beautiful and delicious. I want to bring the flavors of Jamaica to your kitchen, whether you’re a seasoned cook or someone just discovering our food. This book is for you if you crank up the reggae to stay connected to the island. It’s for you if you live too far away from your favorite cookshop. It’s for you even if you’ve never been to Jamaica.

			Over the years, I’ve had the privilege of representing Jamaica on global platforms, including winning Food Network’s Chopped three times. Those victories weren’t just for me; they were also for Jamaica. It’s been my honor to take the flavors of my home and show the world what makes our food, and our people, so special. I’ve cooked for dignitaries, celebrities, and food lovers all over, but my heart always comes back to Jamaica. This cookbook is the culmination of that journey—a love letter to Jamaica, her people, and her food.
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Introduction

			Dappled sunlight flickering through the trees. A tendril of smoke unfurling from the coal fire. The perfume of red peas rising from coconut milk in a well-worn pot. I can almost taste the thyme and Scotch bonnet. It’s like I’ve returned to my grandmother’s kitchen. These are the sights, tastes, and smells that bring me to Jamaica.

			Jamaican cuisine is the result of a rich blend of cultural influences: Indigenous, African, Indian, Chinese, and European. Each culinary thread brings its own flavors and techniques, yielding foods that are diverse and deeply rooted in the past. From the fiery spices of African heritage to the aromatic herbs of Indian cuisine, every dish tells a story of resilience and adaptation. This fusion defines not only our culinary identity but the spirit of Jamaica itself—dynamic, colorful, and always evolving.

			Iconic Jamaican foods like jerk pork, peppered shrimp, and ackee and saltfish tell the stories of the island’s culture and history. Essential herbs and spices elevate them, creating layers of complexity that define Jamaican cuisine. As with most cooking, fresh ingredients are key, but with Jamaican dishes those especially include herbs like thyme, green onion—referred to as scallions in Jamaica and in the recipes—­and garlic.

			To me, Jamaican food is always about maximum flavor, and we go above and beyond to inject as much as possible. We soak beans, cook them slowly, and use aromatics at every step. We layer heat and sweet and savory. We marinate meats for hours to let the seasonings and spices fully penetrate. If you plan ahead and take your time, the results will be well worth it.

			My Jamaican Table is a culinary journey through the heart and soul of Jamaica. It’s a collection of the flavors and memories that have shaped my life. It was inspired by my grandmother’s kitchen, where the scents of garlic and ginger were infused with laughter, love, and more than a few hard times.
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			My Story: Not an Easy Road

			­I grew up on the rough streets of downtown Kingston, where, along with playing games, we learned how to survive and even thrive. It was there, surrounded by family and community, that I discovered food as a bridge to hope.

			Our home was in a tenement yard on George’s Lane. We had a tiny area for cooking, space for a table, and a bedroom I occupied with three siblings. We shared a small yard, a washroom, and a shower with other tenants on the property, all of whom were just like us: struggling to get by.

			My mom, Patsy, cooked and sold breakfast to make ends meet. Each morning, she left home at 4 a.m. to go to the market to buy whatever she could get at a good price: callaloo, sweet potato—­whatever was cheap that day—plus ackee, because it was on the menu every day. Shopping done, she took her supplies to a tiny, makeshift, hole-in-the-wall cookshop and got to work. When I didn’t have school, I helped prepare the ackee; this was my first exposure to working in the kitchen.

			I was ten when my mother left us. One day I came home from school and my grandmother, Mama Cherry, was making dinner and singing along to reggae hits on the radio. That evening she told us our mother had gone to England to work. My mom called us early the next morning to explain everything. She would only be gone a year, she said.

			Mama Cherry took over the care and feeding of me and my siblings. My mom sent money whenever she could, and it was more than what she’d been making in Jamaica, so things felt a bit easier. We could afford what we needed for school, and we ate more complete meals. It was, for me, the first glimmer of hope that this life could be a little better.

			We were all sure that once you made it off the island and went to “farrin” (foreign), your life would change. A lot of us grew up like that. If your parent got a chance to go abroad, they did. Some forgot they had kids. Thankfully my mom wasn’t one of those, but seventeen years passed before she returned to Jamaica.

			My culinary journey continued in the kitchen standing next to Mama Cherry. From her, I learned much more than chopping, stirring, and tasting—I learned about love, responsibility, and perseverance. My decision to go to culinary school was more about survival than anything else. I wanted to be a pediatrician, but I knew from early on there was no chance I would be able to study medicine. My mom was struggling to make ends meet in England, and the money she sent for me and my siblings barely stretched. I knew I’d have to help her provide for the family, or at least be able to support myself soon. I was twelve.

			When I looked at my options, cooking seemed the quickest route to a job, so in my second year of high school, I started the food and nutrition program with Miss Campbell. She was a tough, no-nonsense disciplinarian who held us to high standards, but if you worked hard and did well, she was very kind to you. She must have seen something in me from the beginning because she pushed me, and instead of pushing back, I excelled. I loved food. I loved the creativity, theory, philosophy, and history of cooking. Being in the kitchen came naturally to me. 

			By the time I finished high school, the HEART Trust Academy in Kingston—the local trade school—was getting popular. I’d heard stories about graduates getting jobs in hotels and even overseas right out of school. The local TV station had programs featuring graduate chefs working at resorts around the country, and I wanted that. I applied and got in. Level 1—the basic program—took six months to complete and I graduated at the top of the class. 

			I got a job right away with a catering company in Kingston. On my first night we worked at a large outdoor carnival party. I arrived well before start time to set up. Within a few hours, thousands of people were gyrating and grinding and sweating under a starry midnight sky. Live soca music blasted across the crowd, pounding in my chest. The sharp, sweet aroma of jerk chicken wafted overhead. I washed glasses at a plastic sink for ten hours. The more I washed, the more the glasses piled up. I was sixteen.

			The next year, I was offered a position at what was arguably the best restaurant in Jamaica at the time, Mac’s Chop House. I had two weeks to learn all eighteen menu items at the pastry and cold appetizer station. It took me a week and suddenly I was the chef garde manger, fully responsible for the desserts and foods from the cold side of the kitchen line—things like salads, appetizers, pâtés, and other cold foods. This was my introduction to fine dining.

			About two years into this job, I was ready for more challenges and more training. I was accepted to the Culinary Institute of America program offered through HEART. For the next four years I held a full-time job with the caterer and on Saturdays I rode a bus three hours each way to attend classes. I loved it. Not the bus ride, the classes. It was exhausting, but I stayed focused and did well. I did so well that the head of the program told the board of the Culinary Federation of Jamaica about me, and that was how I was offered a job at the prestigious Round Hill Resort on Jamaica’s north coast with chef Martin Maginley. I hadn’t yet finished school, but I wanted to be exposed to a higher level of culinary excellence, and I would find that at Round Hill.

			I was promoted to chef de partie within my first year at the Round Hill Resort. My fellow chefs called me the utility knife of the kitchen because I could work any station. If there was a private client in one of the villas, I could handle it—cook a great meal, carry myself well, and not lose my head if they were famous. I was personable, fast, and energetic, and I was quickly promoted to sous-chef. I stayed in that position for four years.

			In time, I wanted to get out of Jamaica to find better opportunities. A dear friend and mentor, Susan Couch, introduced me to Paul Salmon, who owns Skylark and Rockhouse Hotel in Negril, Jamaica, and Miss Lily’s, a popular Jamaican restaurant in New York. I’ll always be grateful to Susan, who is no longer with us, for that introduction—­­it set so much in motion. Paul hired me to work at the original Miss Lily’s location and to help open a second one, so for a while it felt like I was working seven days a week.

			Within six months the second Miss Lily’s was up and running, and a year later, someone at work handed me a card with a name and Chopped on it. “The guy said you should apply to get on the show,” she said. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I applied, and two months later I was competing. I won (three times, in fact), and it changed everything. Miss Lily’s got really busy after that.

			I was eventually able to buy Mama Cherry a new house in Jamaica. I loved being able to do that for her. And no matter how far from home I traveled or how much time passed, she was always there, a constant source of wisdom and love. I called her often and visited her whenever money allowed. One morning a few years later I got a call from Jamaica I’d been dreading. Mama Cherry had been diagnosed with stomach cancer a few months earlier, and the treatment hadn’t helped. I arrived from New York that evening and was able to be with her in her final moments.

			This sacred time with my beloved Mama Cherry softened me, broke me a little, and made me a stronger, more tender version of myself. It’s clear to me now that the hours we spent together in the kitchen weren’t just about food; they were about love and family and showing up for the people who matter.

			My Jamaican Table is for Mama Cherry, but it’s also a love letter to Jamaica’s incredible spirit, her people, and her rich traditions. It is a celebration of our proud, resilient little country. The recipes capture flavors that have been passed down to me through generations, infused with the stories and experiences that make our island one of a kind.

			Through these pages, I want to introduce Jamaica to those who have never visited or don’t know much about our culture. I want to share a slice of our history and bring the essence of Jamaica into your home.
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How to Use This Book

			Jamaican cooking shouldn’t be intimidating. This book is here to guide you, with tips on finding ingredients, using easy substitutions, and adapting flavors to what you have on hand. With a little creativity and some basic ingredients, you’ll be able to capture the essence of Jamaican cuisine in your own kitchen. The recipes are approachable but authentic, meant for cooks at any skill level.

			As a chef, I prefer to make fresh stock (chicken, beef, vegetable, etc.), but most home cooks don’t have the time or resources for this. In Jamaica, people use Maggi or Grace bouillon cubes. You could also use a bouillon paste; my preference is Better Than Bouillon.

			Throughout this cookbook, you’ll see measurements given in both U.S. standard measures and metrics, with metric units rounded for simplicity. For liquids, a standard U.S. cup holds 240 milliliters, but most measuring cups are marked in 25-milliliter increments, so for simplicity, I’ve rounded up to 250 milliliters. The differences are minor and won’t affect the outcome of the recipes, especially if you’re using the same measuring cup consistently throughout. In most cases, an extra 10 milliliters of liquid (or even more or less) won’t make or break any dish.

			Your regular pots and pans are all you need. When I say “skillet,” I mean a stainless steel or cast-iron frying pan. I recognize that a lot of people—including me—don’t have a barbecue grill, so I’ve included options for using your oven for recipes that call for grilling. I don’t have a fancy kitchen, and you don’t need one either to make any of these recipes.

			One of my early mentors, chef Kenrick Stewart, always said, “Recipes are meant to be a guide, not a shackle.” I hope you embrace this spirit while cooking from this book. Feel free to make these recipes your own—tweak, experiment, and adjust to suit your taste.

			The recipes begin with a chapter that invites you to dive in hands-first with Jamaica’s favorite finger foods. From savory Jamaican Beef Patties to the thoroughly addictive Jerk Street Corn, these dishes are meant to be enjoyed with no utensils—just a hearty appetite!

			The following chapters mix Jamaican classics like Rice and Peas with modern twists, including dishes like Coffee-Cocoa Lamb Chops and Sweet Jerk Crispy Cauliflower. Throughout, you’ll find recipes that feature some of my favorite Jamaican flavors—allspice and thyme, for example. They show up in dishes like Ital-Style Red Peas Soup, Oxtail and Butter Beans, and even desserts and drinks.

			At the end of the book, Starting from Scratch offers core recipes for seasonings and sauces used throughout the recipes, with ideas for introducing them in your own dishes.

			⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯

			This book is my tribute to a way of life where meals are shared, stories told, and bonds strengthened. I want it to exist in the world not for myself, because I cook these dishes all the time, but for the people of Jamaica. Our food expresses who we are and what we’ve been through, and I want this book to help the world understand that. I want people to know why we cook the way we do, and who we are as a nation.

			Finally, this book is an homage to the strong women in my life. I hope that as you read the stories and look at the photos, you feel the spirit of our people: proud, kind, strong, and resilient. That’s my Jamaica.
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My Jamaican Pantry

			In my Jamaican pantry, each ingredient tells a story. Some of them are essentials and form the backbone of our cuisine, and others are my personal favorites. Divided into four main sections—produce, proteins, seasonings, and staples—this guide is your go-to for stocking a kitchen that’s ready to bring vibrant, authentic Jamaican flavors to life.

			From the familiar heat of Scotch bonnet peppers and the warmth of pimento (our beloved allspice) to lesser-known ingredients like cho-cho (chayote) and saltfish, each item brings its own depth. There are staples you won’t want to skip and optional extras that add a unique twist. The Resources lists my favorite brands of some of the ingredients found in the recipes as well as suggestions for where to find them. I’ve also included tips on substitutions, so you can still capture the essence of these dishes no matter where you’re cooking.

			Produce

			Ackee: Ackee is a voluptuous tropical fruit native to West Africa and closely related to the lychee. Known for its buttery texture and mild, nutty flavor, ackee becomes orangey-red and opens naturally when ripe. When cooked properly, its tender, creamy flesh pairs deliciously with salt cod in Jamaica’s national dish, Ackee and Saltfish, and looks a little bit like scrambled eggs. Canned ackee is now available throughout North America and Europe and is the recommended option unless you know how to prepare ackee fresh.

			Breadfruit: Roasted, fried, or made into chips, breadfruit is a starchy fruit with a texture similar to that of bread but is used more like a potato. Breadfruit was brought to Jamaica by Captain William Bligh in the eighteenth century to feed people enslaved on plantations. At home, the preferred way to cook breadfruit is to roast it directly in charcoal embers in a coal pot until the outside is black and the inside is steamed to soft, doughy perfection. You can also roast it in the oven, then peel, slice, and fry it in a pan with butter.

			Callaloo: This leafy green is often added to soups or served as a side dish on its own, sautéed with onions, garlic, and tomatoes. You can find fresh or frozen callaloo in most Afro-Caribbean markets and canned callaloo in the international aisle of many supermarkets. If you can’t find callaloo, you can substitute fresh spinach, kale, or Swiss chard.

			Cassava: Also known as yuca or manioc, this starchy root vegetable is the underground part of the cassava shrub. It’s a drought-resistant crop grown in more than eighty countries, providing a dietary staple for over 800 million people worldwide. It is often boiled or fried, but Jamaicans like to make it into Bammy.

			Chayote: Known as cho-cho in Jamaica (not to be confused with the chocho bean from Ecuador), this mild squash is great in soups and stews, adding texture and nutrients. Every part of the chayote can be eaten, including seeds, flesh, and skin. I prefer to peel it, but you can leave the skin on if you wish. Raw chayote is great in slaws and salads. If you can’t find chayote, you can substitute zucchini in a pinch.

			Ginger: Ginger is a staple in Jamaican cooking, but it also has a long history in traditional Jamaican medicine for its anti-inflammatory and digestive benefits. In cooking, fresh ginger root is used for its spicy and aromatic qualities. It’s essential in many recipes, including marinades, sauces, and drinks like ginger beer.

			Green bananas: Boiled green bananas, a popular side dish, are similar in texture to potatoes. They’re often served with breakfast as a side or added to soups like Mannish Water.

			Green onions: Green onions are known as scallions in Jamaica and have a mild onion flavor. They are used in soups and stews and make up the base of Green Seasoning, a popular marinade for meats.

			Mangoes: Mangoes are beloved in Jamaica. They go into everything from smoothies to chutneys, or, best of all, they are eaten fresh off the tree. There are several varieties, each with a unique flavor and texture. Fresh, ripe mangoes are best for Mango Salsa, but frozen mangoes are perfectly fine for Mango Chutney.

			Okra: This fuzzy green vegetable is the immature seedpod of the okra plant, which grows well in hot, humid climates. It releases a type of sugar that gets slimy when it comes in contact with water. This substance, known as mucilage (not a very selling term, is it?), is what gives soups like Fish Tea and stews body and a subtle viscosity. If you’re not a fan of this texture, skip the okra in the soup recipes, but please try the Crispy Okra with Scotch Bonnet Mayo—that same sugar also dehydrates and makes the okra crunchy in this dish. It’s so good, you won’t notice anything but the incredible taste.

			Plantain: You can tell plantains apart from bananas by their pointy ends, larger size, and starchy texture. Green plantains are more savory and are perfect for Pressed Green Plantain, while ripe plantains are sweeter and taste great in Plantain and Black Bean Salad. To pronounce plantain properly, say it with “in” at the end, like mountain or fountain.

			Pumpkin: Jamaican pumpkin, known for its sweetness and vibrant color, is a frequent ingredient in soups and stews. You can find it in stores under the name “calabaza squash,” or substitute your favorite hearty squash (like butternut or acorn).

			Scotch bonnet peppers: These chile peppers are essential for giving a dish authentic Jamaican heat. They come in a variety of colors, each with its own flavor profile. Green Scotch bonnets are fresh and earthy, and their heat is the least potent; yellow and orange peppers bring a bit more heat, along with fruity notes of citrus. The red ones are the hottest and have the most pronounced fruity flavor. When working with Scotch bonnet peppers, start with a small amount and gradually add more to find the level of heat that works for you. Remember, it’s all about enhancing the dish without overwhelming (or burning out your taste buds!). If you can’t find Scotch bonnet peppers, habanero peppers are a close match, or you can use Scotch Bonnet Sauce. For a milder option, use a combination of jalapeños and a pinch of cayenne pepper.

			Sorrel (hibiscus): Sorrel is the key ingredient in a gorgeous ruby-red holiday drink that’s often spiced with ginger and infused with rum. Dried hibiscus is more readily available, but if you have access to fresh hibiscus, give it a try.

			Sweet potatoes: There are about eight thousand varieties of sweet potato around the world. In Jamaica, the most important kind (which you’ll need for these recipes) have red skin and white flesh. You may find them labeled as “boniato,” “batata,” or “Japanese sweet potato” in North America. They are drier and more firm than the darker-­fleshed varieties and are used in both savory dishes, like Sweet Potato Salad, and desserts, like Patsy’s Sweet Potato Pudding.

			Tamarind: Tamarind is a legume that grows in pods on beautiful flowering  trees all over Jamaica. The fruit has a tangy, sweet-tart flavor perfect for sauces, including Tamarind Chutney, as well as drinks and candies. You can find it in the international section of most supermarkets, typically as a paste.

			Thyme: Fresh thyme is a staple in Jamaican cooking and is often added to soups, stews, and marinades for its earthy, slightly minty flavor and strong aromatic qualities. It’s used in everything from jerk marinades to Rice and Peas.

			Turmeric: Turmeric grows wild in the Cockpit Country of Jamaica and is special for its bright golden color, strong flavor, and high curcumin content. Turmeric powder is a core component of Jamaican curry powder. It gives dishes a vibrant yellow color and a slightly bitter, earthy flavor. Turmeric is also known for its anti-inflammatory properties and has been used for medicinal purposes for thousands of years.

			Yam: Yam in Jamaica is not the same thing most North American stores sell as yam, which is actually sweet potato. Yam is a starchy root vegetable with rough brown skin on the outside and white or yellow starchy flesh on the inside. It’s generally boiled, roasted, or added to soup, especially on Soup Saturdays in Jamaica. Unless you’re in an African or Caribbean supermarket, the thing in your cart that looks like a sweet potato almost certainly is a sweet potato and not a yam. The two are not interchangeable in these recipes.

			Proteins

			Goat meat: Introduced to Jamaica by Indian immigrants, goat meat is the main ingredient in Curry Goat and Mannish Water. Both are favorites at Jamaican gatherings and celebrations. If you can’t find goat meat, lamb stew meat is an excellent substitute. It has a similar texture and a rich flavor that works well in soups and stews.

			Oxtail: Once considered a lesser cut of meat, oxtail is a much-loved protein in Jamaican cuisine. It’s especially good in rich, hearty stews that are cooked for hours over low heat until the meat is falling-off-the-bone tender and the flavors are layered with depth.

			Pig’s Tail: Pig’s tail is part of the nose-to-tail culture in Jamaica. We are a people who don’t waste anything if we can find a use for it. Cured pig’s tail is a great way to intensify the flavor of any dish and can be found in any ethnic supermarket. 

			Salted mackerel: Mackerel is a fish you see in every supermarket in Jamaica: It comes tinned in brine, tomato sauce, or even hot tomato sauce. It also comes whole, dried, or preserved in salt—this last one is the one you need for these recipes. Mackerel is an inexpensive protein Jamaicans have learned to make into delicious dishes like Mackerel Rundown, where it’s cooked in coconut milk with onions, tomatoes, and spices.

			Saltfish (salt cod): Saltfish was introduced to Jamaica by European traders and has become a staple in dishes like Ackee and Saltfish, the national dish of Jamaica, and Saltfish Fritters with Curry Mayo. Saltfish quality can vary dramatically, and preparing it for use in a recipe takes some advance planning (see How to Prepare Salt Cod).
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Seasonings

			All-purpose seasoning: This seasoning blend is a kitchen staple in many Jamaican homes, providing a quick and easy way to flavor dishes. Most Jamaicans buy Maggi Season-up! all-purpose seasoning, but I always keep a jar of my homemade blend in my pantry.

			Allspice: This spice, also known as pimento, is indigenous to Jamaica and  was named for its complex flavor profile,  which is reminiscent of cinnamon, nutmeg, and clove. It’s a key component of jerk seasoning and is used often in Jamaican cooking in general. You can use either whole or ground allspice. If using whole allspice, double the amount of ground allspice a recipe calls for, and be sure to pluck the berries out when you’re finished cooking. In a pinch, you can substitute a mixture of equal parts cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves.

			Annatto seed/powder: Annatto, also known as achiote, is used primarily for its vibrant color. It has a mild, uniquely earthy flavor and is used to give the  crust in Jamaican Beef Patties its red hue, as well as supplying the orange shade of the surprisingly delicious canned Tastee Cheese that Jamaicans love to eat with Spice Bun.

			Cinnamon: Cinnamon appears in both sweet and savory dishes in Jamaica to add warmth and depth. Jamaicans love to put it in porridge and in many desserts.

			Cloves: Cloves are often used in baking and in beverages like Sorrel and are a key ingredient in Christmas Pudding. Their pungent aroma goes well in savory dishes too, but use them sparingly, as the flavor can take over.

			Dry jerk rub: There are plenty of great store-bought jerk marinades, but making a dry jerk rub from scratch is easy. It allows you to emphasize some ingredients (or reduce a flavor you’re less fond of) and adjust the heat to suit your taste buds. Some people like their jerk to be more allspice-forward and some want it extra hot. Whatever your heat preference, key ingredients include allspice, thyme, and dried Scotch bonnet pepper.

			Green seasoning: This blend of fresh herbs and aromatics is a Caribbean staple (each island has its own variation) used for marinating meats and adding flavor to soups and stews. A spoonful of homemade Green Seasoning will take any dish up a notch.

			Jamaican curry powder: Most commercially available Jamaican curry powder is milder than store-bought Indian curry powder. Ours is a unique blend that reflects the island’s culinary fusion and typically includes more turmeric, along with coriander, cumin, fenugreek, and sometimes nutmeg. It’s essential for making Jamaican Curry Goat,Curry Chicken, and Almost Ital Curry Vegetable Stew. My favorite brand is Betapac, but Grace and Cool Runnings are also good.

			Nutmeg: Nutmeg is the seed of the Myristica fragrans tree, indigenous to Indonesia but grown throughout the Caribbean, including Jamaica. Best when grated fresh, nutmeg adds a warm, sweet, and slightly nutty flavor and is great in both sweet and savory dishes. 

			Paprika: While it’s not a traditional Jamaican spice, a lot of Caribbean people use sweet paprika to add color and a mild, sweet flavor to a variety of savory dishes.

			Salt: Not all salts are created equal—some are saltier than others. I use and recommend Diamond Crystal kosher salt, which has a light, flaky texture and a milder salinity by volume. If you’re using another type, especially table salt or a different brand of kosher salt, use less and adjust to taste. 

			Soup mix: Most soups in Jamaica aren’t complete without a packet of Grace Cock Soup Mix, which adds a rich umami flavor and can be found in the international aisle of many supermarkets. You can also make a batch of homemade Soup Seasoning to brighten all your soups.

			
Staples

			Beans: You will always find red kidney beans—we call them peas—in a Jamaican kitchen. They are essential for dishes like Ital-Style Red Peas Soup, Rice and Peas, and Stew Peas with Pig’s Tail. Gungo peas (pigeon peas) are often used during the Christmas season in rice and soup. For all the recipes in this book, you can use either canned beans or dried beans that have been rehydrated and cooked until tender. I prefer dried beans soaked overnight, which bring a nice color and texture you can’t get from canned beans. Dried beans will generally give a richer, more complex flavor than canned beans and hold their shape better during cooking. The longer cooking process with dried beans also means they will be better able to absorb the flavors of broth and spices. Canned beans are more expensive but will save a lot of time, so ultimately the decision comes down to your priorities: convenience versus superior taste and texture. The recipes here include instructions for both canned and dried kidney beans.

			Browning: This caramelized sauce is made from burnt sugar and is used to add color and depth to stews and gravies like Brown Stew Chicken and Oxtail and Butter Beans.

			Coconut milk: Coconut milk adds fat, flavor, and richness to dishes like rice and peas, curries, soups, breads, and desserts. The smooth, slightly sweet taste balances bold spices and enhances the overall depth of flavor in traditional recipes. I use canned coconut milk because it’s more convenient, but my grandmother used to make her own coconut milk, and you can too.

			Condensed milk: Sweetened condensed milk is a much-loved ingredient in Jamaica and a common addition to breakfast porridge, desserts, and drinks, including Guinness Punch. If you have a little left over in the can, it’s great for jazzing up your coffee.

			Cornmeal: Fine yellow cornmeal is used for making dishes like Cornmeal Porridge, a traditional Jamaican breakfast, and Jamaican Festival, which is fried dumplings often served with jerk chicken.

			Hominy corn: Hominy corn is dried corn kernels that have been soaked in an alkaline solution, a process called nixtamalization. This process softens the hulls, giving the kernels a puffy, slightly chewy texture, and makes nutrients like vitamin B3 more accessible for our bodies to absorb. Corn has been grown in Jamaica since the Taino arrived around 800 CE, and Jamaicans have loved Hominy Corn Porridge for almost as long. Make sure you get the yellow hominy corn, not the white.

			Molasses: A by-product of sugar production, molasses has a deep, rich flavor and is often added to sauces and baked goods. Jamaican Spice Bun wouldn’t be complete without a splash of molasses.

			Peanuts: Red-skinned peanuts are grown primarily on the south coast of Jamaica and are used in dishes like peanut porridge, Peanut Punch, and Peanut Drops. You can find them online and in many specialty stores, or you can use regular unsalted peanuts in a pinch.

			Rice: Long-grain rice, particularly parboiled, is the most common rice in Jamaica, but jasmine rice is more fragrant and will make your Rice and Peas taste even better. Make sure to rinse it three or four times to remove the excess starch and drain it in a sieve before cooking.

			Water crackers: Originally designed for people who traveled long distances and needed food that would last, Excelsior Water Crackers are a favorite Jamaican snack. For more than one hundred years, this company has been using a unique wood-burning brick oven technique that makes its crackers somehow tough and fluffy at the same time. They are largely flavorless but are loved by Jamaicans from every corner of the island, eaten with Solomon Gundy, tinned mackerel, or tinned sardines or crumbled over porridge for added texture.
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Pepper Shrimp


				Jamaican Beef Patties

				Saltfish Fritters with Curry Mayo

				Crispy Coconut Shrimp with Spicy Chili-Lime Mayo

				Curry Chicken Spring Rolls with Tamarind Chutney

				Jerk Street Corn

				Chili-Garlic Shrimp Tacos

				Crispy Okra with Scotch Bonnet Mayo

				Sticky Brown Sugar and Rum Wings

				Ackee Dip with Plantain Chips

				Solomon Gundy
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			There’s a simple joy in picking up a piece of food with your fingers and putting it in your mouth. Before it even gets to your tongue, you learn whether that food is soft or hard, rough or smooth, hot or cold. Your brain starts doing the math—will this be sweet, salty, bitter? And then you taste it. . . .

			A lot of people would agree that food eaten with your hands actually tastes better. Think about the last time you ate fish and chips straight out of the wrapping paper, and the way the salt and vinegar clung to your fingers. Or that taco on the beach in Mexico, the salsa dripping out the end.

			In Jamaica, the ultimate finger food is the Jamaican patty, whether it’s filled with beef, curry chicken, or even vegetables. Patties have been a part of Jamaican culture since the seventeenth century, and their importance extends far beyond the island.

			But patties are a labor of love, so if you’re short on time and want a blast of flavor without all the effort, make Jerk Street Corn. With just a few basic ingredients and 30 minutes of prep time, you will have an irresistible snack with surprisingly complex flavors.

			If you’re craving salt, Solomon Gundy is the Jamaican cure. This traditional fish pâté is a bold, salty, and spicy spread, usually served with crackers or hard dough bread.
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Pepper Shrimp

			No trip to “country”—which to a local means pretty much anywhere outside Kingston—is complete without stopping to buy pepper shrimp. Peppa swims, as they’re known, are a fiery favorite roadside delicacy that first appeared in an area called Middle Quarters on Jamaica’s south coast in the 1960s. There, they are small freshwater crayfish boiled in a briny, spicy broth loaded with Scotch bonnet peppers, allspice, and sometimes garlic and other spices. The result is a vibrant bright-red dish that packs a punch in both flavor and heat.

			The simplicity of the preparation allows the natural sweetness of the shrimp to shine through the bold, aromatic spices. Though shrimp is in the recipe’s name, the spicy bouillon is the star, and getting it right is like learning to fish—it will serve you well for a lifetime. Pile these on a platter with a bowl for shells (and lots of Wet-Naps on hand) and dig in.

			Serves 4 to 6

			
					2 pounds (900 g) head-on large shrimp, deveined but with shells left on

					4 garlic cloves, minced

					4 scallions, thinly sliced 

					Leaves from 2 thyme sprigs 

					1 to 3 Scotch bonnet peppers (see Notes), minced

					1 tablespoon vegetable oil or other neutral oil

					1 tablespoon ground annatto (optional; see Notes)

					1 tablespoon kosher salt, plus more to taste

					2 teaspoons Old Bay seasoning (see Notes)

					1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

					¼ teaspoon ground allspice

					½ cup (125 ml) distilled white vinegar

					2 teaspoons sugar

			

			
				Pat the shrimp dry with paper towels and place them in a large bowl. Add the garlic, scallions, thyme, Scotch bonnets, vegetable oil, annatto (if using), salt, Old Bay, black pepper, and allspice to the bowl and mix to coat the shrimp with the seasonings. Marinate in the fridge for 30 to 60 minutes.

				Using gloves or a slotted spoon, transfer the shrimp to another bowl, leaving the vegetables and spices. Scrape the remaining marinade into a large saucepan and add 1 cup (250 ml) water. Bring to a simmer over medium heat, stirring occasionally, and cook until the sauce has reduced slightly and is fragrant, 8 to 10 minutes. 

				Add ¼ cup (60 ml) of the vinegar and the shrimp, cover the pan, increase the heat to high, and cook until the shrimp are opaque and fully cooked through, 4 to 7 minutes, stirring halfway through.

				
In a small bowl, stir together the remaining ¼ cup (60 ml) vinegar and the sugar, then pour the mixture over the shrimp and toss to coat fully. Season with more salt, if desired.

				Transfer the shrimp to a serving plate and let cool slightly. Serve warm or at room temperature, along with bowls for the shells once they’re peeled. 

				Store leftover shrimp with a little of the broth in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 3 days. You can serve leftover pepper shrimp cold or at room temperature.

			

			Notes

			
					 Make sure to wear gloves while handling the peppers—they’re hot!

					 Swap the fresh Scotch bonnet peppers for 1 to 2 tablespoons Scotch Bonnet Sauce or fresh habanero peppers. Adjust the spice levels to your taste.

					 The ground annatto gives pepper shrimp their signature red color, but you can omit it if you can’t find it.

					 You can substitute your favorite all-purpose fish seasoning for the Old Bay.

					 Save a little of the broth to keep leftovers in and toss the rest—it’s too spicy to eat on its own.
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Pepper and Place

			Whenever I go to Jamaica these days, I stop at one of the colorful roadside shacks along the sprawling stretch of road through Middle Quarters on Jamaica’s south coast. This is the original home of peppa swims, and though you can get versions of it elsewhere, Middle Quarters shrimp is the best. Most of what they sell here is actually freshwater crayfish—what we call janga in Jamaica. Shrimp are used instead when crayfish stocks run low, or by vendors in other parts of Jamaica.

			Each vendor has a slightly different recipe, a family secret passed down through generations. But all their pepper shrimp have a rich, deep flavor and a distinctive shrimpy umami. The smaller shrimp are cooked enough that you can eat the whole thing from head to tail. The crunch adds yet another layer of complexity to these little delights.

			You stand by the roadside, the sun beating down, with a cold Red Stripe in one hand and a bag bulging with pepper shrimp in the other. A vendor shouts, “Peppa swims! Peppa swims!” as a line of cars snake slowly past. The flavor hits you in waves—first the burn of the Scotch bonnet, then the rich depth of the allspice, and finally the sweetness of the shrimp itself. A sound system blares from the open windows of a country bus as it groans along the potholed road. Steam and smoke from the coal fire engulf your cook. This is the real Jamaica. This food is simple, unpretentious, and utterly satisfying.
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Jamaican Beef Patties

			The Jamaican beef patty is the ultimate reflection of Jamaica’s motto, “Out of Many, One People.” Cornish sailors who arrived on the island to trade in sugar and spices in the seventeenth century brought with them the pasty, a flaky pastry filled with chunks of beef and vegetables. Indentured servants from India added to it their turmeric. Enslaved Africans brought the heat with bird peppers, and centuries later Chinese Jamaicans perfected mass production of the patty.

			This delicious combination has made the patty Jamaica’s most iconic street food. Though you can find great patties in Caribbean bakeries around the world, making your own gives you a deep appreciation for the technicality of this amazing handheld treat. The ingredients list is long, but the recipe is totally doable. Just take your time and follow the steps.

			Makes 8 patties

			For the patty dough

			
					4 cups (500 g) all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling the dough

					2 tablespoons sugar

					1 tablespoon ground annatto

					1 tablespoon kosher salt

					2 teaspoons ground turmeric

					¼ teaspoon baking powder

					8 ounces (220 g) beef suet (see Notes), well chilled

					1 cup (250 ml) ice water

					1 tablespoon distilled white vinegar

					1 egg

			

			For the filling

			
					1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil, vegetable oil, or other neutral oil

					1 pound (450 g) ground beef, 80% lean

					4 scallions, chopped

					4 garlic cloves, minced

					Leaves from 3 thyme sprigs 

					1 small yellow onion, chopped

					½ Scotch bonnet pepper, seeded, or 1 to 2 teaspoons Scotch Bonnet Sauce


					1 tablespoon browning (see Notes)

					2 teaspoons paprika
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