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INTRODUCTION


For many people, the Caribbean region means sun, sand, and sea. Matters culinary, if thought of at all, are a reference to “ackee, rice, saltfish are nice/ and the rum is fine any time of year,” or the Yellowbird and Rum Bamboozle cocktails at the manager’s cocktail party. For all too many, food in the Caribbean is made up of insipid hotel dining with toned-down local specialties and continental cuisine, or a stop at a beach bar for a bad hamburger. This situation doesn’t have to be.

For the adventurous, the Caribbean region provides vast opportunities for culinary explorations. Eat with the folk in small restaurants where foods are lovingly prepared by local chefs. Check out the roadside stands or amble into one of the many rum shacks for a chat with the resident “bar association.” In these places, seafood, fried, stewed, or boiled, is usually the order of the day accompanied by a starch or a bread. Helpings are copious and there is no extra charge for the friends you’ll make and the local lore you’ll pick up. Each island has its own variations on the regional cuisine.

In the small restaurants where it is possible to sample local fare, decor usually leans heavily toward brightly colored floral plastic tablecloths, which are topped with Woolworth’s bud vases filled with bougainvillea and hibiscus and an astonishing array of pepper sauces. Don’t let the decor fool you; some of the best food in the region is available in these humble-looking spots. You might enjoy delights ranging from a perfect chicken creole, like the one that I tasted at Chez Mak on the French side of Saint Martin, or the stewed fish and funghi that I sampled in what seemed to be a transplanted version of the same restaurant in French Town in Saint Thomas, or the fried fish and bammie that I gobbled down in a waterfront restaurant in Port Royal, Jamaica.

Road food is not for the timid or cholesterol-conscious. Stop for chicharrón in Bayamón, Puerto Rico. These are George Bush’s pork rinds prepared by heavenly hands. Indeed pork may be a roadside leitmotif in the Caribbean. Nibble spicy jerked pork at a pork pit in Jamaica or sample succulent chicharrón de cerdo con yuca in the Dominican Republic. For a change of pace, pull over and simply have a taste of coconut water. This delicate liquid is ambrosial when sampled roadside under a palm-fringed sky. Don’t miss the Sno-Cones prepared with tropical syrups such as passion fruit, sapodilla, and mango. Each island has its own variation and its own name for this refreshing sweet: Sky Juice in Jamaica, Piraguas in Puerto Rico, Frio Frios in the Dominican Republic, Frescos in Haiti, and Snobols in Guadeloupe.

Language is part of the difficulty with some of the food of the Caribbean: What root is what? and what do you call this here? are two constant questions. But language is also part of the fun—and Caribbean food is fun. The humor of the islands is vividly expressed in its foods. Where else could you taste a dish called Run Down, because you put it in the pot and cook it until it “runs down.” Perhaps you want to try Dip and Fall Back, a Caribbean cousin of fondue. In Cuba, you can savor a dish of black beans and white rice called the Christians and the Moors, while in Guadeloupe feel the heat of a chile called Madame Jacques’ behind. (I’ve always wondered who Madame Jacques was.)

Confectionery gets into the act too. At the ferry slip on Ile des Saintes, you’ll be greeted by vendors selling tourment d’amour (love’s torments). Jamaicans fondly remember a candy called Bustamante Jawbone in reference to the imagined toughness of the jawbone of that country’s famous statesman known for his oratory. Then there’s the poetic callaloo, matoutou, blaff, crasé, souse, lambi, and malanga.

While roadside stands are wonderful and small restaurants will give you an authentic taste of Caribbean food, the best place of all to eat in the islands is Sunday dinner at someone’s grandmother’s home. Here food takes on an almost ritual importance. Each meal is created lovingly … slow-cooked and well seasoned. No matter how humble, the meal itself is a feast. And from the first drop of rum—traditionally poured for the ancestors who are also present—through the crunch of the last bone being savored, to the final after-dinner drink; the heated conversation; and the almost obligatory after-dinner nap, it becomes clear what Caribbean dining is all about: food, friends, and fellowship.
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ARAWAKS AND CARIBS:
FOOD BEFORE COLUMBUS

•

The culinary history of the Caribbean region began long before Columbus’s arrival in this hemisphere. The two major groups of Native Americans occupying the islands, the Arawaks and the Caribs, had no trouble surviving on the bounty of the land. The Arawaks, gentle and peaceful as the history texts tell it, were cultivators who grew sweet potatoes, yautia, maize, peanuts, and cassava. The cassava bread that is eaten in the entire region owes its origin to these people. They are known to have enjoyed naseberries, guavas, pineapples, cashew fruit, and more.

The Arawaks were also hunters, and they enjoyed agouti (called grass cutter or bush rat in Africa), iguana, and jutia (a type of large guinea pig). They cooked fish that they caught in local rivers and streams. They were particularly adept at trapping ducks and other waterfowl. They would float gourds downriver until the fowl became adjusted to their presence in the water. The Arawak would then swim in the ponds or lakes using calabash gourds as rebreathers and sneak up on the unwitting fowl, yanking them under by the feet. The Arawak showed equal cleverness hunting for turtle. They would catch a remora or sucker fish, attach it to a long line, and then go turtle fishing. The fish would dive for the turtle and attach itself. They would reel in the fish and voilà … turtle stew!

The Arawak baked, stewed, smoked, and roasted their meats, frequently seasoning them with cassareep, a condiment prepared from cassava juice, salt, and pepper. It is used today in preparing pepperpot in Guyana, Trinidad, and Grenada. The grill of green wood sticks that they used to cook meats over an open fire was called a barbacoa. This style of cooking, the barbecue, lives on in the humble backyard grills and sophisticated mesquite and grapevine fires that have become so much a part of warm-weather culinary life in the States. The Arawak may also have been the first in the region to ferment alcohol, preparing potent beverages of cassava and maize.

The fierce Caribs, who occupied the northwest part of Trinidad, the Lesser Antilles, and the eastern part of Puerto Rico, were devoted meat eaters. They were also cannibals, and so all too frequently the cookpots were not only filled with the wild boars that ran in the virgin forests of the area, but also with the Arawak neighbors, captured in local skirmishes. The Caribs ate much the same as their neighbors, but with the accent on protein. They eschewed turtle meat and pork, feeling that the former would render them stupid and the latter caused people to have beady eyes. Crabmeat was never eaten before a long ocean voyage as it was thought to bring tempests.

However, in matters culinary, the Caribs are perhaps best known as lovers of things spicy; they seasoned their food with pepper only and did not use salt. It is perhaps from the Caribs that the region gains its fondness for pepper sauces. Sauces such as taumalin, which was made from pepper, lemon juice, and crabmeat, were typical. The Caribs also didn’t mind a little drink from time to time. An intoxicating beverage called ouicou was prepared from cassava, sweet potatoes, and syrup and imbibed on holidays.

EXPLORERS, MISSIONARIES,
AND BUCCANEERS

•

Columbus’s arrival in the New World signaled a change in the diets of both the Old and New worlds. New World vegetables such as tomatoes, corn, chiles, and more would make their way eastward to become integral parts of European, African, and Asian cooking. Those continents in turn would supply the islands with other foodstuffs. Rice came from the East; bananas arrived from the Canary Islands in 1516, thanks to the Portuguese. The sugarcane that would make the region’s fortune in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries arrived with Columbus on his second voyage. Many other fruits and vegetables found their way to the area in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, including breadfruit, which was brought by Captain Bligh of Bounty fame in 1793. Much of the culinary cross-pollinating was done by Jesuit missionaries, who never can receive enough praise in cookbooks for their hand in making many staples such as chiles international.

The subsequent wars for supremacy in the region would be aided by privateers and buccaneers, each of whom added something to the culinary lexicon. The former fought with the commission of their government and were considered to be heroes in their homelands. The latter gained their name from their preference for meat smoked in the native manner called boucan. They were first known as boucaniers and then buccaneers.

Pirates flying the skull and crossbones of the Jolly Roger owed allegiance to no government and harried any ship they found. They too haunted the coves and hidden harbors of the region, looking for treasures from the Spanish Main journeying to Europe. The region’s pirates rapidly gained a fondness for the local tipple, a drink known as Guildivel or Kill Devil. It was strong and cheap; a half century later it would be refined into rum and become the drink most emblematic of the region.

Jean-Baptiste Labat, a Dominican monk, was an early French missionary to the region. His tales of his voyage to the American islands and his stay from 1694 to 1705 are riveting reading for anyone interested in the early culinary history of the area. Père Labat developed a taste for native barbecue and was also extremely fond of local turtles. His writings give us some of the most precise details that we have about the cooking of the Arawaks and the Caribs. He was an indefatigable observer and apparently quite the gourmet (not to mention gourmand). He came, he saw, he sampled. He also wrote detailed descriptions in his diaries of the foods of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

Labat speaks of a meal of roasted turtle breast that he had eaten with all of the gustatory sensitivity of a Brillat-Savarin. He describes the preparation of the dish in such detail that the recipe could be easily duplicated today. The turtle breast was prepared with a marinade of lemon juice, chile, pepper, salt, and cloves and then basted with the marinade while roasting. He then goes on to allow that turtle meat is very versatile and can be prepared in a variety of ways: spit-roasted, stewed, fricasseed, in soup, and more. The missionary also gives the reader a detailed account of the fruits and vegetables in his garden and describes okra, cassava, Congo peas, sorrel, pineapples, bananas, and avocados, all of which were exotic vegetables to most Europeans well into the twentieth century. It is astonishing how similar many of the scenes described and the dishes sampled are to those of today’s Caribbean.

SIR LOIN, KING SUGAR,
AND DEMON RUM:
THE PLANTATION KITCHEN

•

Culinary excess was one of the hallmarks of the plantation era in the Caribbean. Eyewitness accounts of lavish parties, expansive breakfasts, and groaning-board feasts are leitmotifs of the travelers’ tales of the period. The expression “as rich as a Barbados planter” was common during this period and only hinted at all of the luxurious excess that the sugar-monied nouveau riche could buy. Lady Nugent, the wife of the governor of Jamaica, made a tour of the island from 1801 to 1805 and was astounded by the diet. She reported in her diary that all meals on the plantation were copious and made up of rich foods—roasts, smoked fish, meats, and more were present on the slave-carved mahogany tables and sideboards. These meals also offered a variety of spirits as well, all of which when combined with the torpor-inspiring climate of the region resulted in the plantation owners often eating themselves—quite literally—to death.

Eyewitness reports have it that many a master’s day began with a mixture of Madeira wine and water upon rising. According to John Sted-man, who reported on life in the British West Indies in 1772 in A Planter’s Day: “a master’s breakfast was at 10 o’clock for which his table is spread in the large hall provided, with bacon, ham, hung beef, fowls, or pigeons broiled; plantains and sweet cassavas roasted, bread, butter, cheese, etc. with which he drinks strong beer, and a glass of Madeira, Rhenish, or Mozell [sic] wine … and this is called breaking the poor man’s fast.” By 3 o’clock in the afternoon, it is time for dinner “where nothing is wanting that the world can afford in a western climate of meat, fowl, venison, fish, vegetables, fruits, etc. and the most exquisite wines are often squandered in profusion … after this, a cup of strong coffee and a liqueur finish the repast.” The evening would finish up with “weak punch, sangaree, cards and tobacco.”

Another report chronicles that “custards, cheesecakes, tansies, sturgeon, anchovies, caviar, boltards, tongues, peas, beans, several roasts and other good dishes” were all a part of the planter’s lifestyle. Indeed, rich colonists reveled in their excellent tables, and shops vied for their patronage, purveying the most exotic of imported goods. A shop in Spanish Town, Jamaica, lured customers in 1781 by advertising “claret, hock. Yorkshire hams and the best mustard along with ladies and men’s wear and clothing and household furnishings.”

In the British colonies, taverns and coffeehouses catered to the male of the species in Hogarthian splendor, while Creole women in the French islands and plantation mistresses everywhere preferred to stay at home and enjoy chocolate, candies, coffee with milk, and a lemonade prepared from sugar syrup and lemon juice.

Entertaining was the perfect excuse to pull out all the stops. The choicest meats were prepared in the style of the prevailing colonial power and accompanied by a variety of sauces both in the European and creole manners. These were joined on the menu by vegetables both local and imported and accompanied by breads prepared from wheat flour and the local cassava flour that had become quite popular. The meal was washed down by veritable tidal waves of the finest wines and liquors available. Next came a selection of cheeses and savories imported from Europe, followed by desserts, ranging from British trifles to candied tropical fruits. The settings were as lavish as the dishes served. Liveried slaves carrying torches lined entranceways bordered by majestic royal palm trees. At the great houses, which were invariably set high on hills in order to catch the few cool breezes and to have a better vantage point from which to watch for hints of unusual slave activities, wide verandas alight with silver candelabra offered panoramic vistas of acres of sugarcane fields. Household servants circulated soundlessly on polished mahogany floors, carrying heavy silver trays of predinner tidbits, proffering the punches that were symbolic of Caribbean hospitality, and seeing to the comfort of the invited guests. At the more lavish gatherings, miniature lakes of punches complete with slaves in rowboats serving the guests were not unheard of as party highlights. European visitors marveled at the sumptuous entertaining styles of Caribbean planters, and however appalled they might have been by the diet or by the slave condition that allowed for such ostentation, they uniformly agreed that “hospitality is in no country practiced with greater cordiality.”

COAL POTS AND CALABASHES:
THE SLAVE KITCHEN

•

In a parallel and enslaved society, African slaves brought with them the tastes and foods of their homeland. More fortunate than many of their brethren who were shipped to the United States, Caribbean slaves discovered a climate that mirrored that of their African home on the other side of the Atlantic. The familiar climate enabled them to easily transplant and acclimatize many African fruits and vegetables or discover New World equivalents. Okra, yams, sweet potatoes, greens, and at least ten types of beans all appeared in the earthenware and cast-iron pots that they used for cooking.

The nourishment of slaves, while not always considered a priority by unscrupulous planters, was a matter of great concern for colonial administrators of the period. Article 22 of France’s Code Noire of 1685, which governed matters concerning slave welfare in the French colonies, provided that “slaves ten years and above be given two and a half measures of manioc flour or three cassavas weighing two and a half pounds each (or the equivalent) with two pounds of salt beef or three pounds of fish or other viands in like proportion and for children under ten years, half the above ration.” Article 23 goes on to forbid planters giving rum instead of the rations mentioned. This was done because the rum was cheaper and the beverage’s euphoria enabled the slaves to work with empty bellies. Article 24 of the Code Noire goes on to ensure that slaves had the right to complain if they were not so nourished and state that plantation owners found guilty of such abuses could be prosecuted.

In the British colonies, the system of slave kitchen gardens was instituted and maintained from an early date. Indeed, Sunday markets where the produce from these gardens was sold or traded for other items were so popular that they lasted well past emancipation and became a veritable fixture of rural life on some islands.

Back in the slave quarters of numerous Caribbean big houses, slaves reverted to African ways of cooking as well. Charcoal fires burning in tripod coal pots scented many a slave kitchen or market with the aroma of foods cooking over wood. Banana leaves served for wrapping foods to be steamed. Heavy cast-iron cooking pots called dutchies in Jamaica, buckpots or black pots in Barbados, and various other names in other islands were the cooking vessels of choice. Earthenware jugs called monkey pots kept water cool, while calabash gourds were used everywhere for everything from dishes to dippers.

With these tools, slave cooks produced dishes such as coocoo and funghi, relatives of the West African fufus and foutous; callaloo, a close cousin of the sauces feuilles of Benin and the gumbo z’herbes of New Orleans, and matoutou crabes, a traditional Easter dish in the French Antilles that is a direct descendant of Benin’s ago glain. They went into the woods and found herbs and grasses from which they produced bush teas and used the sugarcane that marked their lives to make candies and hard sweet cakes. At times, they reproduced their African dishes in name and preparation as with West Africa’s Akan people, who reproduced Ghana’s kenkey and dokono as Barbados’s conkies and Jamaica’s dunkanoo. Other times they added a New World creole touch as with Martinique tabara, which has its origins in Senegal. In short, they gave the area new foods and methods of cooking, ones emblematic of another type of Caribbean cooking that has the indelible mark of Africa on it.

ROTI AND PAK CHOI:
FOODS FROM THE EAST

•

The postemancipation period brought a wave of immigration to the Caribbean area from India and China. The new Caribbean immigrants would bring with them their own vegetables, such as the Chinese bok choy, which is spelled pak choi in the Caribbean. They put down roots in Jamaica, Trinidad, Martinique, Grenada, Santo Domingo, and Cuba. They would use their own culinary techniques and the new ingredients that they found to create combinations such as Martinique’s Colombo de porc. A curried pork dish that would receive frowns from devout Hindus in India, it displays Caribbean ingenuity in combining the traditional southern Indian curry with pork, one of the most abundant meats in the region. Another example is Guyana’s chop suey, which, like its American counterpart, owes little, except its name, to China. Visitors to Trinidad are surprised to find reminders of this culinary thread on virtually every street corner as vendors hawk what has become Trinidad’s favorite snack food: roti. The dish consists of a crepelike pancake wrapper around a variety of curried fillings: chicken, lamb, beef, or vegetable.

While most travelers are not journeying to Cuba, those living in areas with a sizable Cuban population cannot help but be aware of yet another trend from the East, the comidas chinas y criollas. This type of cooking offers a wide array of foods that demonstrate the coming together of Spanish and Chinese culinary traditions with the produce of the tropics.

Few people today realize, as they munch on a bag of spicy channa, roasted chick-peas, purchased from a street vendor in Georgetown, Guyana, or pick up a roasted chicken dusted with egg powder and seasoned with hoisin sauce at a market in Kingston, Jamaica, or add a dab of kuchela, a shaved mango condiment, to their roti in San Fernando, Trinidad, that they are sampling the offerings of yet another continent in the melting pot that is Caribbean cooking.

CONTINENTAL DRIFT:
TOURISM’S TOURMENTS

•

In the 1940s and ’50s tourism was a fledgling industry in the Caribbean. By the 1960s and early ’70s no influence was greater on the Caribbean kitchen than that of tourism. The tastes of the hordes (or in many cases anticipated hordes) of visitors from the North would put hamburgers, pizza, Coca-Cola, fried chicken, and the like on the tables of many hotel dining rooms. “Continental” cuisine was the watchword. The modified American plan (MAP) meant that guests ate at the hotel at least twice a day and guests should not be bothered with the unfamiliar. Local food was anathema, to be avoided at all costs. It was only to be encountered if you were lucky enough to be invited to someone’s home.

These are the Dark Ages of Caribbean culinary history. However, no Dark Age is so complete that it does not have its glimmer of light. This era produced some of the region’s best-known cocktails. The piña colada, today’s classic tropical vacation drink, is a product of this era. The daiquiri and the Andrews Sisters’ famed Rum and Coca-Cola also hark back to the early part of this period. Some of the more famous hangouts of the era were Cuba’s La) Bodeguita del Medio, where autographed walls are a testimony to pre-Castro glory days. The Mojito, a rum, spearmint, and tonic water drink said to be a favorite of Ernest Hemingway is this bistro’s legacy. In another part of Havana, La Floridita beckons as the home of the daiquiri, although the drink’s origins are also attributed to workers on the sugar plantation at the Daiquiri iron mines. The pioneer Caribe Hilton of Puerto Rico, which can claim to be the first hotel of the Caribbean tourism boom, has added many rum cocktails to the list, although its claim to the piña colada is disputed among several locations.

The end of the period marked a Caribbean awareness that tourism was probably going to be the wave of the future. Culinary competitions were organized by newly independent governments and encouraged chefs in restaurants and hotel dining rooms to experiment with local produce in a thrust toward self-sufficiency. Meanwhile, in the north, Julia Child was changing the country’s approach to food. As inquiring taste buds raced their way through French, Italian, Chinese, Indian, and regional American foods including Cajun and California, and headed onward to Thai, Vietnamese, Mexican, and Moroccan foods, it became clear that the tidal wave of the culinary revolution would soon wash ashore on the Caribbean islands.

CARIBBEAN RENAISSANCE:
TODAY’S CREOLE FEASTS

•

The late 1980s heralded a new feeling of pride in the Caribbean, resulting in a rediscovery of traditional Caribbean cuisine. In the United States, Caribbean restaurants have emerged from urban ethnic neighborhoods to present the population-at-large with a glimpse of the diversity of this cuisine. Meanwhile, in the islands, growing health consciousness, higher standards of living, and more discerning tourists are transforming the cuisine. Traditional dishes are being reevaluated, refined, and reinstated on resort and restaurant menus. Chefs are looking to local produce and the diverse seafood of the region for inspiration. Ackee and saltfish can be found on numerous Jamaican breakfast buffets, while in Guadeloupe féroce d’avocat, a spicy avocado and codfish dip, with mignan de fruit à pain (pureed breadfruit) might be offered. Dinner in the Dominican Republic might bring a bread basket with warm pan de casabe (cassava bread) while tea in Barbados might present coconut tartlets along with more traditional fare.

Restaurants highlight the region’s traditional food. Mama’s in Grenada serves a smorgasbord of traditional foods, including such delicacies as iguana, armadillo, and monkey. De Armando in Puerto Plata, Dominican Republic, offers crema de auyama (pumpkin soup) and moro choncho (rice and beans with pork) on its extensive menu. Martinique and Guadeloupe are veritable gourmets’ paradises for lovers of traditional creole cooking. The latter island’s annual Fête des Cuisinières gives tasters one of the best samplings of the food of the French Caribbean around. And don’t forget the Dutch. When they say, “Bon probecho!”, Papamiento for “Bon appétit,” they sit down to dishes like erwten soep, a pea soup that speaks of their heritage, and may follow it up with passaat, a lamb or goat barbecue where the flames are fanned by the island tradewinds, or passaat.

As it heads toward the twenty-first century, the cooking of the Caribbean whether nouvelle or traditional, langouste or Iambi, offers diners from around the world a melting pot of delights, a veritable creole feast.
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Since visitors to the Caribbean region tend to take in one or two islands at a time or else travel on cruise ships where they do not have a chance to sample much local cooking, most do not realize that Caribbean cooking varies from island to island. Each island has its specialties and its own culinary quirks.

ANGUILLA

•

Miles of beaches and restaurants selling all of the sea’s bounty make Anguilla a seafood lover’s dream. The island’s specialties—lobster of the clawless Caribbean type, crayfish, whelk, yellowtail, and red snapper—are all freshly caught from local cays and reefs and brought to the table still perfumed with the taste of the sea. Shellfish turns up in traditional grilled and other classic guises at many island restaurants and in more innovative forms at places like Pimm’s on Maunday’s Bay and Hibernia, where crab beignets, lobster tabbouleh, and conch torte can be found.

ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA

•

Along with its importance in British naval history, Antigua has always been at the forefront with things culinary. In fact, the Antiguan black pineapple figures on the country’s coat of arms. This pineapple, which is being revived after virtually disappearing, is small, dark skinned, and very sweet because of its high sucrose content. The pineapples can be purchased in local markets for on-island enjoyment, and locally made pineapple products such as jams and preserves can be purchased in local supermarkets. The classic Antiguan dish, though, is pepperpot, one of the traditional Caribbean soups. The Antiguan pepperpot, however, has more vegetables than its namesakes on other islands and uses chicken, beef, or pork rather than crabmeat. Antiguans are also fond of their funghi, a boiled cornmeal mush cake traditionally served with boiled fish. Dishes are frequently seasoned with one of the incendiary hot sauces for which the island and indeed the region is also known. For most visitors, Antigua’s nautical history is vividly conjured up by Nelson’s Dockyard. The connection between British naval history and rum is a lifeline that runs throughout the culinary history of Antigua and the Caribbean. Local rums can be found and tours of the distilleries can be arranged in advance.
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