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FOREWORD


Growing up in the Caribbean, I think, was the best schooling as a chef. Most people have gardens, so farm-to-table is the way of life. There are numerous street vendors selling fruits and vegetables along the road—it’s the island grocery store, and you can’t beat that. My fondest memory of growing up there was eating very sweet oranges at the beach during a family outing . . . I remember dipping the orange in the salt water; the combination of sweet and salty blew my mind. Or walking through the market and smelling all the fresh spices, such as cinnamon and bay leaves, perfume the air. The open markets in the Caribbean are such a beautiful sight for colorful fruit, vegetables, and fresh fish and butchered meats. Seeing and hearing people interact with their favorite local vendors contributes to the atmosphere as they joke, make mischievous comments, and catch up with one another, since everyone is so familiar. People in the Caribbean have so much history and each island is able to tell their own story through food. The many influences from early settlers such as English, French, Spanish, Indian, Dutch, and African, are interwoven through the islands—each sings its own individual song, but together make a beautiful harmony.


This book brings all of the above together. It expresses the fun, playful way of Caribbean people, along with the different cultures. Reading this book, I can taste the bright, bold flavors of these dishes. Rum is such a big part of the culture in the islands, and Brigid finds intricate ways to incorporate it into many recipes. Coconut is one of those ingredients that is used in a variety of ways in the Caribbean diet, whether using it as a cooking oil in savory applications, or in a sweet dessert, this a staple in our cooking. This book is fun and approachable, and really brings Caribbean cooking to the forefront where it belongs. Hopefully while cooking from this book, you are sipping on some delightful, aged rum!


—Nina Compton, Top Chef runner up & fan favorite, owner & executive chef of New Orleans restaurant Compère Lapin
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INTRODUCTION


Within the span of eighty recipes, borders are breached for you, the enterprising home cook. This book brims with relevant, upbeat, and deceptively simple ways you can marry the mouthwatering bounty of the four seasons to the bright flavors of the Caribbean table.


In writing this book, it became apparent that the greatest tragedy of Caribbean cuisine is misconception. Too often the food of the islands is translated to American restaurant tables as simple, fruit-forward fare; these tourist-friendly dishes portray a shallow concept of the West Indies’ rich and enduring culinary history. The narrative of the Caribbean is best told through the unfurled flags of the countries that once colonized the region. The settlers from those countries—both indigenous and conquistadors—translated their cuisines into a tradition, honing in on the wonts of their past whilst simultaneously bucking them to befit their new locale.


What happened next was probable. The island nations cultivated their distinct social norms and cash crops in ways that still strongly demark the socio-economic and cultural identity of each isle. The ill-fated identity of slavery and the burns of sugar were bonds of historical proportions. And even though time and technology have advanced the Caribbean agenda—far beyond tourism—each island remains forever fused to the others, largely by traditions of a bygone era. But there remains a special brand of magic found in the islands—its people, and especially its food.


For you, I have written this book to be an approachable, buttoned-down way to incorporate an often misrepresented yet vibrant cuisine with the seasonal fare you already adore. The mezze, Roasted Cauliflower Coconut Tabbouleh, for instance, is equal parts delight and discovery. This recipe traces a path to the Mideast, making the cauliflower the star ingredient and without the use of fussy, far-flung ingredients.


In writing this book, I watched how old memories and recipes came to life beneath my fingers, connecting my past as a child and teenager in Trinidad & Tobago to my present life as a wife and mother of two in Raleigh, North Carolina. If nothing else, this project is a work of syncretism, integrating two worlds, through four ingredients. Within these pages, my goal is to elevate and celebrate the bounty of each American season in a way that salutes the taste of the tropics. And doing so requires a triage of, in my opinion, the most essential West Indian ingredients: coconuts, ginger, shrimp, and rum.


This cookbook offers energetic, easy-to-prepare recipes that celebrates the power of produce while gently connecting it to the flavors of the Caribbean. Crowd-pleasers like Mojito Marinated Veggie Kabobs, Boozy Coconut Bread Pudding, and Grilled Stone Fruit with Piña Colada Fondue, becomes back-pocket phenomes, as they incorporate familiar ingredients in ingenious yet simple new ways. If you’re looking for new ways to create exciting, unique dishes with seasonal produce, this cookbook is for you.


Early on, I realized my culinary curiosity was linked to my upbringing in Trinidad and Tobago. As a child, my mother taught me about the wonder of diversity; one that is an inextricable part of the country to which I belonged. I saw how salient the food-ways of Africans, East Indians, Spanish, Chinese, French, Syrians, Portuguese, and Germans coalesced and gently infiltrated our day-to-day lives. Our dinners were edible geography; from East Indian dahlpuri roti to West African yams. And that was the norm throughout Trinidad & Tobago and throughout the Caribbean. Island folk ate in a way that honored the cultures that formed the region and also in a way that complemented the ebb and flow of their physical environment. It was this intuitive relationship with food and how it shapes my sense of place that drove me to pursue it purely and professionally.


My time at the Culinary Institute of America formalized my rough understanding of food as it pertains to the cultures of yesteryear and the economies of today. It was in the dignified kitchens of the Hyde Park campus where I learned the scope—as well as tedium and toil—that is the business of food. Quick, accurate knife-cuts and rote recollection of cooking ratios boosted my muscle memory in ways I never thought possible. I became a disciplined cook, simply because it was expected of me. And surprisingly enough, I enjoyed the romance of the routine. By way of being Editor in Chief of CIA’s monthly publication, I reported on the shape-shifting nature of the industry, interviewing some of its most formidable gatekeepers. At that time, I didn’t know these encounters would lead me to this project. I knew with certainty that my experiences would eventually lead me home, but I didn’t know it would be via a cookbook, where I would write the story of home.


From my first taste of from-the-nut coconut water as a toddler in South Trinidad to writing this book, all of my experiences have been part of a powerful education. This knowledge of the salience of community, the rhythm of the seasons, and the indomitable healing nature of simple ingredients, will forever form the core my approach to food and life. Because, I wasn’t just raised in the Caribbean—but rather, the Caribbean raised me.


I hope you enjoy these recipes and a taste of the islands, from my heart to your kitchen.


—Brigid Washington




A NOTE ON INGREDIENTS


It is no act of happenstance that certain foods render what our bodies need at very specific times of the year. High water content produce like tomatoes, cucumber, and zucchini keep us cool and hydrated during the balmy summer months. The robust, sweet, and starchy products of fall and winter—beets, yams, pumpkins—empower our bodies to tackle the back-breaking chill of winter. And likewise, the verdant green of spring found in snap peas, asparagus, and ramps, whets our appetites for new life that has finally broken ground. When we listen to nature and allow our bodies to hone in on the fleeting flavors of each season, we do ourselves—and the earth—immense good. These recipes reflect a commitment to seasonality. And these four namesake ingredients loosely tether the bounty of each season to the West Indies, in innovative and auspicious ways.


COCONUT


With a litany of derivatives such as water, oil, meat, flour, and sugar, the coconut stands alone as one of the few foods that can be wholly characterized as a super-food. Coconut oil is one of the few non-animal sources of saturated fat, and the presence of lauric acid raises the HDL (the good type of) cholesterol (lauric acid is converted in the body into a compound called monolaurin, which is an antiviral and antibacterial known to destroy a variety of disease-causing organisms). Because coconut water contains high levels of potassium it is often-times cited as being a natural electrolyte-rich hydrator. Coconut milk is made from the grated flesh of the nut, which is then soaked in water and strained. The resulting creamy white liquid is coconut milk. This plant-based milk is rich in fiber and vitamins C, E, B1, B3, B5, and B6 and minerals including iron, selenium, sodium, calcium, magnesium, and phosphorous. Unlike cow’s milk, coconut milk is lactose-free so it can be used as a milk substitute by those with intolerance to lactose.
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GINGER


This firm, gnarled, tan-skinned root has been dubbed, many times over, as one of the world’s healthiest foods. And here are some reasons why it lives up to the hype. It almost completely relieves gastrointestinal distress caused by motion sickness, and owing to its anti-inflammatory properties it is used to prevent symptoms of nausea and vomiting in pregnant women. In addition the active compound in the root, gingerols—also the one that gives its distinctive pungent flavor—inhibits the growth of colorectal cancer cells. The versatility of this root does not wane as steeping half an inch of the root in hot water promotes “healthy sweating” during cold and flu season.


[image: image]


SHRIMP


This versatile seafood is arguably one of the lowest in mercury, a likely reason why many people who hold a distaste for seafood happily indulge in shrimp. There is also a very negligible amount of fat, but significant amounts of the minerals phosphorus, magnesium, potassium, and zinc. In addition, this low-calorie crustacean (one medium shrimp contains roughly seven calories) is also very high in protein, while being low in carbohydrates. And even though most animal protein aren’t necessarily synonymous with being pillars of antioxidants, shrimp is high in the mineral selenium. Selenium plays a key role in metabolism and its antioxidant properties protect cells from damage.
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RUM


The Caribbean and parts of Latin America produces the vast majority of rum, globally. A byproduct of sugar refining, rum—derived from fermented molasses—was discovered by 17th century plantation slaves. This first branded spirit has proven to be a remedy for peripheral artery disease. Rum helps to restrict the formation of artery blockage; it also acts as a blood thinner and has been known to increases the good type of cholesterol (HDL). In addition, rum is widely used to ease Intermittent Claudication, or muscle pain. At times, osteoporosis (brittle bone disease) is kept at bay, because rum is said to increase the bone mineral density. As an anti-microbial, rum aids those suffering from the common cold as it provides a soothing and warming effect.
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A few tidbits that will prove useful when making the recipes:


• Salt and pepper are listed in most every recipe. For brevity, salt is always (always) Kosher, and pepper is coarse ground black pepper.


• There is not tremendous mention of vinegars, but when purchasing a vinegar, the age-old adage of “buy cheap, buy twice” is appropriate. Always use a vinegar you respect.


• Cold lemons are easier to grate and zest, but room temperature lemons release more juice.


• Peeling ginger is easiest with the back of a spoon.


• Where possible, use full-fat coconut milk.


• The shells of shrimp & lobster should be frozen and not discarded, since they will provide you an easy fish stock.
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SPRING


Nature’s Opening Act


Light Fare


Rhubarb Ginger Challah


Coconut Quinoa Bean Salad


Coconut, Ginger, and Chia Seed Cluster Granola


Cajun Shrimp & Greek Yogurt Cornbread


Green Mango Salad


Mains


Bi-Color Cabbage “Tacos” with Grilled Shrimp & Coconut Green Goddess Dressing
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