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Jamaican Food

The island of Jamaica is famous for its beautiful beaches, reggae music, Blue Mountain coffee, exotic fruits, and its cheerful people with their beautiful patois language. But, you haven't tasted Jamaica until you've tried Jamaican Jerk, ya Mon! 

Jerk is the process of spicing and grilling meats, poultry, and even vegetables, although the most popular are jerk pork and jerk chicken. The resulting food yields a spicy-sweet flavor and a tender texture. Jerk is also used as a noun when describing the dry or wet seasoning mix used to jerk a particular food. Jerk shacks thrive on the side of the road in Jamaica as a local fast-food industry. 

Jerk history 
The term jerk has a few different historical explanations. The first says jerk came from the word charqui, a Spanish term for jerked or dried meat, which eventually became jerky in English. Another origin is linked to the jerking or poking of the meat with a sharp object, producing holes which were then filled with the spice mixture, maybe its origins are in the Arawak Indian language and last could be your body’s reaction as you eat jerked meat. Take your pick. Who cares? Jerked pork or chicken is fabulous, by any definition or origin. It is truly one of the great culinary delights of the world. 

Like most Caribbean islands, Jamaican foods are derivative of many different settlement cultures, including British, Dutch, French, Spanish, East Indian, West African, Portuguese, and Chinese. Jerk pork can be traced back to the pre-slavery days of the Cormantee hunters of West Africa through the Maroons, who were Jamaican slaves that escaped from the British during the invasion of 1655. Its origins date back to the native Arawak Indians traditional method of using Jamaican pimento (what we call allspice) to season and smoke meat (primarily wild pigs). Combine this with hot chilies (originating in South America and the Caribbean) with pirates bringing in a variety of new spices from both the old and new worlds; add salt and escaped slaves with skills at slow roasting in pits, mix well and you have jerk. Both dry seasoning rubbed into the meat, and fiery hot marinades. The escaped slaves, called Maroons, are believed to have developed and perfected this method of preserving and cooking meat during their years living in the Blue Mountains fighting the British troops.

Recipes have been handed down through generations, recipes and techniques kept secret, as competition and pride runs high among jerk cooks in Jamaica.
You can easily make jerked foods at home with a good recipe and an understanding of the requisite ingredients. The seasoning has three main ingredients: chile pepper, allspice berry, and thyme. Other spices and herbs (which may include cinnamon, ginger, cloves, garlic and onion depending on the cook) are combined with these and applied to the food which is then allowed to marinate. Sometimes the dry seasoning mix is rubbed into the meat, sometimes the meat is left to soak overnight in a wet marinade. The meat is basted with the seasonings as it grills slowly over a smoky wood fire, preferably of pimento (allspice) wood. 

Be forewarned, if you cannot handle spicy-hot foods, jerk may not be for you. Deletion of the chile pepper vastly changes the end product, and it's just not jerk without the heat! Take a look at the three most important ingredients of jerk seasoning before trying an authentic Jamaican jerk recipe. 
Important jerk ingredients 

Scotch Bonnet
The first main ingredient of jerk seasoning is Scotch bonnet chile pepper, a variety of the habanero, so named for the shape of the pepper which resembles a Scotch tam or hat. This pepper ranges in color from green to yellow to red, often mixed depending on the ripeness of the pepper. The purpose of the chile pepper was not only to spice up normally bland foods, but also to preserve foods when refrigeration was not easy to come by and to aid in digestion. Habanero chilies are arguably the hottest in the world, according to the Scoville Chart, one thousand times hotter than the jalapeno. If you can't find Scotch bonnets in your local grocery store or ethnic market, you can substitute jalapenos, but it will be worth your effort to hunt down the real thing. As with all chilies, use rubber gloves when handling and cutting, avoid inhaling the fumes, and thoroughly wash your hands after handling. 

Allspice
the allspice (Pimenta dioica) berry, also known as Jamaica or Myrtle pepper, is a popular spice in Jamaica and a necessity in jerk seasoning. Be aware that this is not the ground combination spice powder that is often used in pumpkin pies and such, but the berry of the evergreen pimento (not related to the red pimiento peppers) tree, which is native to the West Indies and South America. Most of the world's supply comes from Jamaica. The dark brown, dried berries look similar to peppercorns, and can be purchased whole or ground. The aroma is similar to a combination of cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves, and its flavor is slightly peppery. Use a mortar and pestle to grind your own, or take the easy way with a spice, coffee or pepper grinder. Know that the outer layer contains the most flavors. 

Thyme
This common herb is also widely used in Jamaican foods, and is sold in dried bunches at the open-air markets. Jerk recipes may call for thyme leaves or ground thyme, both of which are readily available in markets. Thyme is also a digestive aid and has other beneficial health properties. 
A little Jamaican History
Jamaica's motto is "Out of Many, One People" and it's a saying that could equally be applied to the island's food. Residents have come from around the globe, bringing with them the cooking techniques, flavors, spices, and recipes of their homelands and blending them with the bountiful harvest of this tropical island. The result is some of the most flavorful cuisine in the Caribbean. 

The diversity and rich history of Jamaica is especially notable because of its size. Spanning 4,400 square miles (about the size of Connecticut), this island was first the home of the Arawak Indians, who named it Xaymaca or "land of wood and water." Those early residents came to this mountainous island around 650 A.D. and lived peacefully here on the land and the sea's bounty. 

After the Spanish arrived in 1509, the Arawaks soon died out, killed or dying from disease and overwork. With the native workforce gone, the Spanish began importing African slaves who brought with them many cooking techniques, ones that live on to this day. 

Many Spanish Jews also arrived on the island during Spanish rule, contributing dishes such as escoveitch fish, a vinegary concoction that's found on many home style menus. 
In 1655, the Spanish lost Jamaica to England. The English turned much of the land into sugar plantations, creating many fortunes in the process. "As wealthy as a West Indian planter" came to be a common phrase in England, a hint at the fortunes sugar brought. 
During that century, English influences developed the Jamaican patties, a turnover filled with spicy meat that's a favorite lunch snack with locals. It's the equivalent of an island hamburger. 

A century later, Chinese and East Indian influences made their way to Jamaica, when indentured laborers who replaced slaves after emancipation also brought their own culinary talents. Today curried dishes grace nearly every Jamaican menu, using local meats such as goat, chicken, and seafood. 

THE MAROONS 

One of the most interesting groups in Jamaica is the Maroons, a name derived from "Cimarron" or "wild" in Spanish. These people are descendants of the escaped slaves of the Spanish, fierce fighters who took to the hills and stayed there, never to again be recaptured. They settled in a remote region south of what is now Montego Bay called Cockpit Country, a land of steep hills, impenetrable vegetation and pocked with sinkholes and caves. 

When the British took over the island, they called Cockpit Country the "land of look behind." Soldiers rode two to a horse, one facing front and one back, to guard against ambushes. 

Today the Maroons are self-governing, with their own elected officials. The most visited community in Cockpit Country is named Accompong and tours are available to this unique region. The Maroons, who for so long lived a completely self-sustained existence off the land, are still known as the island's greatest herbalists. 
Charred Mango Salsa

2
(6 inch) Anaheim chili peppers

            Non-stick cooking spray

1          medium onion -- sliced thick

2          medium mangos -- cut into wedges

¼         cup fresh lime juice

¼         cup fresh cilantro -- chopped

1          Serrano pepper -- minced

2          tablespoons rice vinegar

            Salt and pepper -- to taste

Preheat oven broiler.  Place Anaheim chilies on a baking sheet and broil until charred on both sides, turning once.

Place in ice water until cool; peel, cut in half lengthwise and discard seeds and membranes. Chop chilies and set aside.

Coat a large skillet with cooking spray and place over med-high heat until hot. Place onion slices in single layer in skillet and cook 5 minutes on each side. Remove onion slices and set aside.

Again coat skillet with spray; place mango wedges in a single layer in skillet and cook 4 minutes.

Chop mango wedges. Combine Anaheim chilies, onion and mango in a bowl; stir in lime juice and remaining ingredients. Allow to stand for 30 minutes before serving. Store salsa in an airtight container in the fridge for 2-3 days.

Serving Ideas: Serve at room temp or chilled with roasted game or grilled chicken, fish or beef.

NOTES: More than 500 varieties of mango with different shapes, sizes, colors and flavors. When ripe, the skin of many types turns red, orange, yellow or purple and the fruit is soft to the touch. The golden-orange flesh must be cut away from the large pit and is very juicy and messy to eat.

Can be eaten fresh, used in drinks, desserts, salads and salsas. Native to India and Southeast Asia and now grown in the tropics and sub-tropics. Generally available year round with peak season summer and fall.

Anaheim Chiles (also called "New Mexico Chiles") are fresh chilies. They are a bigger, fleshier and milder chile. Great for Chile Relleno and are similar to Poblano.

Caribbean Salsa

2         tablespoons red onion -- diced

2         cups Roma tomatoes -- finely diced

1         habanero chile -- seeded and minced

2         tablespoons fresh basil -- chopped

2         tablespoons fresh mint -- chopped

1         small red bell pepper -- finely chopped

2         limes -- juiced

½        cup fresh pineapple -- diced

½        cup fresh mango -- diced, optional

Combine all ingredients. Allow to stand in fridge at least 30 minutes before serving.

Serving Ideas: Serve with grilled seafood (especially lobster) and chicken.

Also great with tortilla chips.

NOTES: 1/2 cup of any tropical fruit such as papaya may be used in place of or along with the pineapple.

Jamaican Callaloo

1         pound fresh spinach -- washed

2         ounces salt pork

1         large onion -- chopped

3         cloves garlic -- minced

2         cups coconut milk

4         cups water
8         ounces frozen okra -- thawed and chopped

8         ounces lump crabmeat

1         habanero chile -- minced

           Salt and pepper -- to taste

Place the spinach, salt pork, onion, garlic, coconut milk and water in a large saucepan. Bring to a boil and then reduce heat to a simmer and cook until salt pork is tender, about 20-30 minutes.

Add the okra and crab and return pan to a simmer for 5 minutes. Season to taste with habanero, salt and pepper.

Jamaican Fried Plantains

           Oil -- for frying

4         ripe plantains -- cut diagonally into 1/2"-1" slices

Heat 1" of oil in a heavy bottomed skillet on med-high or in an electric frying pan to about 300 degrees.

Fry plantains, in batches, until golden brown on both sides, turning when necessary. Drain on paper towels.

Jamaican Coconut Scented Rice

2         tablespoons butter
           Pinch Habanero chile -- minced

1 ½     cups long-grain white rice

2 ½     cups chicken broth

½        cup coconut milk

½        cup scallions -- minced

½        red bell pepper -- diced

1         teaspoon fresh thyme -- minced

           Salt and pepper -- to taste

In a large saucepan, melt the butter and sauté the habanero and the rice for about 1 minute.

Add the chicken broth and bring to a boil. Reduce heat, add the coconut milk, cover and simmer gently for 15 minutes.

Stir in the scallions, red pepper and thyme. Season to taste with salt and pepper and let stand, covered for an additional 5 minutes. Fluff and serve.

Jamaican Curry Shrimp

2         tablespoons olive oil

1         small onion -- finely chopped

½        teaspoon Habanero chile -- minced or 1 whole jalapeno for a milder version

2         tablespoons tomato paste

2         teaspoons hot curry powder

1         teaspoon fresh ginger -- minced

4         Roma tomatoes -- diced

1 ½     cups chicken broth

1 ½     pounds shrimp -- peeled and deveined

½        cup plain yogurt

1         lime

In a large, heavy bottomed saucepan, heat the oil over medium heat.

Sauté the onions and pepper until onions are golden brown and beginning to caramelize, 10-15 minutes.

Add the tomato paste, curry, ginger and tomatoes with the broth. Bring to a boil, reduce heat and simmer for about 5 minutes. 

Add the shrimp and cook 2 minutes. Stir in the yogurt and the juice of the lime and serve over steamed rice.

Jamaican Jerk Chicken Wings

1         onion -- chopped

3         large cloves garlic -- minced

½        cup brown sugar

3         tablespoons Jamaican allspice

1         tablespoon dried thyme

2         teaspoons salt
½        teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

1         teaspoon cinnamon
1         habanero chile -- minced, add to taste

1         teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

2         tablespoons soy sauce

¼        cup vegetable oil

24       chicken wings -- wing tips removed

In a food processor, puree all ingredients except for the chicken.

Pour marinade over chicken in a large, shallow, non-reactive dish. Turn to coat and rub in. Allow to marinate for 1 hour or up to overnight.

Preheat oven to 450.

Remove wings from marinade. Place on a baking rack over a roasting pan that has been foil lined for easier cleanup.

Pour the marinade into a saucepan and bring to a boil to kill any harmful bacteria. Simmer for 3-4 minutes. Set aside to cool.

Bake the wings in the upper third of the oven, 30-35 minutes, or until cooked thru. Baste with boiled marinade, occasionally.

NOTES: For the habanero, start with about 1/2 t. until you figure out your heat tolerance. Increase amount to increase the heat of this dish.

This jerk marinade is great on chicken, pork, fish or shrimp. Do not allow fish or shrimp to marinate more than 20 minutes.

This is also great on the grill!!

Jamaican Pepper Shrimp

1 ½     pounds shrimp -- deveined but in shell

¼        cup olive oil

3         cloves garlic -- minced

1         tablespoon fresh thyme -- chopped

1         Habanero chile -- quartered and sliced

1 ½     pounds shrimp -- deveined, but still in shell

1         tablespoon salt
1 ½     teaspoons fresh ground black pepper

1         tablespoon white wine vinegar

Heat the oil in a heavy gauge sauté pan over medium heat. Add the garlic, thyme and habanero and sauté until garlic is fragrant, about 30 sec - 1 minute.

Add the shrimp, salt and pepper and sauté, stirring constantly for 2-3 minutes. Add the vinegar, cook for another minute or so and serve. Great with coconut scented rice.

NOTES: Can use up to 3 habanero for this recipe.

Jamaican Red Stripe Fish

4         large fish fillets

           Salt and pepper -- to taste

2         eggs -- beaten

1 ¼     cups flour -- plus more for dredging

1         teaspoon baking powder

¾        cup Red Stripe Beer

3         cups coconut -- shredded

Season the fish with salt and pepper.

Combine eggs, flour, baking powder and beer to make a light beer batter. Add more or less beer to achieve a pancake batter consistency.

Set out 3 pie plates. Pour extra flour for dredging in one, the batter in the next and the coconut in the third.

Now, lightly coat the fish with the flour, then dip it into the batter and lastly heavily coat the fish with the coconut.

When the fish fillets are all coated with the coconut, heat enough oil to coat the bottom of a heavy gauge sauté pan on medium high. Fry the fish until the coconut becomes golden brown, turn and brown on the other side. Drain on paper towels if necessary. Enjoy with mango chutney that has been heated and thinned with a little rum for dipping, if desired.

NOTES: Red snapper is a great fish for this, as well as catfish or halibut or your favorite fillet.

Jamaican Rice and Beans

1 ½
cups kidney beans -- dry, soaked overnight

½         cup coconut milk -- unsweetened

¼         cup scallions -- diced

2          cloves garlic -- minced

1          tablespoon fresh thyme -- minced

2          cups long-grain white rice

1          habanero -- minced

            Salt and pepper -- to taste

            Habanero hot sauce -- to pass

Drain the beans, place into a large saucepan and cover with about 2" of water. Season generously with salt and bring to a boil. Reduce heat and simmer the beans until tender, about 1 1/2 - 2 hours. Drain again, reserving 3 cups of the cooking liquid.

Place the beans back into the large saucepan with the 3 cups of reserved liquid, coconut milk, scallions, garlic and fresh thyme. Bring to a boil and add the rice. Reduce heat and simmer for 20 minutes, uncovered. Season to taste with habanero, salt and pepper. Pass the hot sauce for those that really like it spicy!

Jamaican Rum Cake

1          cup walnuts -- toasted

1          cup pitted dates -- chopped

                       Cake:

1          package yellow cake mix

1       
package (1 3/4 oz) instant vanilla pudding and pie filling

4          eggs

½         cup milk
½         cup vegetable oil

½         cup Dark rum

                       Glaze:

½         cup butter
¼         cup water
1          cup sugar
½         cup dark rum

Preheat oven to 325. Grease and flour a 12 cup Bundt pan. Sprinkle nuts and dates in pan.

Combine all cake ingredients, mix well and then beat for 2 minutes on med-high with electric mixer. Pour into prepared pan and bake for 1 hour or until cake springs back when touched. Cool in pan and then invert onto serving dish. Prick the top all over with a fork.

While the cake is baking, prepare the glaze. Melt butter in a heavy saucepan. Stir in water and sugar; bring to a boil, stirring constantly for 5 minutes. Remove from heat and stir in rum. Watch out for the steam from the rum, do not burn yourself. Drizzle glaze over top of cake. Use brush or spoon to put the extra drippings back on cake.

NOTES: The longer this cake sits, the better it tastes. Make it a few days prior to serving for best results. This cake also freezes beautifully.

CHILES
First, a few words about CHILES and CHILIS. For the record, CHILI is that wondrous steaming-hot bowl of beef and perhaps beans that may or may not include a chopped-up CHILE or two. "CHILI POWDER" is a blend of ground red chilies and added seasonings that help to make your chili hot. "GROUND CHILES" is the pure stuff that Southwestern chefs prefer over the blended stuff; however, this is always a matter of personal taste.

Now, a word of CAUTION! When working with chilies, either fresh or dried, please be careful! Especially if you have sensitive skin, gloves should be worn to seed and chop chilies. If you do happen to get any of the chile oils or juice on your skin, wash it off immediately with a mild bleach solution which neutralizes the capsaicin. Also, be sure not to rub your eyes, nose, or other sensitive locations while working with these incendiary little guys! Always wash your hands well after you've finished working with any fresh or dried chile.
The Capsicum or pepper family of plants was introduced to Europe by Christopher Columbus, who discovered these hot and fragrant pods in his travels to the New World. Today, these chilies and their pungent and flavorful qualities are found in cuisines all around the world. Capsaicin is the compound that gives chilies their fiery bite. Although it is also hot, ground black pepper comes from a completely unrelated plant called Piper nigrens.

There is variation in the heat level of chilies, even from the same plant. The heat of a chile, measured in Scoville heat units, depends on the type of chile, where it’s grown, and the cultivation conditions. When cooking, always taste a sliver of the chile pepper to be added so the heat level of the dish can be fine-tuned. Smaller peppers tend to be hotter because they contain a larger proportion of the seeds and veins that hold the capsaicin. To reduce the heat of the chile, remove the seeds and veins.

There are more than 20 species in the Capsicum family, four of which have varieties that many people generally recognize. Most of the chilies in stores in the United States are of the C. annuum species, with the notable exception of the habanera, which is actually a Capsicum chinense. The two other common pepper species are C. pubescens and C. fructescens, whose ranks include rocoto and Tabasco peppers. Dried chile peppers are often available year-round. Whether you will find fresh chilies at the market depends on the season and the part of the country where you live.

Just How HOT Are My Chiles? 

In 1912 a chemists by the name of Wilbur Scoville, working for the Parke-Davis pharmaceutical company, developed a method to measure the heat level of chile peppers. The test is named after him, the "Scoville Organoleptic Test". It is a subjective dilution-taste procedure. In the original test, Wilbur blended pure ground Chiles with sugar-water and a panel of "testers" then sipped the solution, in increasingly diluted concentrations, until they reached the point that the liquid no longer burned their mouths. A number was then assigned to each chile pepper based on how much it needed to be diluted before they could no longer taste (feel) the heat. 
Continued…

The pungency (or heat factor) of chile peppers is measured in multiples of 100 units. The sweet bell peppers at zero Scoville units to the mighty Habanera at 300,000 plus Scoville units! One part of chile "heat" per 1,000,000 drops of water is rated at only 1.5 Scoville Units. The substance that makes a chile so hot is called Capsaicin. Pure Capsaicin rates between 15,000,000 and 16,000,000 Scoville Units! Today a more scientific and accurate method called liquid chromatography is used to determine capsaicin levels. In honor of Dr. Wilbur the unit of measure is still named Scoville.
 
On the next page is a list of Chile peppers and their Scoville Heat Units. Due to variations in growing conditions, soil and weather, peppers tend to vary between the lower and upper levels listed, but can go beyond them.
General Notes:

· Smaller peppers are usually hotter than larger peppers. 

· Peppers often become hotter as they ripen, and hotter still when they're dried.  Dried peppers tend to have a richer, more concentrated flavor.

· To tone down the heat of a pepper, cut it open and remove the seeds and the white ribs. 

· When working with peppers wear rubber gloves or, in a pinch, coat your hands with vegetable oil.  Wash your hands carefully afterwards. 
	Scoville Units 

	Chile Pepper 
	Heat Range 

	Sweet Bell
	0 

	Pimento
	0 

	Cherry
	00 ~ 500 

	Pepperoncini
	100 ~ 500 

	El-Paso
	500 ~ 700 

	Santa Fe Grande
	500 ~ 750 

	Coronado
	700 ~ 1,000 

	Espanola
	1,000 ~ 2,000 

	Poblano
	1,000 ~ 2,000 

	Ancho
	1,000 ~ 2,000 

	Mulato
	1,000 ~ 2,000 

	Pasilla
	1,000 ~ 2,000 

	Anaheim
	500 ~ 2,500 

	Sandia
	500 ~ 2,500 

	NuMex Big Jim
	500 ~ 2,500 

	Rocotillo
	1,500 ~ 2,500 

	Pulla
	700 ~ 3,000 

	Mirasol
	2,500 ~ 5,000 

	Guajillo
	2,500 ~ 5,000 

	Jalapeno
	2,500 ~ 8,000 

	Chipolte
	5,000 ~ 8,000 

	Hot Wax
	5,000 ~ 10,000 

	Puya
	5,000 ~ 10,000 

	Hidalgo
	6,000 ~ 17,000 

	Serrano
	8,000 ~ 22,000 

	Manzano
	12,000 ~ 30,000 

	Shipkas
	12,000 ~ 30,000 

	De Arbol
	15,000 ~ 30,000 

	Jaloro
	30,000 ~ 50,000 

	Aji
	30,000 ~ 50,000 

	Tabasco
	30,000 ~ 50,000 

	Cayenne
	30,000 ~ 50,000 

	Santaka
	40,000 ~ 50,000 

	Super Chile
	40,000 ~ 50,000 

	Piquin
	40,000 ~ 58,000 

	Yatsafusa
	50,000 ~ 75,000 

	Haimen
	70,000 ~ 80,000 

	Chiltecpin
	60,000 ~ 85,000 

	Thai
	50,000 ~ 100,000 

	Tabiche
	85,000 ~ 115,000 

	Bahamian
	95,000 ~ 110,000 

	Carolina Cayenne
	100,000 ~ 125,000 

	Kumataka
	125,000 ~ 150,000 

	Jamaican Hot
	100,000 ~ 200,000 

	Birds Eye
	100,000 ~ 225,000 

	Habanero
	100,000 ~ 325,000 

	Scotch Bonnet
	150,000 ~ 325,000 

	Red Savina Habanero
	350,000 ~ 577,000 

	Pure Capsaicin 
	15-16,000,000 
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