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triniDaD’s Delicious melting Pot 
Worldly Delights

tim johnson

At first, the culinary terminology was a wee 

bit daunting, and, to be honest, rather in-

scrutable. “Buss-up-shut?” I didn’t even 

know where to start—and it certainly didn’t 

sound very appetizing, anyway. “Doubles” 

for breakfast? Well, not so sure about that. 

“Shadow benny?” I had no idea if it was 

an ingredient, some sort of vintage auto-

mobile, or a loveable cartoon character. 

And then there was the whole matter of 

“bake and shark”—something that I initially 

took to be “bacon shark”— and that, I can 

now say, would have been something else 

entirely. But the moment I learned to stop 

analyzing terms and just taste its many 

diverse flavours—that’s when I truly started 

to understand Trinidad. 

A large island in the southernmost reaches 

of the Caribbean, Trinidad—a place known 

more for its surfeit of great restaurants 

than its bounty of sandy beaches—has 

long been attracting travellers in search of 

one thing: delicious food. With chefs who 

routinely win top honours at the Taste of 

the Caribbean food awards and a cuisine 

that brings together the best of India, 

China and Africa with fresh, juicy, trop-

ical ingredients, Trinidad has been doing 

fusion since long before it was cool. Re-

flecting its fascinating cultural mix, this is-

land delivers top-drawer cuisine in both 

the capital’s finest restaurants and the hin-

terland’s busiest little roadside stands. 

Buss-up-shut, it turned out, was actually a 

local pronunciation for “busted up shirt,” 

which didn’t really help me, at least ini-

tially. But then I learned that buss-up-shut 

is actually the Trini take on roti, and the 

first time I tasted it, all was revealed. To try 

it, I went to a spot called Pataraj Roti. In-

auspicious (think: cinder blocks and a tin 

roof) and tucked away on a back lane in 

Port-of-Spain—the island’s bustling, hard-

working capital—Pataraj is nothing less 

than an institution to Trinidadians. First, 

I went back into the kitchen and saw how 

they busted it up, rolling out the dough on 

a flattop, browning it, then—improbably—

taking two long wooden sticks and thrash-

ing it until it looks like a beaten up old 

T-shirt that has seen far too many trips 

through an industrial dryer. 

Then, I tucked into a heaping pile of the 

stuff. It was glorious. Smothered in a com-

bination of curried goat, potato, chana 

(chickpeas) and pumpkin spice, it packed 

a savoury punch, and the buss-up-shut 

was the perfect delivery method—thin and 

tasty and slightly doughy. It was a messy 

task, and I found that I had thrown myself 

into it with such hungry vigour that, when 

I stood up from the table, both my shirt 

and shorts were streaked with curry, and 

I had a stray chickpea here and there.

After cleaning myself up a bit, I set off to 

learn a bit more about the culture that un-

derlies the island’s culinary mix. My guide, a 

friendly Trini native named Wendell Griffith, 

took me to the Indian Caribbean Museum 

in the small village of Waterloo, where the 

simple displays and friendly docents ex-

plained that, between 1845 and 1917, the 

British—former colonizers here—brought 

over some 145,000 Indian workers, who la-

boured on Trinidad’s sugarcane, coca and 

coconut plantations for five years, in order 

to pay for their passage. They brought with 

them their language, their religions and 

their food, and the vast majority of them 

stayed, laying down permanent roots here. 

Griffith then took me around the village, 

showing me a Muslim cemetery, a pig farm, 

a Hindu school, a Presbyterian church, and 

nearby, the tallest Hindu temple outside 

of India. “That’s Trinidad!” exclaimed Grif-

fith with a laugh, noting that there’s little 

racism here on the island. “We have too 

many ethnicities, and everyone has inter-

married—African and Indian and Chinese, 

French Creole and Chinese and 
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First Nations. Together, we’ve created 

one culture.” 

The deliciousness continued in the en-

suing days. I drank fresh juice from little 

vendors along the sidewalk, ate “chows”—

fresh fruit pickled in all sorts of spices—at 

a stand on a hilltop, along the main high-

way across the island, and went to beau-

tiful Maracas Beach for “bake and shark,” 

which turned out to be breaded, meaty 

black tip fried over an open flame and 

served with mango chow and chutney, 

tamarind and hot sauce.

And one morning, I partook in a favour-

ite Trini breakfast, stopping for Doubles 

at Araby Ali’s, which was little more than 

a big, airy shed alongside a busy four-

lane road. Clad in an apron and a knit 

cap, Ali told me about the origins of the 

dish—invented by his own grandfath-

er and available only here in Trinidad—

as he served it up to a steady stream 

of grateful customers picking up break-

fast on their way to work. A combination 

of chana and various fruits and spices, 

doubled up on a bara (fried bread) base, 

it was a spicy start to the day, espe-

cially when I ill-advisedly decided to have 

mine with “killer pepper.” My mouth felt 

like it had caught fire—my lips tingled, 

my nose dripped like a faucet and tears 

streaked down my cheeks. Once I’d re-

covered (with the help of a glass of juice), 

Ali took me out to the garden behind his 

shop, showing me where he grows many 

of the ingredients he adds into his curries 

and sauces, which he makes by hand, on 

site—mango and guava and lime, as well 
as herbs like thyme and the elusive “shad-
ow benny,” which it turns out is actually 
spelled “shado beni” and is a type of cori-
ander, pervasive in Trini cuisine.

I finished my culinary tour at one of the 
island’s finest restaurants, Chaud Creole, 
chatting with Chef Khalid Mohammed, 
who has opened three restaurants on the 
island in the last seven years. He told me 
how he takes pleasure in combining the 
homegrown—methods he learned from 
his mother, and recipes from own family 
or even his staff—with his haute cuisine 
training, preparing dishes made from 
the finest, freshest ingredients. I related 
my dining experiences from the past few 
days, and he wasn’t surprised. “We have 
so many cultures here. At Chaud Creole, 
we have African stews and Indian curries, 
but we might throw in some soy sauce, 
too,” he said. “Here, we have all these cul-
tures and cuisines colliding. I guess you 
could say we have a very rich melting pot.” 
Rich—yes, I agreed. And delicious, too. 
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Cabin on the beach, Maracas Bay, 
Trinidad

Cod fritters tapas, one of Trin-
idad’s specialities
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