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Blending Flavour and 
Culture with Cuisine 

OVEMBER IS ONE OF THOSE 
MONTHS where we hold our breath 

with each weather forecast, and the holiday 
hustle start to hit us full force. And still the 
mercury dips lower, and many of us start 
devising plans to just hibernate until May.
    To blast away the early winter chill, 
we talked to four chefs in Calgary and 
Edmonton blending flavour and culture. 
The outcomes are tantalizing, globally 
inspired dishes infused with herbs and spices 
that warm the belly and the soul, and ignite 
our adventurous spirit.  
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CHEF’S TIPS & TRICKS

Fay Bruney, owner of Calgary’s Simply 
Irie, says the concept behind the 
Caribbean restaurant is to “introduce 
Canadians to the flavours and the spices 
and the ambience of what Caribbean 
cuisine is. Caribbean cuisine is made up 
of as many dishes as there are islands in 
the region.”

The Ackee (a type of fruit from the same 
family as lychee) and Salt Fish is Bruney’s 
favourite, a dish she associates with special 
occasions. “When we had family come in 
from Jamaica, they would always bring 
fresh ackee with them,” she says.

Thyme, ginger, scotch bonnet peppers, 
and green onions are all staples when it 
comes to cooking authentic Caribbean 
cuisine - from rice and beans to a pot of 
oxtail, says Bruney. And, they’re always 
creating something unique - recently, it’s 

the jerk roasted butternut squash soup, 
developed by head chef Dré Minto.

For Minto, the one thing a home 
chef can make to incorporate the 
Caribbean into their cooking, is a 
good curry. When cooled immediately 
after cooking, curry sauce will hold in 
the fridge for at least five days, making 
it a huge time and money saver. “You 
can make a curry sauce and add any 
vegetable, any protein, and you’re 
good to go,” he says.

The same goes for jerk sauce – add 
it to any protein and the result is a 
smouldering-with-spice dish that any 
home chef can make with ease. To set 
you on the right path, try Dré Minto’s 
recipe for Jerk Shrimp, and serve 
with steamed rice, or the traditional 
Jamaican rice and beans.

Jerk Shrimp
Serves 2

8 raw shrimp, 16/20 count, peeled and 
butterflied 
2 Tbs (30 mL) Walkerswood Jerk Sauce, 
divided
1 Caribbean scotch bonnet pepper, finely 
chopped
1 sprig fresh thyme, leaves removed
2 cloves garlic, minced 
1 scallion, finely chopped
2 Tbs (30 mL) vegetable oil
½ cup bell peppers, cubed

1. In a small mixing bowl, marinate shrimp 
in 1 Tbs jerk sauce for at least 30 minutes.
2. In a separate mixing bowl, combine all 
other ingredients with the remaining jerk 
sauce.
3. Heat vegetable oil in a medium frying 
pan on high heat.
4. Add everything including shrimp to the 
hot oil and sautee for three to four minutes, 
or until shrimp is pink and opaque, but not 
overcooked. Serve with rice.

Note: 
The longer the shrimp is marinated, the 
more flavour develops, so if you have 

the time, use it!
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Edmonton’s Tiffin was founded 
by family, with the idea of preparing 
and sharing traditional Indian meals 
as a way of connecting with people – a 
main ingredient of Indian culture. And 
for Chef Unni, Tiffin’s corporate chef 
and partner, many of the dishes draw 
inspiration from his childhood home in 
Kerala, India.

Most home kitchens have many 
staples of Indian cuisine such as cumin, 
cardamom, turmeric, and chili powder, 
but if you’re looking to add some unique 
complexity to your cooking, Chef Unni 
suggests experimenting with kalonji, or 
nigella seeds. “It’s quiet a versatile spice,” 
he explains, “and can be added to lentils, 
curries, stir fried vegetables, and used as a 
topping on naan and salads.”

To develop the best flavours, Chef 
Unni says freshness is key. “Whole ginger, 
when grated, adds a superior texture 
and flavour punch than ginger powder. 
Instead of using chili powder, try using 
Thai red chili for an extra aroma boost. 
And fresh cilantro or mint are always 
great ways to add some colour and earthy 
finishes to any curry.” 

Seafood is plentiful in the backwaters 
surrounding Kerala, and the menu’s 
Coconut and Tamarind Basa Fish Curry 
is especially significant to Chef Unni. 
“My mom used to make the dish, so it 
is comfort food to me.” Fresh basa is 
simmered in a curry of coconut milk and 
tamarind, flavoured with curry leaves, 
chili, coriander, turmeric, and cumin. The 
result is creamy, aromatic and spicy, and 
sure to warm you from the inside out.

Coconut and Tamarind Basa 
Fish Curry
Serves 4

2 cups (500mL) water
½ tsp cumin seeds
2 medium sized white onions, finely 
chopped
4 Tbs (60 mL) canola oil, divided
1 Tbs fresh ginger, finely grated
1 Tbs fresh garlic, finely chopped
1 tsp turmeric powder
2 tsp chili powder
2 tsp ground coriander
1 cup (240 mL) crushed tomatoes
¼ cup (60 g) tamarind pulp
½ tsp salt
1 cup (240 mL) coconut milk made from 
coconut milk powder (follow directions on 
package)
500 g basa or any white fish cut into 4 cm 
cubes
20 small curry leaves

1. In a large sauté pan add water, cumin 
seeds, onion, and 5 tsp (25 mL) oil. 

Bring to a boil until onions are soft and 
translucent.
2. Heat remainder of oil in a saucepan or 
heavy wok at medium heat. Add ginger 
and garlic and sauté for 1 minute. Add 
back into onions. 
3. Add chili powder, coriander, and 
turmeric. Bring to a boil and add crushed 
tomatoes, tamarind, and salt. Bring to a 
boil and simmer for 5 minutes.
4. Add coconut milk, bring to a boil, and 
taste, adjusting salt and chili powder as 
needed.
5. Add fish to the sauce and bring to a 
boil. Once boiling, add curry leaves. Turn 
off heat, cover, and let sit for 5 minutes.
6. Serve with steamed rice or naan bread.

Note: 
Tamarind flesh/pulp can be found in 

any ethnic market. Try using fresh curry 
leaves if possible, otherwise dried is 

always acceptable.
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Babi Kepac Port in Sweet Soy 
Sambal
Serves 4

200 g pork shoulder, diced
1/3 cup (80 mL) cooking oil

For the sauce:
2 Tbs (30 mL) fish sauce
¼ cup (60 mL) sweet soya sauce (kecap 
manis)
4 tsp (20 mL) salty soya sauce
4 tsp (20 mL) oyster sauce
4 tsp (20 mL) water or chicken stock

1 Tbs (15 mL) vegetable oil or peanut oil
¼ cup shallots, julienned
½ cup bell pepper, julienne
4 garlic cloves, minced
2 hot red chilies finely chopped, partly 
deseeded
1 Tbs (15 mL) ground coriander
1 tomato, chopped and seeded
2 tsp ginger grated
1 stick lemon grass
1 tsp (5 mL) ground black pepper
2-3 pieces broccolini or other greens, 
chopped
Cornstarch if required

To garnish fresh basil or cilantro
Preheat oven to 340º F

1. Fry the diced pork shoulder in
1/3 cup (80 mL) hot oil, drain and set 
aside.
2. Combine sauce ingredients and set 
aside.
3. In an ovenproof cast iron pan or 
small saucepan, heat the oil and add 
the shallots with the bell peppers, 
garlic, chilies, and coriander. Cook on a 
gentle heat until just soft.
4. Add the tomato, ginger, lemon grass, 
and black pepper; continue cooking for 
one minute or until the tomato is just 
soft. Add the greens and wilt them for 
30 seconds.
5. Add the fried pork and the sauce 
to the pan and bring to a light simmer. 
Cover with foil and cook in the oven at 
340º F for about 30 minutes or until the 
liquid has reduced a bit and meat and 
veggies look glossy.
6. Remove from oven and thicken with 
cornstarch if needed. 
7. Garnish with fresh basil or cilantro 
and serve with fried rice.

Living in Southeast Asia for 30 years 
gave Jeff and Joel Matthews a broad 
perspective on the cultures found in 
the area, from religion and politics to 
lifestyle and cuisine. The father and son 
duo brought their experiences back home 
to Canada and opened Expatasia, an 
Asian-inspired eatery nestled in Calgary’s 
Avenida Food Hall.

“Being a chef, my focus was always on 
the variety of cuisines available to us and 
how we could incorporate them into our 
daily lives,” says Jeff. “I find that many 
people like our food as the flavours are 
intense – spicy, but with exotic flavours 
you don’t try every day,” he explains. The 
menu fave is crispy pork belly served 
on jasmine rice with stir-fired veggies, 
a recipe Jeff picked up while working in 
Hong Kong. The Tiger Cauliflower is “out 
of this world,” says Jeff: cauliflower florets 
in a light rice flour batter, deep-fried until 
crisp, and then tossed in an aioli made 
of blended green onion, ginger, garlic, 
Korean chili flakes, Indonesian sweet soy, 
and Japanese mayo. 

For home chefs looking to work with 
Asian flavours, Jeff says Asian cookbooks 
are great resources, as many usually have 
a list of ingredients that are common in 
most Asian dishes. For Jeff, ingredients 
like ginger, lemongrass, and Thai chilli are 
some of his favourites to work with, and 
he says are the best for home chefs to have 
on hand. He adds, “Don’t waste your time 
making the various Thai, Indonesian, or 
Malaysian pastes for curries. Buy them!”

Give your palate a whirlwind tour of 
Southeast Asia-inspired flavour with Jeff 
and Joel Matthew’s recipe for Babi Kepac 
Pork in Sweet Soy Sambal.
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Keane Straub has travelled from Tofino 
to Charlottetown, sampling the different 
flavours Canada offers. The passion people 
have for their craft and culture inspires 
Keane to tell their stories.

Chef Anas Alsurmi came to 
Canada from Yemen in 2003 to study 
engineering at the University of Calgary. 
Now, almost twenty years later, he’s 
living his passion for cooking traditional 
Yemeni cuisine at his restaurant, Yemeni 
Village, downtown Calgary. The recipes 
used are the same ones used in villages 
in Yemen, says Chef Alsurmi. “It’s very 
authentic cuisine.” 

Dishes like fahsa, and steam-roasted 
chicken mandi are popular menu 
choices. Moofa fish, marinated with a 
blend of Yemeni spices and grilled in a 
traditional clay oven, gives Calgarians 
the opportunity to enjoy fresh seafood, 
explains Chef. “How we cook the fish is a 
delicacy itself.”

For Chef Alsurmi, black pepper 
and cumin are “the master of spices” 
in Yemeni cuisine. “Black pepper is a 
simple spice, but it really elevates the 
taste of the dish [it’s used in]. I love 
cumin because you can tune it up and 
down to a taste that you like.”

When working with spices, Chef 
Alsurmi advises the home chef to start 
with a small amount, and to adjust 
according to your dish. “Fish doesn’t like 
to be spiced a lot, because you want to 
taste the omega oil, and the flesh itself, 
which is very delicate. A little bit of spice 
on it does the magic itself.” Dishes that 
are vegetable heavy can handle a bit 
more spice, as they don’t absorb as much 
of heat and flavour of the spices. 

Salta is a great example. Developed as 
a way to use up leftovers, Chef Alsurmi 
says, “If you have something from 
yesterday, save it, and put it in the salta.” 
Part soup, part stew, and flavoured with 
cumin and turmeric, Chef Alsurmi’s 
Salta is certain to warm your senses to 
a delightful degree on cool November 
nights.

Salta 
Serves 2

1 Tbs (15 mL) vegetable oil
½ medium white onion, diced
3 Roma tomatoes, diced
2 tsp (10 mL) tomato paste
2 cups cooked rice (optional)
1 medium Yukon gold potato, cut into 
2 cm cubes
200 g okra, cut into 2cm cubes
1 medium zucchini, cut into 2 cm cubes
Lamb or beef stock
1 tsp ground black pepper
1 tsp curry powder
1 tsp turmeric
1 tsp cumin
To taste salt
1 tsp fresh minced garlic
1 Tbs chopped cilantro

1. Heat oil in large saucepan on medium 
heat. Add onion, fry until golden. Add 

diced tomatoes and tomato paste and 
fry for three to four minutes (the tomato 
paste should darken and taste sweeter). 
Add cooked rice if using, turn off heat 
and set aside.
2. In large pot add potatoes, zucchini 
and okra. Cover with stock, bring to a 
boil and cook for about 8 minutes or 
until tender. Add black pepper, curry, 
turmeric, and cumin, and salt to taste.
3. Add veggies and stock to tomato 
mixture and heat on low, bring to a boil 
and simmer for about 25 minutes.
4. Remove from heat, add fresh minced 
garlic and chopped cilantro. Serve with 
flatbread.
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