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| Celebrating a 60th
birthday with plein-air
painting in Provence. r2

NAVIGATOR ‘
Will Expedia’s acquisition
of Travelocity affect the
average traveler? r2

BED CHECK

In Pennsylvania, home
comforts and an
equestrian touch. r3

IMPULSIVE TRAVELER

On the hunt for
Washington, D.C.,
history in the Bronx. re

Savoring St. Lucia with a Top Chef

With Nina Compton leading the way, my taste buds are in paradise

BY SYLVIE BIGAR
Special to The Washington Post

C ey, you look like Nina
Compton!” My traveling
companion and I had just

set foot in the flamboyant

covered market of Cas-

tries, the capital of St. Lucia, and

instantly, shrieks, followed by winks and

‘wide smiles erupted around us. “Aren’t
you Nina?”

That is not merely because she is the.

daughter of the late Sir John Compton,
“Father of the Nation” who, in 1979,
spearheaded the independence of the
island and served as its first prime
minister. It’'s because in 2013, Nina
Compton was invited to compete on
Bravo’s “Top Chef: New Orleans.”

“It was life-changing,” she said.

When the show aired, Nina, then 35,
was chef de cuisine at Scott Conant’s
lauded Scarpetta in South Beach. Using
the impressive technique she learned
while working in 2000 for iconic French

chef Daniel Boulud in New York to cook
special dishes using the Caribbean in-
gredients and flavors of her past, Nina
seemed poised to win the finale. An
upset left her the runner-up, but she was
awarded the show’s “fan favorite” desig-
nation and became an overnight celebri-
ty, especially on St. Lucia.

“The entire island was rooting for
her,” said Taribba do Nascimento, a local
handbag designer. “It was all over the
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Where the flavors of the Old World
melt in one mouthwatering pot
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The Pitons, two mountainous volcanic plugs, tower over the St. Lucian town of Soufriere, the area where much of the island's cocoa industry is based. GENE THORP/THE WASHINGTON POS
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news and people went crazy. Her food
was unapologetically St. Lucian.”

She may not have won “Top Chef,” but
that December day at the market, while
Nina, a slender silhouette in denim

~ shorts and prim white shirt, inspected
the produce, I felt I was walking through
town with Kate Middleton.

“Green figs, anyone?” she asks the
stand mamas hovering around her.

“Figs?” I wondered to myself. “This
isn’t Tuscany!”

But I had a lot to learn about St.
Lucian cuisine. A few months earlier,
hearing that Nina and I would be on the
island at the same time — she research-
ing an upcoming cookbook (after “Top
Chef,” the government named Nina the
island’s “culinary ambassador”), and I
attending a wedding — I asked whether
she would take me on a gastronomic
tour. I had eaten my way through jerk
chicken and stuffed crabs aplenty in the
Caribbean, but I was intrigued by St.
Lucia’s turbulent history and eager to
seek its culinary legacy in local kitch-
ens. :

Before the British finally took posses-
sion of the island, in 1814, the flag went
back and forth between England and
France 14 times in 150 years. Today, most
of the island’s population is of African
descent, with a significant East Indian
contingent descending from workers
brought in to save the sugar industry
toward the end of the 19th century.

Back at the market, Nina explains:
“We call unripe bananas ‘green figs.” And
salt fish and green figs is our national
dish”

“Salt” and “unripe” didn’t exactly
conjure gastronomic pleasure, but at
Sylvia’s Place, a cluttered blue-and-yel-
low kitchen Sylvia Jn Baptiste has run
for the past 16 years in the back alley of
the market, delicious cod flakes sprin-
kled with garlic and peppers balance the
sweet, smooth banana logs perfectly.

“I was born on Barbados, where
nothing grows,” Jn Baptiste says. “Here,
everything is local” She gets to her
kitchen at 4 a.m. except on Fridays and
Saturdays, when she opens at 1 a.m. so
revelers can restore themselves with her
bouillon, a pigtail broth rich with lentils,
spinach, green plantain and potatoes or
her flying-fish fry, as fresh as it gets,
straight from the fishermen’s stall
around the corner.

A brief nod from Nina to the
“coconut man” a few steps away, one
decisive machete strike, and off comes
the greenish top, revealing flesh as
white as a cotton cloud. In goes the
straw, and I melt in refreshing coconut
water paradise. G

Soon it’s lunchtime, and we step out
into the sun. Downtown Castries, cra-
dling its bustling harbor, teems with
local office workers in shirt and ties
and dazzled tourists trickling from
colossal cruise ships. But we leave the
town behind and drive a few miles to
the busy intersection where a sheet-
metal roof encircles two towering al-
mond trees that watch over the eatery
known as the Hardest Hard. Plastic
chairs and rickety tables make up this
landmark where Evelyn and Julian
Lagon cook up some of the best food on
the island.

“People also call us ‘Under the almond
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