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Promiscuous Palate: Curry creations provide an exotic escape
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Curry is the belly dancer of the seasoning world, its charm lying in an earthy flavor profile that spans the globe. For me, Jamaican curry conjures up images of my mother's curry-stained Dutch pots bubbling over with thyme and garlic- infused oil. During these cool Miami faux-winters, curry not only warms the culinary spirit, it transports you to places like Thailand, Guyana, Jamaica and India.

Enjoy these local eateries with dishes that make your palate dance and dream in curry.

At Hammond's Bakery in Miami Gardens, curry isn't pretty. To some it may resemble a swampy marsh in the Everglades. But to locals, the deep, dark, black-jeweled gravy looks like the rivers of Manchester, Jamaica, and the flavor is filled with earthy decadence. 

I can taste the salt, black pepper, garlic and onion. And then at the finish, there's a light burst of scotch bonnet heat that ''wines'' on the palate like a dancehall queen. (Wine is a Jamaican word for a provocative style of dance.)

The lunch special ($4) includes white rice or rice and red beans, a couple pieces of curry chicken, curry goat, brown stew or jerk chicken, oxtails, veggies and sticky, sweet fried plantains.

For $3, I got all of the above and requested the curry gravy by itself as the goat pieces were too big and too tough. The steamed cabbage, okra, carrots and strings beans were surprisingly crunchy and fresh, and the plantains were candy-sweet and fried to perfection.

Warning: I asked one of the workers for extra plantain and I was Soup-Nazi-ed. (Remember the Soup Nazi from Seinfeld?)

''No,'' the young girl growled, ``we don't do that.''

It happened again on another visit.

Was there a sudden plantain shortage? I realized I should order from the older Jamaican woman, who happily obliges such requests.

When I think of Thai curry, I immediately think of sweet basil and coconut milk aromas awakening in a gorgeous papaya colored-sauce.

And at the newly opened Thai Churos in downtown Miami, that's exactly what you get.

I went there for lunch on a busy, 54-degree Wednesday and initially ordered the Red Curry Scallops, which they ran out of. So I settled for the shrimp. As I waited, I internalized the quaint space with its black checkered ceiling, dark furniture, white accents and the smell of steamed bamboo shoots and fried rice. I pretended I was in Bangkok as I stared at the wooden Buddah sculpture divided into three parts on one wall and a big-city, black-and-white photo on the opposite wall.

''Is that Bangkok?'' I asked the waitress.

''New York!'' she responded.

The Red Curry Shrimp ($9.95) was so satisfying with its textural acrobatics -- the crunchy cabbage, soft, warm pineapple chunks and tender, medium-sized shrimp -- all perfumed by the sweet basil. I wanted to lick the plate, especially since the spaces on the fork were so wide, the sauce kept seeping through cracks.

It's like one of those sweet culinary moments you want to hold on to, but then it slips away like a curry-dusted fairy.

The rasta clientele at The Vegetarian Connection move slowly, as if they're riding a natural mystic far removed from the hustle of the outside world.

I sat at the counter and ordered the curry chunks dinner. For $10, you get two ''meats'' (soy chunks or seitan), rice and veggies.

Even if you are a die-hard carnivore, you have to admit that a home-style vegetarian meal can taste and feel like the real thing. 

The subtly spiced curry had a light hue and was prepared with curry potatoes. The curry's quietness is reminiscent of rasta men nodding slowly to ska music.

Still, the dish by itself was uneventful, however. When blended with the grilled pepper ''steak'' that was slightly sweet and sautéed with red peppers, the curry flavor became more dynamic. Also, add their homemade hot sauce that looks and tastes like a spicy Thousand Island dressing.

The sautéed dasheen leaf (think spinach) is pungently green and slightly creamy. The fried rice lacked flavor.

However, the standout at this venue is the chicken nuggets (10 for $12). I know you're thinking, ``$12?''

But they're really, really good and they're bigger than the ones at McDonald's.

Rastas are super-secretive, so I could not get owner Ozzie Allicock (originally from Georgetown, Guyana) to tell me how they prepared this vegetarian treat. (Though I know they got the item from their freezer then put their own spin on it).

The dish is served with a homemade sauce that tastes more like an herbaceous Jack Daniels barbecue sauce. Tip: Add a little Lalah's curry powder to mayonnaise and it becomes an exotic dipping sauce for the nuggets.

My best Indian curry experience was in Madras, India, and so it is difficult to find a local Indian experience that comes close. After a two-year retreat from Heelsha because of a hair-in-food incident, I decided to return to the venue to see what the hoopla was about. I'm glad I did.

The lamb curry wasn't India, but it was delicious -- tender, gamey pieces of fragrant flesh. The opulent red tinge in the curry reminded me of those flowing Indian saris that seem to match the region's red dirt.

It was a chunky stew filled with green peppers, tomatoes and onions. The flavors of cumin, ginger, coriander and garlic danced ceremoniously on my palate and I was satisfied.

And the aromas were heavenly. I asked for super hot and the dish was indeed hot. So as my nose dripped, I poured the liquidy coriander and tamarind chutneys to offset the heat.

The only downside was the rice that was filled with chunky rice blocks. Heelsha is like a bamboo sabbatical tucked away on a North Miami Beach strip.

It's surrounded by purple leaf plants, wooden panels, small flower trellises and garden dining. Inside mint, yolky yellow and fuchsia fabric adorn the windows, transporting me to those southern Indian nights when curry was more than a spice, but a dance I have yet to forget.

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome at promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com. 

