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Jackfruit and the Flavours of Southern Survival
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Once a humble staple of survival, the jackfruit has long been intertwined with the lives
and kitchens of southern India, especially in Kerala and Kanyakumari district of Tamil
Nadu. Beyond its towering presence and golden flesh, it stands as a symbol of resilience, a
fruit that fed families during famine, shaped culinary traditions and became part of cultural
identity. From rustic village meals to modern gourmet dishes, jackfruit continues to bridge
the past and present, celebrating the South’s enduring spirit of resourcefulness and flavour.

Key words: Jack fruit, value addition, Kerala, Kanyakumari, Cultural heritage.

Introduction

Beneath the swaying canopies of Kerala’s lush homesteads and along the fertile stretches of
Kanyakumari’s countryside stands a tree that has quietly
nourished generations, the Jackfruit tree (Artocarpus
heterophyllus) belongs to the family moraceae. Known locally as | «
Chakka, this humble giant is more than a fruit-bearing plant; itis | =
a living symbol of resilience, comfort and tradition. During the |
period of World War 11 1943 famine and scarcity tested southern
households, it was the jackfruit that filled the pots and hearts of
families its flesh turned into meals, its seeds roasted for snacks and its wood used to build
homes and furniture.

Even today, the story of jackfruit is one of deep cultural attachment and culinary creativity.
From steaming plates of jack in Kerala kitchens to the crispy chips found in Kanyakumari’s
markets, every dish tells a tale of survival turned celebration. What was once a “poor man’s
fruit” has now earned its place on gourmet tables and global menus, proving that tradition
never truly fades, it simply ripens with time.

Two Faces of a Giant jackfruit

Not all jackfruits are the same, even within the same tree species (Artocarpus heterophyllus),

nature offers two distinct types that differ in texture, taste and use.

e The firm or rigid-fleshed type (called varakkai) has crisp, chewy bulbs and is preferred
for eating fresh and as a table fruit.

e The soft-fleshed type (locally called koozhan) has tender, juicy bulbs that mash and
blend easily, mostly used in culinary preparations.

Closer Cousins of Jack

Related species such as wild jack (Artocarpus hirsutus) and breadfruit (Artocarpus altilis)
share the family’s versatility but differ in flavour and regional uses, adding to the rich
Artocarpus tradition across the tropics.
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Wild jack Bread fruit

A Fruit of Resilience: Feeding Hope in Hard Times

Long before modern markets and processed foods reached the southern villages of India, the
jackfruit tree stood as a silent guardian of food security. During the great famines that swept
through Kerala and the southern tip of Tamil Nadu, it was this sturdy tree that sustained the
people when paddy fields ran dry and granaries turned empty. Every household that had a
jackfruit tree in its courtyard was, in a sense, self-sufficient, a blessing passed down through
generations.

In those difficult days, the fruit’s versatility was a miracle in itself. The raw green
jackfruit became a wholesome vegetable, cooked with coconut and spices to make hearty
curries and stews. The ripened bulbs turned into sweet meals, offering comfort and strength.
Even the seeds were treasured, boiled, roasted or ground into flour to stretch scarce supplies.
Nothing went to waste; every part of the fruit found purpose, reflecting the southern people’s
deep respect for nature’s generosity.

The culinary diversity of jack fruit

In the kitchens of Kerala and Kanyakumari, jackfruit is a seasonal celebration, offering a
culinary adventure at every stage of ripening. The tender raw fruit is transformed into dishes
like chakka puzhungiyathu (Boiled Jack fruit), a spicy, wholesome preparation and chakka
aviyal, a fragrant coconut-based medley. Sweet treats emerge as the fruit ripens, from
chakka appam, a soft and fragrant jackfruit rice cake, to chakka payasam, a rich dessert
that fills homes with its golden aroma. Even snacks and accompaniments showcase its
versatility: chakka pappadam crisps up as a crunchy side, while chakka chips delight
young and old alike.

-
-~ - -

Chakka Puzhungiyathu
(Boiled Jack)

Chakka Appam (Cake) Chakka Chips

Every dish tells a story of ingenuity, tradition and the South’s deep connection with this
multipurpose fruit. Nothing goes to waste: the seeds are roasted or added to curries, the flesh
is savoured in countless forms, and the aroma lingers in kitchens long after the meal is over.
In southern India, jackfruit is more than a fruit; it is culture on a plate.

Conclusion
From the courtyards of Kerala to the kitchens of Kanyakumari, jackfruit has always been
more than just a fruit. It symbolizes resilience, nourishing families during times of scarcity
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while inspiring countless traditional dishes from boiled jack to chips. Its soft and firm
varieties, along with versatile seeds, have sustained communities and enriched culinary
traditions for generations. Today, jackfruit bridges past and present, survival and celebration,
reminding us that food carries not just sustenance, but culture, history and the enduring spirit
of the South.
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