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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction:

Cuisine from the Land of Origins

ዘርዓያዕቆብ (በአፄ ሱስንዩስ ዘመነ መንግሥት በዐሥራ ሰባተኛው ምእት ዓመት ላይ የኖረውና ጎላ ብሎ የሚታይ ኢትዮጵያዊ ፈላስፋ) እንደጻፈው፡፡ ”ተፈጥሯችን የሚያዘን የላመና የጣመ እንድንመገብ ነው፡፡”

የፈላስፋው ዘርዐ ያዕቆብ ደቀ መዝሙር ወልደ ሕይወት በጽሑፉ እንዳሰፈረው፡፡ “ለሕይወትህ የሚጠቅሙህን ምግቦች ምረጥ በጥንቃቄ በጥበብና በንጽሕናም አዘጋጃቸው፡፡ እንዲጣፍጡህና ሕይወትም እንዲሆኑህ እግዚአብሔር ለዚህ ልቦና ሰጥቶሃልና፡፡”

ZARA YAËCOB (THE FIRST ETHIOPIAN PHILOSOPHER, DURING ATSE SUSUNIOS DYNASTY, 17TH CENTURY) WROTE ‘NATURE ORDERS US TO EAT FINE AND TASTY FOOD…’, WHILE HIS DISCIPLE WOLDE-HIWOT TRANSCRIBED ‘CHOOSE THE BEST MEALS, PREPARE THEM CAREFULLY, SKILLFULLY AND CLEANLY. GOD GAVE YOU THE WISDOM TO PREPARE MEALS THAT ARE TASTY ENOUGH TO FEED YOUR SOUL’.

It is said that the Queen of Sheba, Nigist Makeda, visited King Solomon bearing gold, precious stones and spices. The Books of Chronicles in the Old Testament documents this, commenting that ‘Never again came such an abundance of spice’ (10:10; II Chron. 9:1-9) as those our Queen gave to the King. Gold remains a valuable currency today, yet among all the gifts she offered, only the spices were mentioned as objects of attention that even the Wise Ruler never saw again.

Food is an object of survival, an entity believed to feed the body and soul across different cultures around the world. In Ethiopia on the other hand, it holds another crucial dimension, one that conveys a positive human energy through a powerful saying ‘enebla’. Enebla, in Amharic, translates to ‘let us eat’ and our staple food injera is made in a way that invites more than one hand to the meal. It is a moment of sharing, of caring and of showing respect for one another.

Through the numerous dynasties and civilizations that surfaced and vanished across this land, meals have always been at the core of them all. This passion and worth we attribute to food has allowed our crafts to sharpen beyond imagination. With more than 3,000 years of culinary legacy, we continue to treasure these gastronomic gifts, and today, I am honoured to share the mysteries of their confection to the world and to you on behalf of those who worked hard to preserve them.

From berbere, the spice blend that takes more than three days to achieve complexity within heat, to injera, our gluten-free daily teff flatbread, which also requires three moons to acquire the perfect elasticity and taste, and of course let us not forget coffee, the country’s first culinary gift to the world, this book will open your eyes to culinary wonders from Ethiopia, the Land of Origins.

Born in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, I grew up in a typical Ethiopian family where traditional ceremonies and social events like Mahber (community bonding celebrations) were broadly practised. Whenever festivities came around I used to follow my mother in the kitchen while she prepared a large pot of niter kebbeh (Ethiopian spiced clarified butter), which flavoured all the delicious meals for the guests we would welcome. As a young boy, then as tall as the kitchen table, I couldn’t observe all the spices that were added but I could smell each of them and, as greedy as I am for such sublime aromatic beauty, I would walk all day next to her, holding her dress, eyes closed and my nose raised to the celling.
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Passionate about art in all its forms, I eventually ventured into the culinary arts industry by studying at the Paul Bocuse Institute and fine-dining restaurants in the southern cities of France, which ultimately allowed me to see food as more than just an interest. On one hand I witnessed a science that requires the utmost precision, and on the other, I developed a keen curiosity for discovering new tastes. This education allowed me to travel to the four corners of the world, including a hands-on experience in a Californian luxury resort, it made me realise how much I still had to learn, but more importantly, that it was finally time to go back to my origins, in order to unfold the rich culture I am proud to be part of.

Returning to Addis Ababa, I worked on a TV show entitled ‘Chef Yohanis Qegnet’ – a 30-minute culinary and lifestyle entertainment show that took me all over Ethiopia, travelling across the country. By meeting people from the 80 different ethnic groups throughout the country, and sharing bread with each family, I was able to discover the culinary jewels and various processes of each region. I’ve grown to believe that this interaction with every part of my country is my path to fully discovering who I am. It’s given me a glimpse of the abundance of Ethiopian cuisine and the ceaseless teachings that built the key foundations of my ancestors lives.

Indeed, Ethiopia is one of the countries in the world whose pride is established on a lengthy and rich history. Situated in the horn of Africa, next to Sudan and Eritrea, it is the source of the Blue Nile, one of the two major tributaries of the River Nile. As part of the Nile countries, early Ethiopian history can be traced to more than 2000 as Abyssinia, the land of mixed races, and to having a strong relationship with Egypt during the Six Dynasty. The few old Ethiopian inscriptions from the pagan time claim Pharaohs of the Old Kingdom were kings of the two lands that in the beginning were one.

While very few traces from our pagan history remain – like the obelisks of Axum, the name of my childhood best friend, Meherem, or the Ethiopian version of Mars the War God – our history, and consequently our cuisine, is mainly shaped alongside Christianity. Following a close full millennia of Judaism, brought to Ethiopia with Nigist Makeda and her son Menelik I, allegedly the offspring of King Solomon, Christianity ruled.

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo church was first officially recognised when King Ezana first adopted the faith, and it has influenced our political, cultural and social life until recent years. This influence is easily identified in our cuisine via the numerous vegetarian recipes prepared during fasting seasons, a serious obligation for half a year, every year. By contrast, Islam arrived in Ethiopia during Hijrah – the migration – through the disciples of Prophet Mohammed. Today, a third of the country is Muslim and the religion has moulded the social life of several regions, including but not limited to, Somali, Afar, Argobba, Harar, Dire Dawa and Alaba. Islam played a crucial role in introducing sweets to the plethora of our meals. Sweets like halawa and mushebak are widely available in Dire-Dawa and Harar. Then again, the culture of eating sweets regularly did not expand throughout Ethiopia, perhaps because their confection still remains a secret known only by harari families who make and sell them.

Ethiopia is large, about twice the size of France, and the country’s cuisine is also influenced by its different climates and geography. From the Denakil Depression of Afar situated 410 feet below sea level, to the two-third of the country’s plateaus ranging from 4,000 to 10,000 feet, the landscapes greatly influence its cuisines based on the ingredients each region can produce and the know-how of communities required to survive there. Whether it’s the use of goat skin to naturally cool water in very hot regions of Afar, the burning of specific plants to extract edible salt in Gambela, or Aja Kita whistling – the art of using sound vibration in Lalibela – Ethiopia is home to limitless ingenuity.

Trading with far Asia and the Middle East, especially Yemen, as well as the various battles across our history – including the one with Italy and its four years of occupation in 1935 – are also factors that have shaped our cuisine. Yet, never colonised, Ethiopia’s culinary and cultural diversity is a point of pride to the continent, and is always ready to share its crafts with anyone who listens.

Today, I genuinely believe that it is time for Ethiopian food to be made globally available, and for the tastes and health benefits to be celebrated. My ambition is for our learnings to serve as a ground of exploration for others. In a world where traditions are kneeling to faster paced, industrialised lifestyles, only by making time for the simple pleasures in life can we nurture the intangible jewels that were left gracefully to us by former generations. Learning from one another can provide a healthier, globally abundant and tastier world for us all. It would at least, undoubtedly, allow our palates to unravel their true potential to appreciate an endless variety of worldwide cuisine.

Join me now while I guide you through the Ethiopian landscape, on the plot where Lucy ‘Denkenesh’ carved her home, on the spread where Nigist Makeda harvested her spices, on the parcel of land where Kaldi first witnessed his goats eating coffee beans and where they all shared injera, across time and space, with one constant: a warm, generous and genuine Ethiopian hospitality.
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Before turning on the stove

Spices and heat

Just as every palate is different, so is every spice blend, and therefore it is hard to give precise amounts for certain key ingredients. The fiery mitmita, for instance, is generally intended as a seasoning to be added gradually, tasting as you go. This technique, however, doesn’t work as well with the ubiquitous berbere which flavours and colours all of our red stews. Berbere needs to be cooked to lose its intense heat and dusty taste. The amount I include in a recipe is therefore a minimum suggestion and so it’s a good idea to experiment to find what is right for your palete and to use more (or less), as desired.

Ethiopian ingredients, substitutions and tools

The less common spices called for in these recipes – ajowan and nigella, for instance – should be readily available in well-stocked spice shops. Certain specific Ethiopian ingredients require more effort to locate, although most can be found on the internet from specialist retailers. Cities with large Ethiopian diaspora have small Ethiopian grocery shops that carry essential ingredients such as niter kebbeh, dry shiro flours, tej, koseret and other herbs, and the main spice blends, including berbere. Many also sell fresh injera. Also, check Ethiopian restaurants, as they often stock some grocery items and sell injera to take away.

Tej

Fermented honey wine is a popular indigenous drink of Ethiopia and is found in a number of our traditional recipes and in some of my modern versions. While certainly not the easiest item to locate outside Ethiopia – made even more difficult by the lack of many commercial brands – it is easy to substitute. Simply whisk 1 tablespoon of honey into 250ml of dry white wine.

Mitad

There are very few specialist tools required in the Ethiopian kitchen. However, the notable exception is the mitad, a large, round griddle, often up to 60cm in diameter. Made of highly polished clay and with a dome lid, it is used for cooking injera and other flatbreads. However, if you can’t track one down online, use a large, non-stick crêpe pan, frying pan or griddle. Mitad is also the name given to the iron griddle used to roast coffee beans in the traditional Ethiopian coffee ceremony.

Electric grinder

An electric spice or coffee grinder is extremely useful for grinding spices and flaxseed, and also for making beso, a flour made from roasted barley that is hard to buy outside of Ethiopia.

Kulet

Nearly every stewed dish (also called ‘Wot) in the Ethiopian repertoire calls for kulet – often lots of it. Kulet consists mainly of three ingredients: finely chopped red onion, grated garlic and ginger. While the quantities of each ingredient can vary depending on the recipe, in kulet you are required to cook the chopped onion first, without any oil, until soft and almost dry. Only then do we add the garlic and ginger along with the oil until the mix caramelises and becomes kulet. During the non-fasting season a spoon of niter kebbeh is also added in the making and scenting of kulet. Its sweetness through slow-cooking and the caramelisation process balances the spices, giving texture and body to sauces that use it as a base. Be patient when chopping as the sauce should be quite smooth rather than chunky. Shallots are prized for their flavour and were the most dominant ingredient in markets during my childhood, but today cooks generally use red onions, which are less laborious to peel and chop. For smaller quantities of kulet, the recipes in this book use oil to avoid burning the onion mix.

Spelling

Ethiopia mostly uses Amharic as a spoken language, although numerous languages exist and are actively practised all around the country. Amharic comes from Geez, a semetic language with its own alphabets, and where some alphabets have their own unique resonance compared to Latin languages. Thus, there is no standard translation of Amharic words into English. For example, there seems to be a dozen ways to write our ubiquitous spiced clarified butter, from niter kebbeh to nit’ir qibe. In continued efforts to be loyal to the pronunciation of certain culinary words, the spellings used throughout this book were chosen according to the most faithful to the correct sounds and most commonly used translations.
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Traditional Injera

One-day Injera

Thin Flat Oat Cakes

Wholemeal Bread Baked in Banana Leaves

Round Flatbread

Spicy Shepherds' Bread

Shiro Sliders with Fresh Sausage
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ጤፍ

Teff

The high central plateau that covers much of Ethiopia is a place of open skies. Humped Zebu till the land with wooden ploughs, raptors glide on updrafts above flat-topped mountains and breezes send shimmying ripples across fields of wispy green stalks. However, it isn’t wheat that grows so profusely here – this is teff country.

Held in the hand, the tiny grains of this indigenous cereal (first domesticated by Ethiopians some 3,000 years ago) are sandy, about the size of poppy seeds. There are 3,000 of them in a single gram1 (the same number of wheat grains weigh 195 grams), yet each one is a dense powerhouse of nutrients: iron, fibre, calcium and protein.

Teff is Ethiopia’s most widely farmed crop, grown by an estimated 6.5 million Ethiopian farmers and, especially in the highlands, retains an incomparable importance. It also accounts for around 15 per cent of the country’s total calories as injera2 – our staple food (see Traditional Injera and One-day Injera) – a spongy, tart flatbread made from teff – is, literally, the base of most meals: food is placed directly on it instead of a plate.

In fact, so key is teff to Ethiopia that our government prohibits its export in grain form. At the moment, only teff that has been milled into flour can be exported. However, many outside Ethiopia have discovered teff’s nutritional potential and the fact that it is gluten-free also heightens its current popularity. Growing awareness and demand have led to cultivation elsewhere. Today, teff grows in several states of American, Canada, India, Australia and some parts of Europe. There are three main types of teff: ivory, dark brown and light brown, the latter referred to as key, meaning ‘red’ in Amharic. Ivory, considered the highest quality, has the mildest flavour, and dark brown variety is the most popular and commonly available teff for making injera.

In order to develop the elasticity needed to make spongy injera, the batter has to be fermented. With a sourdough-like starter, it is left to ferment for three days before an additional step called ‘absit’ happens. Absit is a distinctive Ethiopian cooking technique that requires boiling some of the batter then, while hot, stirring it back into the initial starter. This process allows to speed up the fermentation process and favour an enhanced spongy texture for injera. This lends it its signature tartness and spongy texture – a flavour that acts as a perfect foil for the boldly flavoured stews it accompanies.

In Ethiopia’s various traditions, only a few recipes require the use of wooden forks, like tihelo in Tigray, and the use of spoons made of oxen horns – like the Guragué kitfo or the genfos (thick porridges) of Oromia and Gambela for instance. Undeniably, injera, aside from being food itself, serves as the perfect combination of all utensils. Some people refer our skills of manipulating injera as ‘dancing with fingers’. Eating with injera demands washing properly first – via a traditional water pot and bucket, brought to guests at the dining table. Having said grace, guests are invited to break pieces of injera using only the right hand. They apply the flatbread over the stews while avoiding covering their nails with the liquids, then dipping and rolling it, to form a ‘goursha’ – an injera bite that combines all the stews from the platter.

Most of our recipes are stews, which means the spongy texture of injera is a defining aspect when assesing the quality. And, just like steak needs a sharp knife to cut it, Ethiopian stews require injera to have the maximum quantity and quality of holes, known as ‘ayen’. Ayen in Amharic means ‘eye’, in reference to the shattered air bubbles on top of ingera during baking. These holes carve its spongy texture, enabling it to absorb the sauce.

Such is the reason why mixing ingera batter and baking it is a very difficult task that takes cooks many years to master. Baking injera requires layering the batter in a spiral direction on mitad, clockwise for right-handed cooks and anti-clockwise for lefties. By having the layers just touch, injera becomes very thin, ultimately maximising its flexibility so the flatbread doesn’t break when clamping chunks, and at the same time creating consistent-sized ‘ayen’ that soak up lots of sauce.


1. www.teffco.com/what-is-teff

2. Anahad O’Connor (2016) ‘Is Teff the New Super Grain?’, The New York Times Available at https://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/08/16/is-teff-the-new-super-grain
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እንጀራ | INJERA

Traditional Injera

If you are starting from scratch, making traditional injera takes a week as you need four days to make the sponge (starter) plus another three to prepare the batter. However, the first step need only be done once, as a cup of the batter is then used as a starter for the next batch and so on and so forth. If pressed for time, you can also skip the sponge step (see recipe for One-day Injera), and while the injera might lack a little authentic flavour, the next batch will regain it, if you save some of the batter to use the next time. Use bottled water as the chlorine found in tap water may interfere with the natural fermentation process.

Injera is not cooked as crêpes are, by tilting the pan quickly to make the pancake even or by spreading out with a tool. Instead, it is poured in a stream in a spiral manner, starting at the outside edge of the pan towards the centre. The lines of batter should just meet, without any overlap or gaps. There is a real art to cooking injera, and it takes a lot of practice to be able to achieve perfect rounds. But it will still be delicious either way.


MAKES ABOUT 7–9 MEDIUM OR 5 LARGE INJERA

750g teff flour (see Note)

1.65L bottled water, plus more as needed

vegetable oil for oiling pan

Day 1

Begin by making a sponge or yeast starter. In a large non-reactive bowl or plastic jug with a lid, sift 250g of the flour and, using your hands, begin slowly working in about 250ml of water until you have a very moist, squishy dough without any lumps – it should take about 5 minutes. Pour over 125ml water so that the mixture is entirely submerged, then tightly cover and let it rest for four days at room temperature.

Day 4

The mixture will have separated into two layers: a thick, yeasty sponge on the bottom and a watery layer on the top. Carefully pour off and discard the watery top layer so that only the sponge underneath remains. You will need only a portion of this sponge to progress. You can use the leftover sponge to make successive batches of injera; it will keep, covered in the refrigerator, for several days.

In a large non-reactive bowl, measure out 250ml of the sponge. Using your hands, mix in the remaining 500g of flour and 125ml of water. When you start smelling a pleasantly sour aroma, gradually add 375ml of water. Once the mixture is smooth, with no lumps, pour about 400ml of water on top; do not stir in this layer of water. Cover tightly and let the mixture rest for three days at room temperature.

Day 7

After three days, remove the lid and take a look. The batter may bubble and smell sour – these are good signs. However, if you see any bits of mold develop on the surface, scoop out and discard. Pour off and discard the watery liquid layer on top and reserve what is left: this is the base batter.

Make the absit. In a large saucepan, bring 250ml of water to a boil. Whisk in 125ml of the base batter and 125ml of water. When this mixture begins to thicken and bubble, remove it from the heat. It should have the consistency of cooked porridge. Let it cool to just warm. This mixture is called absit.

Mix the absit into the bowl with the base batter to create a final batter. The mixture should have a consistency mid-way between a crêpe and pancake batter. If it is too thick, stir in a little additional room-temperature water. Cover the bowl with a tea towel and let it rest for about 2 hours, until bubbles have begun to form on the surface. The bubbles are the sign that the final fermentation has occurred and that the injera batter is ready to be cooked.

Cooking the injera

To cook the injera, use a non-stick crêpe pan or skillet, or large, traditional mitad. Moisten a paper towel with oil and wipe the surface, then place the pan over medium–high heat.

When the pan is hot, use a spouted measuring cup to scoop between 125–250ml of the batter, depending on the size of the pan (a standard 28cm crêpe pan will take about 175ml of batter). For a large mitad, use about twice as much batter. Work quickly and carefully in order to pour the batter evenly around the pan. Starting at the outside edge of the cooking surface – going clockwise if you are right-handed or anti-clockwise if you are left-handed – pour the batter in a thin stream and in one continuous motion in a spiral formation, without overlapping, until you end at the very centre. There might be some batter left over in the scoop. While not traditional, if using a crêpe pan, swirl the pan if needed to evenly distribute the batter.

Cook undisturbed until bubbles have begun to form on the surface of the injera and the batter begins to set. When about 75 percent of the surface batter has changed colour, about 45 seconds–1½ minutes, cover the pan with a large lid. (A glass lid is helpful here as it allows you to check the doneness of the injera without uncovering.) Cook until the edges of the injera begin to curl, the top is quite dry, and the injera has released from the bottom of the pan, from 30 seconds–1½ minutes. (It might be longer with a larger mitad.) Do not flip the injera.

When cooked, use a long thin spatula and a thin plate or piece of cardboard to transfer the injera to a flat basket or a large plate lined with baking parchment without breaking.

Remove any stray dough from the cooking surface, and then apply more oil as necessary and reheat. (After the first few injera, lower the heat to medium–low.) Continue
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