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Introduction

Africana is a celebration of modern African cookery, a love letter to a rich heritage and an enduring people. With whispered recipes from ancestors and generations past, memories of Mama’s sumptuous cooking, soup-stained scribbles and inventive recipes for delightful home cooking, this book is my invitation to you to look to Africa for cultural and culinary enrichment, for an adventure filled with wanderlust and excitement. Bringing people together to share the joy of honest food with family and friends.

Imagine plucking fragrant and beautifully ripened mangoes, sinking your teeth into the sweetened flesh and saving the harvest for recipes such as mango piri piri or a cooling tropical salad with hibiscus syrup. Listen to the soothing ocean waves crashing on the seashore in harmony with the sound of crackling fires, as you roast a fresh catch basted in apricot glaze, perhaps with a paste of makrut lime leaves and chillies, or the enthralling perfume of vanilla beans and rum. Feel the comfort of stirring slowly as you mother a pot of luscious greens, or a sumptuous stew. Savour the spellbinding flavours of spiced tea, coffee and the pure decadence of delicious dark chocolate. This is the story of Africana, bringing the magic and beauty of vibrant African cooking into your home, wherever that may be, and transporting you to paradise.

This book tells the story of where I have come from and where I have been. You will discover the secrets of African cooking – its rich diversity and shared traditions, its influence on world cuisine and its adaptability to your lifestyle, whether you are an amateur cook, a seasoned chef or a busy bee in need of vibrant ideas. I hope to inspire you with wondrous flavours and stories of passionate traditions, as we travel across the continent one dish at a time.







My African Food Journey

Food has always been about much more than nourishment for my body; it is nourishment for my soul and a constant sensual adventure. From a young age, I was curious about flavours and this intensified as I ate my way through a colourful childhood to an even more exuberant adult life, with food taking centre stage.

Growing up in Nigeria, food represented family; it was our favourite shared experience, at home, with friends, at celebrations and even in sad times. We show affection through food, and rejection of our food is often taken as rejection of our affection. Our feasts were never quick and simple; they were almost always lengthy and ceremonial, more so when we had guests. Food was often prepared with the neighbours in mind or an uninvited guest, of which there were many. A guest in an African home is treated like royalty; fed the best cut of meat, with the best crockery. As a child I thought our guests were utterly and annoyingly spoiled, until I realised we enjoyed this regal treatment as guests in the homes of others. I began to understand ‘African hospitality’ – the true value of sharing with others, the essence of togetherness and the personal reward found in making others happy, be it family, friends or strangers. As I travelled and explored more cultures, I also learned that this great pleasure in feeding others is not unique to Nigeria but is a way of life for many across Africa. In Senegal, for example, this sense of generosity and community is known as teranga.

If you see a man in a gown eating with a man in rags, the food belongs to the latter

FULANI PROVERB

My mother is the quintessential Africana, someone who beautifully embraces and celebrates cultures from across the continent. Although I am West African, from Nigeria, my mother gave me a Southern African name. Lerato means love in Sotho-Tsawna, a Southern Bantu language predominantly spoken in Lesotho, Botswana, and neighbouring countries, and also one of eleven official languages of South Africa. Knowingly or unknowingly, she was preparing me for the pan-African life that I fully embrace. My brother and I spent a considerable amount of time living with family friends in the Republic of Benin, a francophone country just west of Nigeria, and we also travelled with Mum exploring and eating our way across Africa. We were raised mainly by our mother and spent some holidays and weekends at our father’s house in Lagos. Mum’s house was structured with daily meal plans, including an exciting variety of foods from across the world. Food was abundant and wonderful, which we thoroughly enjoyed. But what my mum called ‘outside food’, or street food, was completely off limits. In Dad’s house, we had little or no structure; we ate lots of ‘take away’ and street foods, which Mum would have found utterly horrific – marvellous food like Sizzling Suya (see here), with sides of crispy yam chips for dinner, or Ewa Agoyin Black-eyed Bean Mash with Blackened Red Pepper Sauce (see here) and the most incredible fluffy cloud bread for breakfast. Although she didn’t think so at the time, Mum admits now that it was a great experience for me, as it allowed me to explore beyond the food we ate at home. My mother’s approach to fresh, home-cooked food has shaped my cooking style, but the freedom to explore beyond the home allowed me to discover and learn much more.

My mother was running a restaurant in her early twenties – carrying me wrapped around her back – and I realise now that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree! From a very young age, I started to develop an interest in food, beyond just eating it. I was so curious about how different ingredients could come together to create something truly wonderful. Even though my mother banned me from the kitchen until I was about 10 or 11 years old for fear of accidents, I never passed up an opportunity to sneak in there to dip my finger into the pots, risking a few burns just to taste what was to come. Papa, our family cook, put me to work, too, practically giving me my first job as his assistant chef, after much insistence on my part. I learned to cook intuitively, measuring by eye, by touch – feeling every grain of salt crushed between my fingers – by taste and trusting my palate. My mother worked and travelled a lot, cooking mainly on the weekends. By my early teens, she finally invited me to cook with her, stressing the importance of learning to feed myself. But she was a little late – I was already convinced about the importance of cooking and was well equipped to cook an entire meal for the family, much to her amazement. Papa had taught me the basics of cooking rice, sauces and using the delectable curry spices and seasonings he sprinkled into the pots. Mum went on to teach me to cook more traditional Nigerian recipes, like Bean Tarts Moin Moin (see here), Egusi with Pounded Yam (see here) and, my absolute favourite, Bejewelled & Aromatic Fried Rice (see here), inspired by Nigerian fried rice.

When I started university in London, I was finally free to burn as many fingers as I wanted. I lived just by the South Bank in Waterloo and could be found almost daily crossing the bridge to dine in Covent Garden. I would eat out, come home and try to recreate what I had enjoyed, adding little twists here and there. Further south and a quick hop on the bus took me to Elephant and Castle, Camberwell and Peckham, where I would stock up on plantains, dried beans and spices. My parents practically bankrupted themselves to give me the best education, surely with the hope that I would make something of myself by becoming a world-renowned economist, which was the most natural expectation after graduating with a degree in Economics, and with my keen interest in development. Although my mother was perplexed when I decided to immerse myself in the world of food instead, she has always been thoroughly supportive, even when it hasn’t always been clear where this path would lead.

After university, I embarked on many unexpected adventures, from presenting breakfast television and hosting a cookery show, to writing a food column for The Guardian in Nigeria – one of the most popular national newspapers – and starting a catering business. Since then, I have been sharing a taste of Africa at supper clubs, live cooking shows and cookery classes. The cookery classes and supper clubs have become an important hub for discovering and learning about African foods, and provide great opportunities to bring people together. At the time, it seemed like an odd thing to do, especially when hosting strangers in our home, but what a wonderful experience it has been to dine with so many people over the years, to share something unique and special, not knowing if or when we would ever have that opportunity again.

Now living on the Sussex coast, I am closer to flocks of British sheep than tropical mango trees, but there is a fire in my belly that can never be quenched – an undying love for Africa, a passion for adventure and discovery, and a desire to share the beauty and generosity of African hospitality. Although one cookbook cannot sufficiently do justice to this extraordinary and diverse cuisine, I hope it will inspire you to start your own journey. Food is the lens through which we can better understand the land, her people and her cultures. I want you to cook your way through Africa, with me firmly holding your hand.
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PS: It brings me great joy to see your delicious creations. Don’t forget to tag your photos @leratofoods with #AFRICANACOOKBOOK
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African Threads

Africa is a mysterious and wonderful paradise with vibrant cultures, languages and passionate people. The continent’s large expanse includes vast savannas and tropical forests, with some of the world’s most-admired animals. With coastlines along the Atlantic Ocean in the west, the Indian Ocean in the east, and the Mediterranean Sea in the north, the fishing communities thrive and people and produce have travelled far and wide. Ecosystems vary, from the snow-capped Atlas Mountains with their rich flora and vegetation on their slopes, that include olives, date palms and wild mushrooms, to the banana-filled tropical highlands of Ethiopia, Uganda and South Africa. As well as the continent’s two highest peaks Mount Kenya and Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, these varied ecosystems influence the way of life and the resources available to each region. We are such a diverse people that attempting to define us is a near-impossible task. Yet I find comfort in identifying as an African. To me, Africa is much more than a physical place, it is also a feeling, a belonging to something otherworldly and yet worldly.

From little date seeds, great things are born

NAMIBIAN PROVERB

Our food is vibrant and varied, arresting and comforting but, most importantly to me, it is also timeless. The migration of our ancestors, through slavery and colonialism, spearheaded its influence on the diversity of food and culture in other parts of the world. From black-eyed beans to okra and sesame seeds, many foods are shared not only by Africans on the continent, but have travelled with our ancestors who planted seeds from their home lands in the soil of new countries and in the hearts of the people – from South America and the Caribbean, to the USA. You don’t have to look too hard to see the strong threads that bind us – Afro-Caribbeans, Afro-Latinos and African Americans, who nuture and celebrate their African origins.

While enduring challenging food systems, we also continue to feed the world abundantly with our daily produce, from string beans and watermelons to pumpkins and gourds with edible seeds, and two of the world’s most popular beverages originate in Africa – cola, made from kola nuts, and coffee, which was discovered in Ethiopia. Produce from different parts of the world have also made their way into Africa, like cocoa, now a major West African export, and peanuts and chillies, emblematic of a lot of African cooking, all of which originally come from South America.





Secret Whispers

Centuries-old customs continue to live on and evolve through food. Each meal, whether in good or bad times, represents not just sustenance, but an opportunity for conviviality, healing and sharing with family and friends. Our daily food rituals are steeped in rich tradition, with a strong sense of seasonality, sensuality, tribal affinity and family legacy. These rituals live on through celebratory harvests, such as the New Yam festivals in Nigeria, Ghana and beyond. The harvests are considered an important show of appreciation to the gods for a rich bounty. The enchanting daily coffee ceremonies in Ethiopian and Eritrean homes are another of such rituals, generously welcoming friends, neighbours and family to immerse in a sensory experience, from the roasting of beans to tasting your first sip.

Coffee is our bread

ETHIOPIAN PROVERB

Even the daily meals we cook at home can be ceremonial, with often lengthy preparations and the cook in constant motion, stoking flames for a South African braai (barbecue), grinding peppers and aromatics, or clinking pots and tapping spoons while making stew. Once the feast is ready, mmm-ing and ahh-ing follow as eager and hungry mouths taste the finished product. Finally, there are cheers of appreciation for the cook’s efforts as plates are wiped clean.

This performance of feeding others, with its shared offering of love and gratitude, is a practice I enjoy immensely. I love to eat, but not nearly as much as I adore cooking for others. I love the journey to completing each dish, unplugging memories and creating new traditions as each recipe evolves.

We must seek the past in order to forge ahead

SANKOFA

The recipes in this book represent this journey of ‘going back to move forward’. The essence of Sankofa, a word in the Akan dialect of Ghana. Beyond a celebration of our identity, teaching both traditional and modem African recipes has given me the opportunity to engage in an oral and written performance. Like griots in West Africa, who breathe life into tales of history and culture, African recipes have remained secret whispers, passed from generation to generation, adapting with migration, technology and socio-economics, while continuously looking back, never to forget ancestors and their stories.

A lot of my recipes have been written from memory and first-hand experiences. They come from stories told to me by family, friends and the wonderful people I have met travelling across the continent. It was only in 2016, when I wrote Going to a Lagos Market (see here) and Under the Mango Trees (see here) that I realised just how many stories and memories I had collected, and how much more there was to learn. I’d spend time chatting to the mamas and street-food hawkers, who initially found it strange that I was asking a lot of questions. But, once I had explained my agenda, they welcomed me with open arms and poured out stories upon stories. I learned so much from them, about origin and seasonality of produce, cookery tips and more. And, of course, I would buy their wares, not only to show my appreciation but to enjoy their lush produce and report back with delicious news.

Although I have eaten many of these glorious foods, I still had to translate these recipes with little or no official measurements. Neither my mother, my late grandmother, nor the mothers and grandmothers of my friends, have given specific and complete measurements or instructions for the recipes in this book. This is the African way. Learning about food from stories, years of watching and cooking with your senses and intuition.

While I encourage you to follow my recipes, especially as they will be new territory for most of you, I urge you to consider dipping your toes into the camp of the intuitive cook. There is room to make each dish your own – with a dash of lime here, a handful of scented leaves there – that is how I was taught to cook. If you connect with your food beyond prescribed measurements, it can help you become a better cook. You will evolve and improve, as you listen to what your taste buds tell you. You will be quicker on your feet on those days when you need to swap ingredients at a moment’s notice. You will understand your food enough to correct it when you make mistakes and when mistakes are out of your control. I have never let go of the natural desire and instinct of an intuitive cook. Let the recipes guide you but not enslave you. As you cook your way through the book, listen to the whispers that were passed from generation to generation – let them inspire you to discover Africa.







Seasonality & Sustainability

African cooking is seasonal and sustainable, in essence. In all the African countries I have lived, the food is always freshly cooked with the best available seasonal produce. This is our way of life. We eat mangoes only in the mango season, for example. We have always cooked nose to tail, using every possible inch of each ingredient. A farm-to-table lifestyle (often garden-to-table) is most prevalent.

Across Africa, produce like banana leaves are used to store and to cook foods, such as in liboké de poisson, popular in the Congo Basin, and Fragrant Grilled Fish in Banana Leaves (see here). I have also found them to be a great alternative for grilling or roasting instead of using foil. Recipes such as Tunisian Tagine (see here) are a great way to use the inevitable leftover parsley and herbs, which can also be frozen, while recipes such as Pumpkin Pepper Soup (see here) or Ras el Hanout Rainbow Roast (see here) are perfect for any leftover spuds and vegetables you may have lying around.

For many of us cooking at home, it may not always be easy to find the freshest seasonal produce and my recipes do not ignore that, offering swaps and alternatives where possible, and I encourage my cooks to make do with what they have. Substitutes are highly encouraged and suggested, from using different types of chillies, swapping seasonal spuds, greens and more. While this book includes lots of plant-based recipes, I have also shared tips for vegan and vegetarian variations where they are not. Feel free to play around with substitutes that work for you. By cooking with the best of what the season has to offer and the magic of what you have at home wherever you are in the world, you can make each dish new and interesting every time.

At the back of the book you will find treasured recipes for sauces, spice blends and marinades, which will not only come in handy across the book but will serve as useful condiments to add a burst of sunshine to your plate. The ingredients used here are accessible from a variety of food providers, such as your local farmers’ markets, African, Asian, Middle Eastern or Indian neighbourhood grocers, in supermarkets or just a click away online. See Produce & Pantry on here for more.

Kola nuts last longer in the mouth of those who love them

AFRICAN PROVERB
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Going to a Lagos Market

OYINGBO MARKET, LAGOS

A trip to one of the bustling markets in Lagos, Nigeria, is not for the faint-hearted. It is the most populous African city, with over 20 million people, and is like nothing you have ever experienced – organised chaos at its best. With a rush of loud people and vibrant food in a large, confined space and narrow passages for entry and escape, if you are not quick on your feet you will be pushed around, and I don’t just mean metaphorically. You must be prepared in mind, body, spirit and on paper. Write a list to ensure that you buy only what you need. Dress appropriately, nothing too lavish, or this may affect your haggling power.

I didn’t visit the markets until my early teens when my mum decided to take me as a sort of ‘field trip’ before fleeing the nest to boarding school. She said, ‘Let’s go to the market so you see where all the food comes from.’ This was also a ‘field trip’ for her, as she rarely visited the market herself. I was as mesmerised as I was frightened. We went to Lagos Island market where droves of people squeezed between one another, all pushing in opposite directions. Traders called out, ‘sister’, ‘my wife’, ‘fine girl’, ‘fine boy’, to me and everyone else to come buy their goods. Customers were treated to an almost theatrical welcome. I enjoyed the performance but also learned that making eye contact suggests a sort of commitment. There are quite a few other rules of engagement for a successful trip to the market. You must only touch the food and engage the traders if you are truly interested in their goods – do not touch what you don’t intend to buy!

My mother is a great haggler; she is stern with some of the market traders and friendly with others. I have since learned that she was stern to haggle efficiently, and friendly to her ‘customers’. Yes, the seller is also called a customer. She would say, ‘Ah, my customer!’ to those traders she recognised. They would find it endearing and would be more likely to give a discount. I noticed that this is a very important part of shopping in the market because your ‘customer’ can help you traverse the market, bagging goods for much less from their fellow market traders. In my attempt to buy some peppers, I politely asked for a small tin stacked with scotch bonnets, but my mother jumped in and said, ‘Don’t be so soft, they will cheat you!’ Being ‘too polite’ can be to your disadvantage. One must be assertive and insistent. You must appear to know how much the peppers should be, and be prepared to haggle.

Food in the market is sold by volume and not weight. Grains, fruits, vegetables and spices are stacked as pyramids in baskets, buckets and trays of varying heights and sizes. Rice, millet and garri (dried and ground cassava), beans, spices and more are measured with different-sized old tomato and milk cans. Chatting to the market men and women is one of the best ways to learn about your food. They are the key to a lot of knowledge and a lot of what I know about seasons, provenance, species and different characteristics of foods. After a colourful day at the Lagos market, with an abundance of fresh peppers, tomatoes, yams, beans and lush greens, like amaranth, wild spinach, bitter leaves and okra, you have to run the gamut past the market men and women on your way out, as they continue to shout, “Welcome, fine girl!’, ‘fine boy!’, ‘sister!’, ‘my wife!’, greetings showered at you and everyone else, coming and going, until next time.
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Africana Produce & Pantry

I have put together a selection of some of my store-cupboard favourites, staple produce and essentials that you will need to prepare the recipes in this book. While you may already have most of these in your kitchen, some others will be wonderful new discoveries that will add sunshine to a variety of your dishes. To make sourcing some of the ingredients easier, I have curated a list of suppliers on my website – see www.leratofoods.com.

OILS & VINEGARS

Many recipes in this book begin with a drizzle of oil into a pan or finish with a drizzle of oil over a plate of food. I love to cook most dishes with a lovely, golden, cold-pressed rapeseed oil or olive oil. Feel free to use whatever you love. I often use stronger flavoured oils, such as extra-virgin avocado or olive oil for eggs, salads and dressings. Organic cold-pressed virgin coconut oil is wonderful in banana bread, curries, stir fries and cakes. Other oils, such as sunflower, grapeseed or groundnut, can be used in many of the dishes across this book. Groundnut oil is most used in West African cooking.

ARGAN OIL

This celebrated oil is extracted from the kernels of the argan trees native to Morocco. Because of the difficult processing methods and the labour-intensive picking and cracking these kernels require, it is an expensive oil and often reserved for salad dressing or dips. There is cosmetic-grade argan oil and culinary-grade argan oil. I love serving it with freshly baked Medina Bread (see here) for dipping, or blending it into Amlou – Almond & Honey Paste (see here) for pancakes and pastry.

RED PALM OIL

To quote the great Nigerian author Chinua Achebe, author of Things Fall Apart, one of my favourite books, ‘Proverbs are the palm oil with which words are eaten.’ Red palm oil is an essential part of West African culture and identity, and the same is true further afield in the African diaspora, from Brazil to Haiti. The trees offer shade, the stem produces palm wine, while the fruit is crushed for red palm oil and used in soups.

While palm oil has a troubling reputation, I have the privilege of having learnt about where red palm oil comes from in Africa and its importance to the farming culture of the people. In the good fight for more sustainable living, sometimes a lack of education leads to oversimplified opinions and choices by one group of people on behalf of the rest of the world. These can ignore facts, culture and the reality for the people it affects. While the growing demand for palm oil has encouraged the rise of large corporations and governments amassing land to produce more palm oil, the livelihood of small-scale farmers in West Africa wielding their cutlasses to produce oil for a modest income is in question. While we all work towards a more sustainable environment, land rights, deforestation and its effect on climate change are important issues that I believe can be addressed by also considering individual circumstances and needs


VINEGARS-APPLE CIDER, RED WINE, WHITE WINE & BALSAMIC


SEASONING & SPICES


SALT


BLACK PEPPER


BERBERE SPICE


CURRY SPICES



CALABASH NUTMEG


FENNEL SEED & ANISEED


GRAINS OF PARADISE


GRAINS OF SELIM / SELIM PEPPER


NIGERIAN PEPPER SOUP SPICE


RAS EL HANOUT


SMOKED PAPRIKA & SWEET PAPRIKA



SUYA SPICE BLEND


GRAINS & PULSES






CHILLIES





DRIED CHILLIES







FRESH CHILLIES







HERBS & EDIBLE FLOWERS








FRUITS & VEGETABLES














OTHER STORE-CUPBOARD INGREDIENTS
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