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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Afro Culture and all its many blessed variations—African, Afro-Caribbean, Afro-Latin, and African American. The recipes written herein represent not only an interpretation of our food, but more so an invitation to sit at the table and converse about our common heritage through food. It matters not whether we call it barbecue or barbacoa, sofrito or the Holy Trinity, whether we put buttermilk or sugar in our cornbread, or sip hibiscus tea or drink red Kool-Aid. The divisions we’ve been taught and absorbed, whether they be steeped in classism, colorism, or sexism, do not honor our kinfolk and have no place at this table because all are welcome to join this celebration. I found a piece of myself, a piece of my family, in the writing of this book. I have a common bond with people I don’t even know because of these food traditions.
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Foreword
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“Follow the people.”

That’s the advice that celebrated author and filmmaker Lolis Eric Elie gave me early in my food writing career. With all the books, paper-stuffed folders, and digital files on African American foodways that sat before me, I desperately needed a few words to focus me. Still, I was a little surprised by that tidbit of wisdom. Much of what I had heard and learned about food and drink seemed rooted in place with an emphasis on words like larder, terroir, and tradition. With Roots, Heart, Soul: The Story and Celebration of Afro Cuisine in the Americas, Chef Todd Richards reminds me that “movement” remains a relevant departure point for culinary conversation. Get ready for a front row seat to Todd’s intriguing personal journey as well as the collective and fascinating food journey of African heritage people in the Americas.

When I first met Todd in 2007, he was already about movement, specifically “making moves.” We attended a multiday Southern Foodways Alliance (SFA) event in Charleston, South Carolina, where he received a Glory Foods Chef Scholar Award for emerging Black chefs. We hit it off and stayed in touch. Each time Todd and I spoke, his ambition and creativity energized me. He was the first chef I’ve known who simultaneously managed multiple and different culinary concepts in a variety of situations: soul food, barbecue, Southern food, Asian Southern fusion. His Chicken + Beer and One Flew South restaurants in the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport have gratefully and forever changed what comes to mind when I think “airport food.” I’m still salivating at the thought of his Southern cuisine take on phò and the deconstructed banana pudding that I’ve had in his other restaurants.

On top of that, he wrote Soul: A Chef’s Culinary Evolution in 150 Recipes. This highly acclaimed cookbook expanded our notions of what soul food is and could be. Even with all the accolades and accomplishment, I could tell that Todd was hungry for more.

Yes, Todd’s a busy man with a plan, but I’m grateful that he’s also generous with his time. Through our conversations over the years—often while grubbing on some delicious food—he’s taught me much about African American foodways, the restaurant industry, and a chef’s approach to food. What he shares has always informed my work and given it a practical, real-world dimension. I know that I’m not the only one who has benefited from his wisdom. Todd has planted seeds, and many have flourished in important and meaningful ways.

Todd—as a chef, entrepreneur, mentor, and teacher—makes moves again with Roots, Heart, Soul. This beautiful and informative cookbook arrives at a time when people are intensely curious about food. More and more diners want to know from where their food is sourced, to which culinary tradition it belongs, the ethics of its journey to the plate, and why the chef is an effective curator of that experience. Todd meets this cultural moment with verve. Roots, Heart, Soul invites us to rethink the culinary ties that connect us all.

Roots, Heart, Soul palpably explores a hunger felt by generations of Black people in the Americas. The forced removal of our ancestors from their native lands in West Africa and the sustained efforts to deny our individual and collective humanity has left a hole in our souls. Despite the horrific circumstances, enslaved and free West Africans re-created home as best they could by using familiar ingredients, such as okra, and applying their traditional culinary techniques. With that inherited knowledge, African heritage cooks dramatically shaped the food systems of the communities where they lived and the palates of the people they fed. Todd uses “Afro cuisine” to aptly describe the diverse, centuries-long, and ongoing work of these cooks. In these pages, Todd tells a story born of tragedy that ultimately becomes a narrative marked by ingenuity, resiliency, and triumph. West African cuisines still have an aftertaste that lingers in the Americas.

Todd’s genius with Roots, Heart, Soul is that he makes you feel as if you’re sitting by his side during a spiritual journey of self-discovery or on his sojourns from the South Side of Chicago to other parts of the world. To truly understand the culinary journey of African heritage cooks, Chef Todd Richards is the tour guide we want and need. Motion. Connection. Reunion. You’ll love the way that this journey unfolds.

—Adrian Miller

James Beard Award–winning food writer




Introduction

My friend Stephan Berrouet Durand, president and cofounder of the Haitian Culinary Alliance, knew I had come to New York to eat. He was taking over the kitchen at Rebèl Restaurant and Bar, an eatery on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, and one evening during my research trip, he invited me, my cowriter, and photographer to join in a celebration of Creole cuisine. There, at a long table against the back wall of the restaurant amid vivid island-inspired paintings and a pulsing Latin hip-hop soundtrack, I was reminded once again how food allows you to welcome people with open arms.

It was a reunion, of sorts, among some of the city’s young chefs, many who had come to know Stephan through the Creole Food Festival. The pandemic restrictions on inside dining had only recently been lifted, and this was the first time several of them had seen one another for more than a year. There were hugs, salsa dancing, and toast after toast with small-batch rum. And, as each dish was set before us, good-natured conversations revolved around how tostones or mofongo or pikliz might be served with slight variations in the Dominican Republic or Puerto Rico. Instantly, I felt as if I were at one of my family’s backyard barbecues or church potlucks, where aunties discussed the merits of this potato salad over that one.

Everyone spoke different languages, but I had just enough of my broken kitchen Spanish and broken kitchen French to know exactly what they were saying. That’s when I first learned about “beach spaghetti,” the Dominican tradition of bringing pots of spaghetti to the beach for big family gatherings. I shared my own family’s tradition of catfish and spaghetti, where we would haul big aluminum pans of my mom’s fried catfish and baked spaghetti to the beaches around Lake Michigan during the summers of my Chicago childhood. Then, as only chefs can do, we dug into the details: Did you put meat in the sauce? What kinds of cheeses? Did you leave the spaghetti noodles whole or break them in thirds?

It was as if I were meeting cousins I had never known.

It may seem trite or cliché to say that we are all connected. But the more I explore the foundations of the food I grew up with—that I serve in my restaurants, make at home, and share at friends’ tables—I find that all roads intersect in places where my ancestors walked, toiled, and endured, from the African continent and the Caribbean to Mexico and the American South. I am only now fully realizing their impact on an ever-evolving American culture. When we consider their contributions, we find marginalized people most often excluded because, early on, they were denied their languages and histories as well as the opportunity to learn to read and write down their own stories. Food, then, became the shepherd of memory and history.

Were we to trace the DNA of American cuisine, as I did my own ancestry, we would find it inextricably linked to West Africa. For this reason, I have written Roots, Heart, Soul: The Story and Celebration of Afro Cuisine in the Americas, to go back to the ancestors to ask questions of what flavors, customs, techniques, and rituals I—and my country—carry in our DNA. The visceral and spiritual connections to the foods and dishes we call our own run bone deep. And, I believe, they course through our blood. The intricate and international connections among the various foodways of the Americas call us to explore their backstory.

To truly grasp the influences of the African diaspora in American foodways, my coauthor Amy Paige Condon, photographer Clay Williams, and I immersed ourselves in the West African, Caribbean, and Latin American immigrant enclaves of New York, Chicago, and Miami. We ate our way through street vendors, at mom-and-pop restaurants, and in people’s homes. We talked with historians, writers, anthropologists, and chefs—both self-taught and trained—to explore authentic ingredients and wares and to observe and learn with the goal of connecting the gastronomical dots from Nigeria to Haiti to Mexico and across the United States—the very same journey my own family took during the past four hundred years.

The recipes that follow, most of them organized as full meals, offer reverence to the origin of dishes by acknowledging their time, place, and spirit without freezing them in the amber of history. I do not claim that these recipes—from a piquant Senegalese peanut stew and street-style fried dough bathed in rum sauce to Dominican “beach spaghetti” and coffee-and-cocoa-rubbed smoked brisket—comprise the definitive guide to the food of the African diaspora. Rather, the recipes are drawn from my travels, perspective, experience, and interrogation. They pay homage. They reflect the crucibles of endurance, necessity, and imagination that forged entirely new foodways, and in those foodways, the flavors evoked are both timeless and timely, distant and familiar.

Food is an article of faith within the Black community, yet food has become a religion of its own. I think this as I listen to folks insist with evangelical zeal that the only way to serve a banana pudding is with a meringue and that cornbread must be made without sugar. Or, that the brisket I served at my former restaurant, Lake & Oak BBQ in Atlanta, is not “the one true barbecue,” which usually means “from Texas.” They are right; it is not. Still, my brisket is most definitely barbecue, born of the backyard of my Chicago youth where my father hummed the mantra of low and slow. It is born even further back to the Taíno, who covered meat in spices and cooked them over earthen pits and fire. I believe dogma stymies evolution.

For what is our food but an evolution resulting from the collision of place and culture? When the Portuguese and Spanish colonists brought Africans against their will through the ports of Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires in the 1500s to work alongside enslaved Indigenous peoples on coffee, tobacco, and sugar plantations, the Bahian seafood stew vatapá evolved from the meeting of the Yoruban and Tupí peoples. As the Dutch, English, and French joined the slave trade to support colonization of the Caribbean and the American South, the ships that held humans as cargo also ferried benne (sesame) seeds, cowpeas, yams, and watermelons. And when the enslaved were emancipated, their brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins and friends willingly and with anticipation and faith moved on from the Reconstructed and Jim Crow South to the Northeastern Rust Belt, the Midwestern factories, and the Atomic West in the first and second waves of the Great Migration. The influences of West Africa grew during the great exodus of Black people out of the American South to New York and Philadelphia, to Chicago and Detroit, and to Los Angeles and Oakland. As those who went before built the fires that others followed, food and faith traditions traveled parallel to one another.

I bear witness to this evolution in my own life. My mother’s people came up out of Kentucky, my father’s out of Louisiana. My Swedish, Irish, and German strands of ancestry are prominent enough to suggest that my Nigerian, Beninese, Ghanaian, and Ivorian forebears bore children by their enslavers. My Indigenous American bloodline points to the assimilation of the Igbo and the Bakongo people, who were brought through the port in Veracruz, Mexico, by the Spanish to work in the silver mines alongside native communities. Their spices and techniques melded with the Spanish and native cultures to birth mole poblano, the mother sauce to all moles. These same influences are apparent in the dishes of the Caribbean and the American South.

Where I grew up in Chicago—a city that drew resourceful immigrants from Scandinavia, Eastern Europe, Latin America, and the American South during the late-nineteenth and early- to mid-twentieth centuries—I could leave the Southeast Side and go one neighborhood over to taste slow-cooked barbacoa that whispered the familiarity of my own family’s dry-rubbed spareribs. I dove into steaming pots of the Polish cabbage-and-pork stew known as bigos and savored the subtle hints that recalled my grandma’s stewed collard greens and ham hocks. I witnessed parishioners of all walks perform the same ritual of gathering at their places of worship for Friday fish fries and potlucks, breaking bread together with common purpose. And every place I have traveled, I have seen how faith and food are inextricably tied together, and how people joyfully argue the nuances of a musky jollof rice or a velveteen mayi moulen porridge like true believers.

One of the most significant ways we create common memory and community is through food. When we gather around the table, we bear witness to all the seen and unseen hands that have touched the food—from the seed saver to the grower to the cook to the server. Whole economies, histories, and cultures are dished up for our pleasure, sustenance, consumption, and contemplation. Food engages all our senses—sight, smell, taste, touch, and sound—but it goes further and deeper when it reaches the soul, that ephemeral part of us tied to remembrance, place, and connection. That’s the essence of deliciousness, where the flavors meld to express something beyond words, something spiritual. For this very reason, Sunday suppers are as important as sermons. And, when we meet someone unfamiliar yet discover similarity and share communion at the table, we reveal a significant part of our humanity. A meal shared is spiritual justice.
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Creating this common memory is at the heart of Roots, Heart, Soul: The Story and Celebration of Afro Cuisine in the Americas. Within these pages, I explore a different manifest destiny, one rooted not in oppression and annihilation, but one propelled by culture, cuisine, and faith—and the symbiotic relationship among all three. Food and faith share the same experience. Both begin with hunger and end with body and soul sated and nourished. When we plant a seed, we have faith that it will break open and shoot green tendrils through the dark and the dirt. We believe there will be enough to sustain us all. And we pray that at our common table we will see how connected and interdependent we truly are.

I have written this book to honor the fraught journey, recognizing that honor accomplishes two things at once—it is the purpose I carry in my heart and history and the way I pay respect and hold someone or something in high regard. Both noun and verb. When we acknowledge and celebrate how the most vivid portrait of America’s so-called melting pot is its food, then we can look beyond the constructed divisions of race and class and arrive at a true American cuisine. We can never examine the fullness of the American story nor embrace that common memory unless we recognize and respect how deeply entwined it is with West African culture, techniques, and customs.

Like most things in late 2020, the Museum of Food and Drink exhibition African/American: Making the Nation’s Table was postponed because of the COVID-19 pandemic. When it was safe enough for me to embark on the long-delayed research and personal exploration for this cookbook, my first stop was the Africa Center, just on the edge of Harlem and Central Park, where the exhibit was on display.

During a private, masked, socially distant tour with curatorial director Catherine Piccoli, I was not prepared for the scale of the fourteen-foot-tall and thirty-foot-wide Legacy Quilt, the brainchild of lead curator and food historian Dr. Jessica B. Harris. Each of the 406 squares, designed by artist Adrian Franks and stitched by Harlem Needle Arts, represents an individual African American contribution to American cuisine, all the way back to the 1600s.

On one square, a copper pot: a nod to James Hemings, the enslaved French-trained personal chef of Thomas Jefferson, who wrote down the first recipe for what is essentially macaroni and cheese and who introduced copper cookware to America. On another, a wooden barrel for Nathan “Uncle Nearest” Green, the African American whiskey distiller in Tennessee who introduced charcoal filtration and is finally getting recognition as the man who taught Jack Daniels. Other squares illustrate Black innovators in fishing, seed distribution, and catering. Then there are the twentieth century pioneers Edna Lewis, Joe Randall, Leah Chase, and Darryl Evans, who paved the way for today’s chefs and scholars like Adrian Miller, Deborah VanTrece, Erick Williams, Kevin Mitchell, and Mashama Bailey. And then, a square or two later, there am I, my likeness quilted into the context of history.

Six squares remain blank, tributes to those souls who made significant contributions but whose names we will never know, perhaps even an ancestor I will never be able to trace.

I walked quietly through the rest of the exhibit, still under construction at the time. In the telling of this story, I saw that the story of Africa and America, seen through the lens of food, was not one of suffering and shame, but one of celebration, endurance, and self-sufficiency.

All I could say was, finally, amen, and hallelujah. I am African American, and the journey of the ancestors is woven through my own.




About This Book
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The Recipes

The recipes in this book follow my own origin story from West Africa to the Caribbean to Mexico to the American South and beyond, just as the rice, okra, grilling, and braising migrated—forced and otherwise—with my kinfolk. By traversing the globe through my own DNA, I also illuminate the profound influences of Afro cuisine in the Americas.

Almost all the recipes are envisioned as contemporary interpretations of full, hearty meals that balance proteins, vegetables, and starches—with flavors. I have consciously and intentionally balanced the sour, bitter, salt, and sweet, so I encourage you to prepare the recipes as written, at least once, to absorb the fullness of their story, then feel free to pull out one dish, mix and match, and interpret them through your own tastes and lenses. I have organized the recipes, too, with a flow and order to streamline prep time. Serving portions are easily scaled up or down, depending upon the number of people you are feeding.

These are not restaurant-style recipes, although they certainly are of a quality to make them suitable for a place on any restaurant table. Instead, they are built upon family traditions, shaped by place and history and movement. To have the best success in preparing these recipes, read them fully before beginning, then organize your workspace with the ingredients and tools you’ll need.

Even though some of these recipes are rooted in other countries, the ingredients are easy to find in most grocery stores and specialty food markets. I recommend substitutions in the recipe notes if certain ingredients may be difficult to source or might be out of season, depending on where you live and the time of year. At the end of this book, I also provide a list of resources, including online shops and other books that were meaningful to my research. But, just as these dishes are inspired by the humble hands that made them, the ingredients and tools needed are simple and most often staples of any well-stocked pantry—although you may find you need to stock more spices and a greater variety of chilies and peppers. Remember, though, the most important ingredients in any kitchen are love and curiosity. You can never overuse either one. In fact, the flavor of a dish only grows deeper the more you use.



A Soundtrack for Roots, Heart, Soul

If we were in my home or one of my restaurants, there would be music. The best kitchens operate in rhythm. They move to a beat. The refrain, “Yes, Chef!” is like an “amen,” a call-and-response.

When I was coming up, music played throughout our house. For my mom, who was in the kitchen with her sisters, Nina Simone was the high priestess. For my dad, grilling out in the yard, it could be anything from Motown soul to Chicago blues. In high school, I started deejaying parties, leaning on the funky backbeats of the Philadelphia sound—that 1970s Gamble and Huff conga tempo that was birthed centuries before on the African continent, sharpened by its confluence with Latin rhythms in Cuba, which ultimately found me as a teenager through disco.

Music puts me in a creative frame of mind, helps me express myself. Just like those wood-frame, one-room praise houses sprinkled throughout the South and the Black churches that sprung up in storefronts all along the booming industrial corridors of the Northeast and Midwest, music sets the tone for the message to follow. My message springs not from a pulpit but from the blessings of my table.

Cooking and eating are sensory experiences, and it’s essential to involve all the senses to absorb the many cultural, social, and temporal nuances of a cuisine—taste, sight, smell, touch, and hearing. We often don’t think of the role our ears play in our encounters with food. There’s the clink of a fork against a knife, the chop against a wooden cutting board, the whir of a blender, the crunch of a flaky crust. Kitchens and tables have a melody.

So, too, does this cookbook, as it moves from continent to continent, island to island, region to region. To deepen your experience with these recipes and to set the mood of each place, I have compiled a soundtrack that follows the journey in this book. If you listen to it in the order the songs are presented, you’ll find yourself tapping into the fusion of African beats, Latin rhythms, and the poetry of the streets. These songs capture the melding of musical traditions the same way these dishes highlight the blending of flavors and techniques.







	Pharoah Sanders ft. Phyllis Hyman
	“Love Is Here”



	Rufus ft. Chaka Khan
	“Hollywood”



	Gladys Night & the Pips
	“On and On”



	Stevie Wonder
	“Too High”



	El Búho
	“Cumbia de Tototl”



	Bueno Vista Social Club
	“Chan Chan”



	Celia Cruz ft. Willie Colón
	“Usted Abusó”



	Combo Chimbita
	“Yo Me Lo Merezco”



	Systema Solar and Puerto Candelaria
	“Mi Kolombia”



	Orchestre Meridional des Cayes
	“Manman Zo”



	Orchestre Tropicana D’Haiti
	“Ingratitude”



	Trombone Shorty and Orleans Avenue
	“St. James Infirmary”



	Wynton Marsalis
	“Cherokee”



	Dee Dee Bridgewater
	“Lonely Disco Dancer”



	Gabor Szabo
	“Keep Smiling”



	Super Value 13
	“Money Is Tight”



	Bobby Womack
	“Across 110th Street”



	Robert Glasper
	“Always Shine”



	Chance the Rapper
	“The Highs & the Lows”



	Kamasi Washington
	“Freeze Tag”



	Groove Theory
	“Tell Me”



	Jade
	“Don’t Walk Away”



	Alexander O’Neal and Cherrelle
	“Saturday Love”



	Dennis Edwards and Siedah Garrett
	“Don’t Look Any Further”



	Ice Cube
	“It Was a Good Day”










Part I

The Middle Passage (1500–1865)
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From West Africa to the Caribbean to Mexico to the American South

The planters brought so many people from tribes in Sierra Leone and surrounding countries that they soon outnumbered everyone else in the Sea Islands, and they stamped these islands with their culture. But first, they had to learn a common tongue and common ways.

What they learned to speak is called Creole, and that’s a lot like throwing everything into a huge pot, blending it together and simmering it into a delicious soup served over rice. It was based on the English language, yes, and it included bits and pieces from the French and Portuguese and all the other Europeans that the Africans had come in contact with, but the onions, the okra, and the black pepper in it—the seasonings that gave it an exciting taste—came from African words, speech patterns, and grammar.

—Cornelia Walker Bailey with Christena Bledsoe

God, Dr. Buzzard, and the Bolito Man: A Saltwater Geechee Talks About Life on Sapelo Island, Georgia
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