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Fun Eniti o’n se’ nkan to yi gbi … to le koko … tire ni gbogbo nkan ati gbogbo iyin.


Also for Jeremy Weate, the Folfallarum who stuck closer than any blood-sister and asked for nothing. You are the man.
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Nigerian food belongs to the Nigerian. This is more than a noteworthy recommendation for its intrinsic sumptuousness. It is not gastronomically illustrious, not yet given its due. It is good-hearted, fundamentally starchy and soupy. Delicious as a tangible morsel of food sanctioned by the senses, journeying over the pink rug into the gut, it is also a multifaceted cultural treasure trove full of intriguing stories. It is misunderstood, atrociously photographed; it might yet rule the world. It isn’t all just swallow and soup.




















Introduction





I tell people that the world has not met Nigerian food. They are immediately incredulous, protesting without giving the idea a chance, afraid that they will turn up at the meet and no one will be there, no one of significance anyway. Really, what was there to say about any of that. You ate it and that was it. I have to go on to explain that till 2013, Nigerian food did not exist internationally. The person of Nigerian food did not exist nationally. Its stories had been separated from its consumption. A lot of its stories remain untold. I once went to lunch with some people in Somerton, Somerset and by the end of the meal they concluded that I was rude because I ate quietly and didn’t comment on the food. From eating food with people from other cultures, I learnt that you had to talk about food and this talking helped to concretise a personality/identity for the food. This talk would find its way into literature, film, television and other forms of media, forming the persona called ‘food’, made up of speech and culture and stories, glamorised by patriotic affection and sentimental associations.


Nigerians have never created that person from speech and stories and exaggerations, so that when I brought him up, the response was like talking about someone who never existed. If he didn’t exist for us then he couldn’t internationally. ‘Recipes’ remained the mental comfort zone of understanding at the end of my explanations. Close friends and family concluded I would be writing recipes when I told them I would be writing about Nigerian food. A major Nigerian newspaper refused my offer of a column on Nigerian food stories because they didn’t want recipes for jollof rice and egusi soup and beef stew. This was the extent of the stretch in the fabric when I proposed the existence of a person called Nigerian food.


In the late months of 2008, at the suggestion of Ebun Feludu, a colleague from my days at Farafina Magazine, tall-as-a-soursop-tree vegan Jeremy Weate called from the brilliant but short-lived Lagos-based newspaper 234NEXT to offer me a food blog. Lagos and Abuja were both turning the corner into the thick of an exotic-restaurant trend. In Lagos, you could already eat the cuisines of South East Asia, North America, the Middle East, North Africa and three European countries in one weekend if you were determined to do so. And you wouldn’t have to move outside of the 9 km2 of land area representing Iru/Victoria Island. I know for a fact that Weate was thinking perambulating attractive woman with castiron stomach doing the rounds of local restaurants and bukas.


I, however, did not fit the persona. Rather than eat out, I was worrying about dissecting food in my one-window (that didn’t count as a window) kitchen. I was all but living in there, cooking three meals a day from scratch, using the nuts and bolts of my superficial relationship with Nigerian food. It was drudgery, not a love affair. I was nothing more than a home cook with children who had food sensitivities and intolerances. My son’s condition was so dramatic that he could only eat food in the colours of the Nigerian flag; nothing orange, red or yellow, no carrots, tomatoes or red corn, and nothing processed. Since I am the parent with some identical food sensitivities, it made sense that I was paying for the recalcitrance of my genes in that kitchen. My stomach was so very sensitive it could barely digest a bowl of white basmati rice. (I have since then discovered that white rice is number two on my list of food intolerances.) If I ate out, I expected to fall ill; it had almost become a foregone conclusion.


It was therefore a near-impossible luxury for me to leave home and sit in a restaurant or buka for thirty minutes on most days. I was nothing in the vicinity of gorgeous nor did I possess hair that moved with the flow of the restaurant air conditioning. Like most mothers of very young children, my daily style was unbathed and frazzled in flip-flops, with stray bits of garlic up the front of my dress, all my nerve endings relocated to the tips of the hairs on my arms, one minor preschooler infraction away from losing my mind.


I’m not the ideal Nigerian epicurean either. I thought people would size me up and legitimately demand, ‘Well what do you know about Nigerian food really?’ Because writing a good modern book of Nigerian recipes (as they assumed I’d be doing) would take someone empirical, focused and experienced, as well as willing and able to travel. It is easily presumed that I am not empirical, focused or experienced, nor particularly ambulatory in my relationship with Nigerian food.


There are others who fit this bill perfectly. Or who have a wholesome respect for boundaries before creativity is allowed in the door. My imagination is always ahead of real life.


I don’t have a head full of measuring cups or a grasp of the indigenous technicalities of small and large mudu: 1 Abuja mudu equals 9 milk tins, 1 Calabar mudu equals 12 milk tins, etc.


I don’t have the instinctive intelligence to decode and approximate cigarette tins to Derica tins to ounces and pounds and vice versa. I have never had a head for measuring anything not in mudu or ounces or cigar tins. I lack the quickness that converts an ounce to a shaky hill on a tablespoon and does so accurately. The first map of Nigeria that I ever drew put the states where I wanted them, and I had to pretend I was not crushed when my mother said I could not put Kaduna in the east just because I felt it should be there.


Writing about food in the way that I do involves noting the influence of food on life and life on food and attempting to weave an accurate cultural landscape. Anything representing efficiency and structure, or measuring cups, are only allowed in my loom because of their nostalgic quality, because of the charm of the national trend of carrying old tins around and insisting they stand in for more precise measures. Measuring food in Nigeria stands out in its unsystematic nature: it is large Derica versus small Derica. It clashes with the necessary standardisation of ‘measuring’. I would not be true to the personality of our food if I was caught up in pounds and ounces, yet I do not see how anyone can write a contemporary Nigerian cookbook that could join the global dialogue without acknowledging pounds and ounces or cups.


There is also the matter of my incongruous appearance. There is a portly hoariness that Nigerians take for granted when visualising the Nigerian epicurean or that person who claims she has an intimate relationship with our food. In the same way that a Nigerian politician with a shirt-stretching belly and some grey hairs will command involuntary respect and an almost immediate presumption of competence over his slimmer, younger-looking colleague, you must unequivocally look the part. And, as if it isn’t enough to live an age and look the part, one must bring the ability from the other side, from beyond the womb. We call these people who cook from beyond the womb ‘olowosibi’: literally, ‘hands of spoons, spoons for hands’. You have to be the appropriate alchemical container for the gift of cooking.


In the estimation of many Nigerians, I don’t look as if I have been around as long as I have in fact been. Nor do I possess a prima facie reverence for institutions of Nigerian cooking. The true Nigerian epicurean must cook within the boundaries exceptionally well. Such a purist who would never go as far as to declare ogbono in otong a genuine soup, only an aspiring rogue of a soup. Nor have I begun to travel the length and breadth of Nigeria, studying all the recipes belonging to over one hundred and eighty million people.


A better means of describing my relationship with food would be to consider my rejection of what people say when you have a bad dream: ‘Don’t take it too seriously. What did you eat last night?’ For someone like me, trivialising my dreams as a symptom of dinner would not be in any way comforting. What I ate last night is as significant and as tangible as my dreams. My dreams are as tangible as what I am eating. Neither of them can safely be taken for granted. Life seen through the prism of food has more colours, not fewer.


Similarly, sex is redeemed when expressed though the language of food, as I explain in ‘The Snail Tree’. It is exactly like the palate: personal, unequivocally owned, in my mouth (my mouth not anyone else’s). It is many things I am under no pressure to put into firm imagery. I can harness food when talking of sex and no one would feel I was judging their own experiences, assaulting their sensibilities or being false. If I said sex was a bowl of yam pottage and described the cooking of the dish, I would have my foot in the door and most likely elicit a smile from the listener. Suggestions and suggestiveness might mean the same thing. The words would do their own work of creating imagery, yet there would be no tussle for technicalities. It would not be pornography, Western liberal dictates, communal metaphors for sex, or glossy magazine drivel. It would be immensely more than drab titillation, despite a generous helping of repression, but certainly not a recipe.


Not that I have anything against recipes. I give some and suggest twists in the use of time-honoured ones. But I have always wanted to do other things, like deconstruct the Christmas stew. In many other countries, Christmas meals must be complicated, sophisticated and dressed up, otherwise people feel that Christmas has been taken for granted. The Nigerian Christmas stew is 70 per cent psychological fare and 30 per cent gastronomical fanfare. The desperation to mark Christmas in some special way remains relevant. Give the villager roast turkey dressed with the most expensive ingredients in the world and he will still just want his Christmas rice and stew. The psychological and gastronomical balance adds up to the same 100 per cent no matter what.


The context is especially significant. It is Christmas fare because it is cooked around midnight on Christmas Eve and the aroma wakes everyone in the house (or at least filters into pleasant dreams) and welcomes home those who felt the need to greet Christmas Day in church.


The rice is Uncle Ben’s parboiled rice. It’s imported, but the prestige given to Uncle Ben’s rice, which isn’t at all special, is peculiarly Nigerian. I think we might still find the kindly black man’s face on the orange box reassuring. The meat in the stew is the tough old layer chicken that wandered the village all year. All in all, a simple meal, yet Christmas embraces it as the best fare of the year. Christmas will never be Christmas without plain, simple rice and stew. This is a uniquely Nigerian story.


I have written about the dog-eaters in ‘Eating Dog’, not only to describe a room where people eat dog meat, but to showcase the normalcy and ardour with which they eat it. Would I be writing with sincerity if I didn’t talk about how that normalcy scandalises and shames the rest of us self-righteous meat-eaters, voracious devourers of goat, pig and cow? If I had a recipe for dog, how many people would attempt it? Yet in Calabar, dog meat is the pinnacle of gourmet food. People sit around on Sunday afternoons in Calabar Municipality and eat dog with nothing but ageing, frothy palm wine. The dregs of the palm wine and dog meat are recommended for the new bridegroom.


So many Nigerian perceptions of food and relationships with food traverse the borders of spirit and body. Cooking itself is a holistic exercise that can never exclude the spiritual. That which you eat enters your whole being, finds its way into your soul and touches your dreams. That which you cook is informed by everything about you: your mood, spirit, environment, temperament. Many Nigerians will decline a meal prepared by someone whose spirit they do not trust, although a few will eat that food to confirm their lack of trust. Restaurant meals don’t count because the food is being cooked for/aimed at the stomachs of many people, not one person. A man will request a meal from a woman to prove her ineligibility for marriage. Steamed foods are rated the perfect medium for these compulsory analyses, as depicted in a story about a wedding in Calabar.


In the tale, the bridegroom is very highly placed and everyone is coming to the wedding. In order to be able to feed all the guests, the cooking is organised in a large open field, the kind of field big enough to play a professional soccer match. Women are apportioned different meals on the menu. This being Calabar, the carte du jour is elaborate, to be cooked with fine-tuned expertise. There are women in charge of large cauldrons of seasoned ground beans steamed in thaumatococcus leaves (moin-moin). All the cauldrons go on the firewood at about the same time, but when everyone else’s pot has been taken off the fire to cool, the moin-moin in one set of women’s cauldron is still bizarrely unsteamed, uncooked.


A machete is inserted in the pot among the parcels. The insertion of the machete is a spiritual remedy or investigation, if you like. When all the material possibilities have been seen to, one seamlessly moves into the metaphysical. All of these steps, by the way, are taken in the most casual way. No one is in the least impressed … not yet.


After the machete has stood among the wraps of moin- moin for long enough and the cooking still isn’t progressing, the women around that pot unequivocally become suspect. Think of the cauldron that we call Agbari Ojukwu sitting on a fire for hours, the firewood under the pot burning ferociously; the skin of the cauldron blackening before your eyes. The cauldron keeps requesting sips of water to be poured into the gaps between the wraps of moin-moin. This performance of thirsty licking of water and gyrating flames continues, but every time the supervisor comes round to open a wrap of moin-moin for inspection, as soon as he carefully peels back the thaumatococcus leaves, the beans spill out uncooked.


Organising this kind of cooking for a grand wedding ceremony, where catering is needed for thousands of guests over days of celebrations, requires a random rallying of women from different cooking establishments without real cuisinal formality; without requesting CVs of cooking experience or something akin to cordon bleu recommendations. Loose or otherwise, these cooks are chosen by familiarity and word of mouth. They arrive, and if their wrappers, fingernails and hair are clean, they are given the job. However, the supervisor of the whole enterprise must constantly keep her eyes peeled, not only for the lazy worker who wants to disappear among the activity and collect an easy day’s wages, but she must especially look out for the container of malice who feels slighted by the extravagance of cooking for a whole city, or the peripherality of the labour producing the meal to the glory of the events. There are no foolproof methods of detecting malevolence or maleficence but as surely as a meal cooked in anger will give the eater a stomach ache, so is a person with ill will in her heart or mind incapable of creating a pot of perfectly steamed moin-moin. If a woman has a spiritual problem – call it a ‘quirk’ if you like – the food will respond negatively to her. It will fight her and the outcome of the cooking will indicate that there is something lurking.


In the end, the women whose moin-moin did not cook are paid off and sent home. Everyone present will agree that the revelation was unpremeditated, procedural, and therefore as empirical as the fact that water boils at 100⁰C. The leap between the spheres is like stepping over a narrow puddle. The preparation of the meal has revealed more than the ability of its cooks: it has revealed their hearts. You don’t want these women’s hands on your food, their spirits hovering over something that will go inwards and inform all your insides. There is a question mark over their character, or they’re dabbling in something dark.


Similarly, there is a cross-cultural Nigerian belief that there are two pure elements that will not respond to malice. Both can overpower their handlers and refuse the infusion of poison: water, whose lucid innocence will immediately out the poisoner; and palm oil, which is regarded as ‘ero’ – a red elixir and powerful remedy for poisoning, and even more significantly as a remedy for malevolence.


I write about the power of nostalgia in relation to eating snails in ‘Letter from Candahar Road’. The love of snails practically drips from an old letter I found in my grandparents’ trunk, from Bisi Omotara in London to Mrs Faniyan in Ososami, Ibadan on 27 January 1966. My love of snails predates and overtakes the discovery of the letter. In the beginning of 2013, I ate peppered snails every single day for three months, and in the process I broke the bank. In that fifty-year-old letter, I can visualise the longing stretching across continents like resilient snail mucilage. I had to call an uncle to confirm how long it takes boiled then fried snails, cooked with plenty of fresh pepper, suspended in a container of groundnut oil … how long will they take to travel by ship between Lagos and London? Two weeks, they sail the seas, spending a day in customs. In expectation of these very snails, Bisi Omotara, longingly writes:




Bi ki igbin yen ti de lo nse mi afi bi enipe nko je igin ri lo se nwun wa je. Oluwa alanu yio busi apo yin o …





She is not only counting the days till the snails arrive; she is moved to say a prayer that the pockets by which the snails were purchased be deepened. Amen.


Snails are a powerful yet cloaked sexual symbol. Like oysters in paler, more exhibitive cultures, snails and their mucilage, their resemblance to the labia minor, and their fatskinned duskiness, are unwritten Nigerian sexual theology. Periwinkles are snails in other parts of the world. Here they are not. Snails have faces; periwinkles do not. Snails turn up in the encyclopaedia of demonic food; periwinkles do not. Snails are tools of bewitchment; periwinkles are not. If you stopped the average man on the street and asked him what the difference between a snail and a periwinkle was, he would answer that a snail is a snail and a periwinkle is a periwinkle; simple as that. But what a question! There are social graces or possible disgraces attached to sucking a periwinkle out of its shell in a public place. Periwinkles have their own orthodoxy, their own protocol of eating. Their classification as not-snails is based on these parameters, not on the denial of biological terminology or character.


I once cooked a pot of afang soup that was overwhelmed with water. It was in April, at the beginning of an apathetic rainy season. It was flooding in a gentlemanly fashion in the streets of Calabar, a town that usually floods with such angst that adults get carried away from the middle of the street by floodwaters. The heat was like the heavy blanket used for sweating out malaria.


Anyone who has cooked afang soup long enough, anyone whose opinion on afang soup must be respected, anyone who can claim to be knowledgeably writing a recipe for afang soup, must first understand that the liquidity of afang heavily depends on the diminutive waterleaf. Then they must understand that this leaf is a pretender. What it does is gather up all the rainwater and transform it into petite elliptical leaves and tiny purple flowers. Once in the soup, the waterleaf regurgitates all that water, recreating the flood right before your eyes. Why does it do this? It could very well be because diminutive men always have something to prove; flooded soup is a warning not to take the size of the waterleaf for granted.


The Nigerian epicurean would never, ever allow a pot of afang to flood. The housewife who cannot read a line of a recipe; the 8-year-old who needs to stand on a stool to reach the kitchen sink; the teenage girl already successfully cooking pots of afang completely unassisted: they all understand, at a back-burner level of thinking, the balance of water, palm oil and floods hidden in waterleaf. It is commonsensical that if it is raining and flooding outside, then the quantity of waterleaf for afang must be reduced to keep the flooding out of the pot of soup. Commonsensical!


And yet Nigerians don’t talk about their food. Even if people don’t realise it, even if many Nigerians themselves don’t know it, Nigerian food is the most endearing, enduring topic in the world, especially because we have gone so long without talking about it. The relationship of the nouveau middle-to-upper-income-earning Nigerian and their food is a mixture of love, snobbery, the passion that results from the snobbery, and social repression. It’s like loving fat women but being compelled to marry a thin one to keep up appearances; it makes the clandestine meets with the fat one all the more scorching. Nigerians will sit in restaurants in every part of the world, in Lagos, and in Abuja, and eat sushi, fugu, Peruvian ceviche and piure. They will eat it all with an open mind, a fierce worldliness and a sexy congeniality, and then they will go home and bring out the amala and ewedu and crown the night with sighing, with tears in their eyes, and noses weeping beads of sweat.


But we won’t start a public discussion with those who do not know our food intimately; a discussion that will open the door to some painful, uneducated remark about the fat mistress. This is the seeming nonchalance with which we regard our food, the Nigerian reticence that began to melt with my 234NEXT blog. I think perhaps it is a way of keeping that which is sacrosanct just so by not tainting it with words.


I can still write a million expositions and a few recipes on Nigerian food and make the world – and even Nigerians – wonder. I blogged about Nigerian food at 234NEXT for close to three years, and in that time only scratched the surface of what our food is about. I think the person on the street has stopped keeping count of tribes and local government areas and languages and dialects within languages; imagine millions of people divided along those endless lines.


Think of the variations of pepper soups and banga soups or all the different names and different ways of fermenting locust beans. The species of yams is the subject of endless debates on who owns the best-tasting tuber; one could very well be at it for a lifetime. A species of mushroom called ‘okokobioko’ by a Boki man in Obumatung Kakwagum in Cross River State is called ‘ekpazara’ an hour and a half away in Adadanma, Yakurr. Twenty minutes away from Kakwagum in Okuni, it is called ‘olobo’. We are still in the same state, and more interestingly the locals from all these villages are referred to by the sometimes derogatory title of ‘Atam’. Or ‘Mbon enyung enyung’. Travel high up into the hills of Obudu cattle ranch and you will find weather reminiscent of winter in Northern Europe: low hanging clouds, dense fog, coral sunsets and fair-faced Fulani. Come down the hill and the layers of clothing will have to come off. In the time it takes to travel up the hill in a cable car, you might as well have left one continent and arrived on another.


I am often amazed that, in 2016, people still try to take Nigerian food and squeeze it into this all-encompassing title of ‘African food’. I can guess that the rest of the world is seeking a kind of exotic simplification: condensed Fagunwa, a working summary, an effective way of getting the feeling across that Africa will fit in your handbag as a commodity, a book, a piece of cloth or a gourmet bottle of shittor. However, I wonder why Nigerians themselves agree to the use of the term. The British and the French would feel their food was being belittled if you tried to lump them all under the term ‘European food’.


I don’t know Congolese food. The Congolese man on the street probably doesn’t know Nigerian food. This table where all of us ‘Africans’ are seated eating the same food just doesn’t exist. And the idea of it is so unsophisticated that one just wonders.


I refer to the recipes in Michael Barry’s book, Exotic Food the Crafty Way, as a case in point. Published in 1996, the book took an exotic culinary world trip that included Jamaica, Japan, Argentina and Afghanistan. In his culinary sojourn, Nigerian food didn’t exist, and if it did, it had no international identity. So, his Nigerian recipes were an attempt to interpret intimate conversations for a public Western hearing. In that year, every family in Nigeria converged in front of the television one evening a week to watch Maggi cooking programmes. The shows ran for almost two decades. They were all about the how-tos of cooking Nigerian meals, even if not about the personality and rationale behind Nigerian food.


The instinctive connection of ‘Nigerian’ with ‘soup’ and ‘stodge’ is a lazy stereotype. I lived in Calabar for five years and have not yet fully understood the intricacies of Cross Riverian food. Nigerian food is often stodgy and soupy. But it is also misunderstood, atrociously photographed, not yet given its due. It’s a multifaceted cultural treasure trove full of intriguing stories. It might not be gastronomically illustrious but it is energetic and good-hearted. It belongs to one of the most fascinating personalities in the world: the Nigerian. Needless to say, it is delectable. The Nigerian soup is a living, breathing, evolving being.


Now on to the meet.

















A Bowl of Aloof Nigerian Soup







To declare an interest from the start, I’m a soup man myself.


Michael Barry





I have an old copy of Michael Barry’s cookbook and its ambition appeals to me. The clout for writing Exotic Food the Crafty Way is proclaimed in the book’s introduction: Barry was half Welsh, half Indian and widely travelled, with a broad-minded palate.1 He was born Michael Bukht. He became a famous BBC chef and household name, but only as Michael Barry, not Bukht.


His book presents Jamaican rice and peas on one page and an Indonesian rice cone on the next. You’ll find Venezuelan black bean soup followed by pea soup from Barbados.


It’s an inadvertently prescient, rudimentary index pointing to the rambling cosmic cookbook that is the Internet. If a bowl of West Indian callaloo and crab soup walked past, you might recognise it because Michael Barry had told you about it. His Nigerian groundnut chop was my first attempt at a groundnut anything. It was delicious. In retrospect, it did almost everything a groundnut stew should. You would, of course have to eschew the word ‘peanut’ because only the most pretentious Nigerian would call a ‘groundnut’ a ‘peanut’.


If you dry-fried your groundnuts with love and vigilance; if you refused to cut your stewing beef into tiny 1 cm cubes (because no self-respecting Nigerian does any such thing); if, instead of chopping your onion ‘quite fine’, you blended or ground it up with the 450g of ripe tomatoes and fresh hot peppers, then Barry’s sketch of groundnut soup might acquire a familiar wonky smile. Groundnut soup does not originally come from the Yoruba; it is more accurately ascribable to the Edo, although the Edo and Yoruba own common ancestry. It was not cooked in our house when I was growing up, and that is my explanation for having to resort to a book when I was looking for something ‘exotic’ to cook for my husband. I’m too ashamed to address the irony of cooking Nigerian food from a half Welsh, half Indian man’s cookbook.


I’m intrigued that, in Barry’s introduction to the technicalities of the recipe, he mentions that colonial and postcolonial novels deride the gorgeously hot-buttery groundnut soup. That is something I am still attempting to engage with. Perhaps the problem was with the writers of the novels and not with groundnut soup; no one who has tasted its exquisite creaminess would dare think it worthy of derision.


Barry’s Nigerian River Province chicken soup is the second attempt at Nigerian food in his book. The recipe is so fascinatingly confused in its interpretation that it makes me wonder if Nigerian recipes are inaccessible to the outsider and have been so for a long, long time, or if outsiders generally believe that our food is unsophisticated, without a concrete identity, and can just be made up as one goes along. Imagine a country the size of Nigeria, and it is possible to presume that you could throw anything into a pot and it would immediately become Nigerian food, perhaps just because a Nigerian cooked it.


‘Nigerian River Province chicken soup’ is, I suppose, cooked in the Nigerian River Province, wherever that is.


Combining the words ‘Nigerian’, ‘River’ and ‘Province’ to describe a place ‘in Africa’ must give the foreign reader an immediate burst of irresistibly colourful imagery enhanced by the titillating expectation of learning about food cooked in such a place. I assume it’s more effective than simply saying ‘Bayelsa soup’, for example. Similarly, a Guyanese in-law of mine who lived for some time in the United States assured me that North Americans did not want to hear that wax print fabric (made in Holland) does not uncompromisingly represent the ‘African’. The imagery of that rippling, colourful fabric peremptorily gets the juices going.


The name of Barry’s Nigerian soup reminds me of something that used to happen often when I was in school in Wales. I would introduce myself to a new acquaintance as ‘Yemisi’ and seven times out of ten I’d end up having the following conversation:


‘Yesimi?’


‘No. Yemisi.’


‘Mmm. That’s a nice name. How do you say it again?’


‘Yemisi. Like in tonic sol-fa mi re mi.’


‘Is it like “Yemi”?’


‘No that’s a different name.’


‘Isn’t it interesting that it is Yemisi and not Yesimi. You would expect that the “s” would come before the “m” somehow. Do you have an English name? … It’s just that it’s a little difficult to say. You know it is pretty … interesting … I met this Nigerian chap the other day and he had a Nigerian name, but then he had an English name also. His name was Fred.’


‘Really!’


‘And he said most Nigerians have a Nigerian name and a Christian name.’


‘I only have one name and it is both Nigerian and Christian.’


‘How do you say it again?’


‘Yemisi.’


‘So pretty … like Yemeni …’


In the introduction to the recipe it says that the River Province soup is eaten very thick with a kind of bread made from cassava. I had gone through the book many times before it dawned that the cassava bread was probably gari or eba.


I have heard of gari/eba being referred to as dumplings, never as bread. ‘Dumplings’ is a passable compromise in helping the outsider’s mind adapt to the idea of Nigerian gari. It is at least like saying that condoms become balloons when you blow them up. There is as much truth in that statement as a dose of B6 in a B complex capsule. But saying that gari is bread by any stretch of the imagination … Well it just isn’t.


‘Nigerian River Province soup’ presumably contains the following ingredients: finely diced chicken, peeled and chopped tomatoes, one heaped teaspoon of chilli powder, washed or frozen spinach, peeled and chopped onions, palm oil (which, according to the recipe, can be replaced with ordinary cooking oil), cooked peeled prawns, etc.


There is a spirit of compromise inherent in Barry’s recipe that could not exist in the context of a real Nigerian dish. The very idea of Nigerian soup containing diced chicken has something deeply contradictory about it. Any Nigerian soup worth its salt must contain meat visible from the other end of the room. Using diced meat could be misinterpreted as putting on airs when you should just admit that you cannot afford meat. If you served soup with diced anything to guests, they would immediately begin to wonder whether you were trying to hide something. And even if there was nothing to hide and the soup was just meant to be fashionable, the guest would be convinced it was the worst sort of affectation. This is the truth even if most Nigerians hold meat in such high esteem and would rather have it present in every dish. In many cultures within Nigeria, meat is being successfully substituted with crayfish, mushrooms and dried bean sprouts, among other ingredients.


Once you get your mind around all these stumbling blocks in Barry’s recipe – Frozen spinach! Peeled and chopped tomatoes! Chopped onions! Any replacement for palm oil! A teaspoon of chilli powder! – you soon realise that the problem is that Barry is familiar with soup from many parts of the world, but knows next to nothing about Nigerian soup. Furthermore, I suspect a Nigerian called ‘Fred’ is lurking in the background of this recipe. He is a good-hearted fellow asked to help bridge the gaps in comprehension, availability of ingredients, and even in culture, but he is so eager to please that he has pushed the boundaries too far.


Barbara Page-Phillips, an elderly friend who gave me the use of half of her home, Claysgarth in Somerton, Somerset for a writer’s retreat, showed me a treasured Nigerian recipe from her meticulously-kept box of recipes. Barbara taught me how to make my first vinaigrette. She demonstrated the diplomacy needed in grilling a filet of sole until I learnt it perfectly. Her Nigerian recipe was written out for her by a Wilson Bodisei – a man from Ijaw, Rivers State. A Nigerian River Province man. Barbara had typed the recipe on the same page as recipes for Yorkshire curd tart and cream cheese tartlets.


The Bayelsa delicacy that I believe Wilson was translating is a plantain pottage whose name is so maligned we can’t decide whether it is ‘kekefiaye’, ‘kekefieye’ or ‘kekefiya’. This isn’t unusual, because we aren’t dealing with an English word; Nigerians are attempting to speak Ijaw in English. Also ‘ekporoko’ and ‘okporoko’ are both valid translations for stockfish, depending on where you are from.


There is no excuse for the inclusion of tomatoes in the dish and it could be argued that you can’t make this particular plantain porridge without bush basil. In 2013, I had to get help interpreting the recipe. The person I consulted took a double take and said this must be that famous Bayelsa dish. The soup predates the birth of the Nigerian state called Bayelsa.


The straw that broke the camel’s back was Barry safely concluding, with Fred’s help, that Nigerian River Province soup ‘should have the consistency of a good thick minestrone’. It’s a lot like Bukht becoming Barry to be more palatable to BBC viewers.


So the fundamental, burning question becomes: what is Nigerian soup? Or, for the long-suffering Nigerian whose culinary culture has been forever grossly misunderstood and really knows only one soup: what is soup? It is certainly not a diced chicken and frozen spinach affair.


First, back to Barry, who joyously declares:




I’m a soup man myself. I find the variety of textures, ingredients, flavours and, dare I say it, liquidity, of the world’s soups a never ending source of pleasure and discovery. I’ve given a small selection of my great favourites here … like the Singapore Laksha or the Nigerian River Province Chicken Pot [which] are in fact meals in themselves … Soup is something that can be said to separate cultures and communities … Some are meant as a prelude to other dishes … Some are meant to stimulate the appetite … What they all have in common is that they are easy to make and very economical.2





The ‘soup’ Barry has in mind – the type that is affordable, easily made and eaten with bread – is an entire world away from our own. There is nothing economical about Bayelsa soup, nothing easy in the preparation of afang soup. Soup is eaten with gari, fufu or rice. Lumping Nigerian soup under Barry’s selection is like describing sushi as rice and fish eaten all over the world.


The mixed wires are lethal; it is not Nigerian if we do not recognise it as Nigerian. One cannot understand Nigerian food without understanding the ankara, the cloth of the soup. Nigerian soup is like the Yoruba language: more sophisticated than English (which is the child of rape of Frenchmen and Germans) and superior to French, which is by far superior to English. Our soup is like that living, breathing, complex, door-behind-door-behind-door language, plus context, plus particular context plus individual flair plus fascinating expressions plus a few English words (like a can of tomatoes) allowed to those people who we know can’t find fresh tomatoes or speak Yoruba very well. Mind you these are only a few words; it’s allowance, compromise, not influence.


Nigerian soup does not even have a contemporary in French cooking. It is a global individual. It has a face, a look. It has as a fundamental, flowing premise like blood running through its veins: palm oil. And unlike Barry’s suggestion, ‘that oil’ cannot be replaced by ‘any oil’. Our soup is a tree with many branches. There are branches dedicated to flavour and if you follow one, you might have processes spanning days or weeks in commitment to getting one stunning detail in a pot of soup. A case in point is the dawadawa or iru (fermented locust beans). This is just one ingredient but many purists will not eat soup made without dawadawa.


There is the green leaf or vegetable that cannot, and most definitely should not, be frozen spinach. There is afang leaf unwound from its symbiotic partner in the bush. There is afang leaf grown in town and snubbed by the bush afang. There is the pumpkin leaf that, in one unique language, is called ‘ibok iyep’ (red blood corpuscle) for its nutritional powerhouse status. There are leaves used for flavour and aroma, bitter herbs for complexity, heat and mere aftertaste. There are the choices of meat, and effort is required to get even one kind of meat in a variety of about five in a pot of soup. The options may include stockfish from Norway, grass cutters (cane rats), snails, goat, stingray, periwinkles, etc. There is the extra-special addition of mushrooms: fresh, fermented in banana leaves for months, or smoked over wood fires. Or perhaps pieces of desiccated unripe pawpaw, bean sprouts, and bitter-melon seeds processed into faux-meat.


There are pots of soup tailored to the palates and digestive systems of children; soups cooked for men to send them sexually suggestive messages; soup to help the bridegroom perform his functions on the wedding night. I have to be frank and tell Mr Barry that he has never met any soup that resembles the Nigerian soup!


In contrast to Barry’s presumptuous exotic Nigerian recipes is the Maggi Family Menu Cookbook (1986), one of my most treasured cookbooks. It’s the third in a compilation of recipes from the television series that every Nigerian family with a TV watched from the late 1970s to the mid- 1990s. With this book, there is no hesitation, only supreme confidence and authority. Apart from the nostalgic value of this dog-eared, stained, torn and otherwise much abused book, I am reassured by the fact that in it otipi is otipi, ukazi agworoagwo is what it is and obe-korowo is uncompromisingly prepared with dawadawa, bushmeat, smoked fish and korowo (snails).


If you get lost – and you will – there are two pages of pictorial representations of everything from isamagwa to guinea corn sprouts. There is also a glossary where you will understand that ‘ebearenmowu khor’ is the Beninese term for tea-bush leaves or bush basil, also called ‘nchanwun’ in Igbo and ‘efirin’ in Yoruba. In English you could say the leaf is a unique cross between basil and mint. Those who attempt to define it in English either call it local mint or local basil being fully aware that it is neither. If you are looking for the thinly sliced dried unripe pawpaw for that unusual Yala soup, you will not find it posing as ‘papaya’. You would call it ‘kiquabana’ and the name is only really familiar to the owners of the soup in Yala, Cross River State.


Unlike Barry, the writers of the Maggi Family Menu Cookbook understand that some things cannot be translated without catastrophe and need the greatest care and respect. Sometimes with a choice of two or three descriptive words. The translated subject will never become English. It will always be like that Nigerian mother who has come for her daughter’s graduation, standing in the tube station in aso-oke worn on top of woolly jumpers. Believe me, her name will never be Mrs Earl Grey.


We are talking about a form that is played with, recreated, enhanced and reduced daily by millions of people in a vast eclectic entity that feels more like a continent than a country. And yet that form is so similar in particular aspects, we immediately recognise it wherever we see it. The number of ingredients available to create our soup is undocumented, but the oil, flavour enhancers, leaves, herbs and meats are similar. The accompanying gari, fufu and pounded yam are well loved. The mode of starting with one ingredient and ending with another is near rote.


Nigerian soup may seem aloof at first, but once given its due, it will immediately make itself friendly at the very least. You would know it even if you did not have every ingredient available to cook it. If Nigerian ingredients were so easily replaced by others, we would not need entire Nigerian food sections in London’s Brixton Market, or customs officers at the airport collecting bribes to turn a blind eye to dried afang wrapped in old newspapers and hidden in underwear bags.


It’s possible that I have been phenomenally unfair to Michael Barry and unduly finicky about Wilson Bodisei’s recipe. If a Nigerian took a pizza, made the base out of yam flour, littered the top with wara (local cottage cheese), balls of bitter melon, ground peppers and meat, shouldn’t he be commended for his creative interpretation? There are enough people who know what a pizza is to cry foul when the interpretation goes too far, or when it tastes nothing like a pizza or when the maker of the pizza is claiming that Nigerian pizza is how it is made in Naples.


Most people around the world have no clue what Nigerian food is. It is what Michael Barry says it is. It is what Marcus Samuelsson in The Soul of a New Cuisine: A Discovery of the Foods and Flavors of Africa (2006) says it is. Perhaps it tastes like Pierre Thiam of Senegal’s cooking in his restaurant in Brooklyn; he cooks jollof rice, okro and black-eyed beans after all. It is buried in Frances Case’s passing references in 1001 Foods You Must Taste Before You Die (2008). (The book says ogbono soup is fiery and I wonder why on earth the authors chose that description. Fieriness is not a characteristic of ogbono soup as pungency is not a distinctive feature of egusi soup.)


We did not make it into the August 2012 Newsweek’s ‘101 Best Places to Eat in the World’ (chosen by no less than fifty-three of the ‘finest chefs’, if you please), nor did we make it into National Geographic’s Food Journeys of a Lifetime: 500 Extraordinary Places to Eat Around the Globe (2009). Googling ‘Nigerian chef’ offends my browser: it pouts and spits out women in blue headties cooking on YouTube. ‘Nigerian food’ brings up ubiquitous bowls of jollof rice, mounds of pounded yam and egusi, fried plantains, puff- puffs and kikife/kikifieye/kikifiya etc. I’m hungry but not inspired; the owners of the blogs are plagued by a unique restlessness. They talk a little bit about Nigerian food and a lot about food from other countries cooked by Nigerians. They all go down the same road and eventually lose interest. Our food belongs to a personality that animates its eating, but you can’t tell by looking on the Internet that she is so fascinating her food can’t not be.


There is a logic to our food that cannot be guessed. The Yoruba say that you must ask the owner of the face before you slap it. It is an awkward proverb about presumptuousness: if you presume that a person would like to be slapped across the face, you would most likely be wrong. What it is saying in this context is that first you get familiar with the face, and then when you tap it in foreplay, nobody is offended. Or you should ask if the face would like a slap and have a definite ‘No’ to go by. I would hate for Barry to get away with his Nigerian River Province chicken soup and bread or with suggesting that our food can be simplified and reformulated/recast/ reconstituted into something else, something it is not.


River Province chicken soup is certainly not Nigerian soup.




1 Michael Barry, Exotic Food the Crafty Way (Norwich, Jarrold Publishing, 1996).


2 Barry, Exotic Food, 9.




















How to Make Meat





I am at the old woman’s condiment stall, buying uyayak pods (tetrapleura tetraptera) with bitter kolas to keep snakes out of the house, when something behind her catches my eye.


‘What is that?’ I ask.


‘Usu,’ she responds absentmindedly, gathering the pods into a bag.


Why do I bother asking these sort of questions when I always get those sorts of answers? ‘What is Usu?’


‘Usu … Usu!’ She turns around to reach for the soil-covered, nodular tuber, and my eyes grow round from shock.


‘Where is this from?’ I ask, attempting to keep my voice from expressing excitement. She is putting all my things in one place and can’t seem to do that and hold a conversation at the same time. She stops what she is doing, catches her breath and explains that it is like a mushroom. You take a bit of it, put it back in the ground and it grows. ‘Just like that!’


I know she doesn’t mean ‘just like that’. I’m staring at her with amazement because of the striking similarity between what she is nonchalantly holding in her hand and what those odd white men on the BBC Lifestyle channel rapturously refer to as a truffle: a very expensive mushroom that you cannot put back in the ground to grow just like that. Of course, if I start to ramble on about wild fungi and how one fist-size truffle can cost over a thousand euros, and how it is documented that you absolutely cannot commercially grow truffles, she would forevermore treat me like a market-crazewoman, the worst sort of crazeperson, so I keep my cool, buy a small, cleaned piece and ask her what she would cook with it, if she will cook it. I am already treading dangerous ground standing around asking questions.


She says she will. She won’t infuse oil with it or frugally shred it on top of her meal. We are in a market in Calabar but there is no market for this usu; there is no need to think about whether or not it is commercially growable or if it is the most expensive food in the world. It is just a mushroom that Igbos eat, so the mental partitioning that the locals apply to her wares when they approach her stall has relegated the usu’s value to next to nothing. Achi, ofo and ogbono have more market value than the usu.


In Calabar, it is not unusual to run into world-renowned delicacies pretending to be nobodies: strawberries up on the plateau at the Obudu Cattle Ranch; sole peddled out of old basins on Hawkins Street; lime-green and red rambutans hawked on little girls’ heads in May. And now usu, which might be the tartufi bianchi, one of the most expensive, luxurious foods in the world. Perhaps I should say nothing about it so that Calabar is not overrun by trifolau with specially trained pigs hunting for truffles. As far as we are concerned, the blood of the market is the home-cook’s list – tomatoes for stew, afang for soup, periwinkles for soup-character, plantains for porridge. There is no categorisation of tomatoes or onions or species consciousness. No one will pay for it. Sometimes on a Thursday you will see Chinese traders, who we have to thank for the erratic visits of fresh beetroot sprouts and purple cabbages, but the market’s mind-elastic will only stretch so far.


The condiment woman is more like a traditional medicine practitioner than a businesswoman. She has to be on intimate terms with at least one forest. It is how she knows you can ask trees for directions and that you never go up a palm tree without a bitter kola between your teeth. There are herbs under her counter that must not be exposed to daylight. When she says you can put the mushroom back in the ground to grow, she is talking like a genuine trifolau with knowledge of a special grove in a secret place. The place where the usu will grow is not anyplace that you know or can reach, so what value is that information to you? Nothing.


She recommends combining usu with egusi to create a meat substitute. A beloved, triumphant meat substitute, not one in the fashion of tofu-pretending-to-be-chicken, or those vegetarian sausages you might see in La Pointe supermarket that have a sort of I’m-sorry-I’m-not-meat air about them. I am amazed by this suggestion because we like to stereotype ourselves as unrepentant carnivores who can’t bear the sight of our meals sans animal flesh. Yet here is a local substitute that we would happily eat in soup.


Hand-shelled egusi is ground with the usu in a blender and then pounded in a hand mortar until the oil begins to separate from the seeds. A blender speeds up the process but cannot apply the necessary pressure to extract the oils from the egusi. Even the pounding of the seeds must be vigorous because it is fundamental to removing all of the oil, and all of the oil has to be removed to change the texture of what is left behind – a thorough combination of ground seeds and usu. The successful pounding and the separation of the oil leaves a smooth beige mound. This processing is the same as pounding egusi for the ntutulikpo soup but with the added dimension of taste and texture from the usu. Salt, pepper and onions are added if the eater desires. A large pot of water is kept boiling on the hob. The mixture is cut into equal sized pieces, shaped as desired and cooked in the boiling water until the meaty texture is attained. This boiling typically takes thirty to forty-five minutes.


There is something about boiling that doesn’t quite agree with me: I keep thinking of all the flavour and nutrients being drowned. The egusi and usu mixture should be steamed in thaumatococcus leaves, but boiling is the only way to create the texture of meat, the only way to create something that can texturally hold its own in a pot of soup as a meat substitute.

















The Purist’s Pot of Soup





I’m no purist when it comes to food. Anyone who knows me well could confirm that I have a problem doing as I am told. It is a venerable problem that prevents me from, amongst other things, following recipes to the letter, keeping within boundaries that old cooking hands swear by, or cooking one dish the same way over and over. I love the rebelliousness of the smell of cumin seeds frying in palm oil. Many pots of ogbono soup that I cook have leeks in them, as well as onions and turmeric and ginger and garlic and, worst of all, paprika. My response to anyone scandalised by this is that, as long as the soup has the fragrance of dawadawa, the depth of first-grade palm oil, the umami of shine-nose fish and the sweetness of ground ogbono, it is ogbono soup.


There are, however, those things about which I am particular, about which there can be no compromise. My okras must be tiny and stubby, nothing like a ‘lady’s fingers’. They must be newly harvested and prickly to the touch with the fresh, minuscule petals that are a sign of recent harvesting. They must leave fine, cactus-like needles in your fingers. Their seeds must burst between the teeth. Urban dwellers categorically cannot buy such finicky delicacies in the city. They are our just rewards for waking up to the singing of birds, breathing clean air and being regarded as backward country hicks.


There are those dishes I am happy to cook with some degree of fastidiousness because I am fascinated with the ingredients, and because the diversity in just one pot satisfies my restlessness. I have to register my amazement at the number of condiments in Nigeria. Every day it seems I discover something new, from region to region. In Cross River State for example, one can cook a pot of soup in Calabar that has ten ingredients in it, while in Boki in Northern Cross River, those ten ingredients will be completely different in a similar pot of soup.


Dawadawa can be the subject of a whole book: from the roasted, ground variety in flat circles, to whole, brittle beans moulded into charming spheres; from slippery, fresh, grey-faced dawadawa, to well-dried versions with the aroma of endless days of lazy smoke fires.


I was recently introduced to a variety of condiments that I have never before set eyes on, and my tutor interjected her lesson with astonished laughter because it was clear that I did not understand the basic anatomy of a pot of ‘native’ soup. If I did, I would never desecrate it with things like turmeric and paprika. The purist’s pot of soup is, after all, spoilt for choice with ingredients. There would definitely be palm oil in it, and dawadawa of whatever choice and variety. There would be fresh hot peppers and a thickener, whether ogbono, okra, ofo, yam, egusi or ground sesame seeds. There will be meat in the form of pomo, beef, crayfish, ‘ice-fish’ (frozen mackerel, which I hate in soup for the very reason people love it in soup; because it disintegrates and disappears leaving behind a strong fishy aroma), dry fish and/or stockfish. Not last and certainly not least, is the green leaf that can be ugwu, bitter leaf, scent leaf or uziza leaf. The list goes on …


Then, there are those ingredients to which I have only just been introduced, such as dried green pawpaw. It’s harvested, left in the sun to slowly ooze out its white milk, then cut up, its firm beige flesh sliced thinly and sun-dried until it has the appearance of dried mushrooms. It’s usually added to beniseed (sesame) soup. What is its function in the soup? Nutrition and meaty texture.


If I had been asked if sprouts were a part of the Nigerian diet, I would have arrogantly answered that they were not. Until, to my surprise, a friend who had just gone and come back from Northern Cross River State handed me long, black desiccated petals: white-bean shoots, sprouted in soil until the shoot comes up about one to two inches, then harvested, the bean shell discarded and the sprout sliced open, cleaned and sun-dried. These also add textural character to the soup.


Imagine the sophistication and deliberateness of the palate that can distinguish dried pawpaw and dried bean sprouts in a pot where there are strong flavours of palm oil, dawadawa and stockfish.


For five years I lived in Calabar, Cross River State, in the centre of probably the most vibrant food culture in Nigeria. There, the sophisticated palate was not an elitist preserve. The farmhand from Abakaliki spending a few months in Obumatung village in Kakwagum is a food connoisseur with a virtuoso sense of taste, far and above the Lagos food snob’s.


She will be harvesting cassava in the field on an ordinary day; a mild day with a cooling wind that makes conversing about anything desirable, and laughing easy. She will stumble on mushrooms. The conversation will come to a reverent halt. The mushrooms rightly belong to Mr Michael Odok, the owner of the farm. It is not finders keepers. He has warned his workers that mushrooms found while working must be handed over to his wife or his daughters. One must understand what esteemed delicacies these mushrooms are. What would you do? The likelihood is that the okokobioko (oyster) mushrooms are quickly and expertly picked and folded into the farmhand’s wrapper. They won’t be eaten immediately. They’ll be wrapped up in banana leaves and allowed to dry naturally. They’ll be watched over every day to make sure there is no trace of rot on them. Over time, they will become like soft leather, their flavour and aroma will intensify, their umami deepen. The farmhands are experts at preserving mushrooms till their return to Abakaliki. There they will cook up something so delicious you can only imagine it. The mushrooms are hoarded, and dried with a unique smell of ageing banana leaves and delicious mustiness, and anticipation like stolen treasure. They, not meat, are the highlights of the soup marking the worker’s return home.
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