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To my dear parents
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Akwaaba!




    Bienvenue!




    Welcome!
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    My name is Marie, and I’m a young Parisian woman who has juggled the cultures of two different countries—France and Côte d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast)—since childhood.




    Cooking is my passion and, with this book, I hope to share my unique cultural experience with others.




    There’s an ancient African proverb that says, “If you don’t know where you’re going, remember where you came from.” As immigrants and travelers, from Africa or elsewhere, we draw from the culture of our motherland and from the cultures of the countries that welcome us. The cuisine of immigrants, I like to say, is mixed by nature.




    But I don’t see this as a flaw. In fact, it’s the opposite: Cultural diversity is quite a force. It makes me who I am: a strong woman full of depth and character. It feeds my creativity and pushes me to see the world with curiosity and an open mind.




    The kitchen is my bridge between France and Côte d’Ivoire, two nations with strong culinary pride. In both countries, food brings people together.




    The recipes in this book are inspired by advice from my mother, Marie-Madeleine: “We cook with our hearts or not at all.” Making food is a great way to share parts of ourselves and our cultures. So I encourage you to clear the table, set out beautiful dishes, and take the time to appreciate the beauty of the ingredients in this book.
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Introduction




    You Are What You Eat
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    This book is both an invitation to travel through food and an ode to cross-cultural cooking and diversity. Inspired by my childhood in Côte d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast), I wanted to create recipes that are both vegan and healthy. These recipes are inspired by my cherished memories of my carefree childhood years.




    Writing them, I was transported back to Grand-Bassam, a town my family and I would often visit. I imagined my feet in the sand as I tasted different dishes, each more delicious than the last. I saw myself as a child again, coming home from school with my brothers and heading straight to the kitchen, to see my mother cooking Alloco (Fried Plantains) at the stovetop. I remember the brightly colored markets, the stalls overflowing with mouth-watering fruits and vegetables. This is where I hope my recipes will take you.




    The recipes are also influenced by my life in Paris which, though much more hectic, is still dedicated to making and eating quality food. They’re easy to make and the ingredients are easy to find at your local supermarket, farmers’ market, or specialty grocery store.




    Reexamining African Cuisines




    There isn’t just one African cuisine; there are many African cuisines, each containing their own key ingredients, emblematic recipes, and treasures for the taste buds. To speak of one African cuisine is simplistic.




    There’s also a stereotype, believed by many in African diasporas, that African dishes are unhealthy. This isn’t true. There are certainly heavy, filling dishes in African cuisines, but the ingredients themselves are not “bad food.” They can be cooked in very healthy ways. Like most cuisines, African dishes are more or less balanced. In this book, we’ll discover their riches.




    It’s also not true that all African recipes have to simmer for hours on end. Many are simple, require only a few ingredients, and they’re ready in the blink of an eye! Stereotypes like these are also common within the African diaspora, so many immigrants reserve dishes from their childhood for special occasions only. I hope that the recipes in this book will help remove these stereotypes.




    
What Does It Mean to Be Vegan?




    Being vegan means excluding all animal products from your diet. It’s not only a dietary decision but also a way of life founded on respecting every living being. As with any diet, the key is balance. A balanced vegan diet includes grains, fruits, vegetables, nuts, and legumes. It shouldn’t be deficient in anything except vitamin B12, which can be taken in supplement form. If you haven’t yet made the change to a vegan diet, I’d suggest consulting a nutritionist or other trusted health professional.




    Why Write a Book About Vegan Food?




    One of my reasons for writing this book is to show that moving toward a plant-based diet doesn’t have to be boring or restrictive. For me, it’s the opposite: Being vegan makes me a more creative cook. I hope that, with this book, you’ll find the resources you need to reinvent your daily diet and spark your own curiosity and creativity.




    I also wanted to write a book of vegan African recipes to combat preconceived ideas about African food. While it’s true that Africans often place meat at the center of their plates, delicious, vegan African dishes have existed for centuries. Don’t forget that our ancestors didn’t always eat meat!




    A Holistic Approach to Nutrition




    Why do we eat, anyway? First and foremost, we eat to live! We need to have enough energy for our bodies to work properly. Eating is a vital part of our daily routine, but these days, we tend to set aside less and less time for it. This has consequences in many areas of our lives—food affects our health, of course, but eating is a political act, and the choices we make have an ecological, social, and environmental impact.




    Adopting a holistic approach to nutrition is about trying to reunite yourself with a diet that nourishes both the body and the soul, while respecting the planet and the beings that inhabit it. In a more concrete sense, a holistic approach attempts to replace processed foods with whole ingredients. It means knowing what foods are in season, choosing organically grown fruits and vegetables when possible, and supporting local farmers and businesses.




    It doesn’t have to be perfect, but it’s truly possible to eat well and with enjoyment, while also doing your part to make the world a better, kinder place.




    Simple but Delicious Food




    For these recipes, I’ve chosen simple ingredients that are as close to their original forms and as unprocessed as possible. These ingredients are often humble. I find pleasure in making them sublime—doing more with less. This isn’t always easy, as it requires the investment of both time and energy in the kitchen. But the result is well worth it.




    The Vegan African Pantry




    Here are the ingredients I always have on hand. If you keep these in your pantry, you’ll be able to improvise recipes with African flavors at any time. They can all be found at most grocery stores, but if you can’t find them there, don’t worry! You can always order them online.




    
Fruits and vegetables




    Fresh fruits and veggies—the esssential part of this cookbook—should make up close to 50 percent of your diet. I encourage you to play with different colors and varieties when making my recipes.




    Like we do in Abidjan, don’t hesitate to wander between stalls of a farmers’ market or chat with your local greengrocers to learn their secrets. In Côte d’Ivoire, the market is a social scene. We chat with each other, haggle for better prices, and carefully choose the freshest vegetables for our meals.




    In Paris, it’s a little different: I love strolling through the local shops and discovering new products. It fuels my creativity, like magic!




    When picking fruits and vegetables, try to choose those that are organic and in season. If that’s not possible, opt for frozen options. In the summer, you can buy your favorite fruits and vegetables in season and then store them in the freezer so that you never run out.




    Grains and Legumes




    Seeds: The bearers of life, they are one of the staples of a vegan diet. Seeds are rich in proteins and essential micronutrients (vitamins, minerals, and enzymes). Some (like alfalfa, chickpea, parsley, radish, sesame, sunflower) can also be sprouted to maximize their benefits.




    Rice: Though rice originated in Asia, it is a staple ingredient in most African cuisines. We often eat white rice (in Jollof Rice, for example), which has a unique texture as the grains are broken during the harvesting and cleaning processes. Brown rice is also a good option, since it’s nutritious, filling, and higher in fiber.




    Corn: Another essential grain in African cuisines. We use corn in many forms: fresh, dried, and ground into cornmeal or flour.




    Legumes: Lentils and beans are also very popular in African cuisines, since they’re delicious and easy to store. Black-eyed peas, with their funny black-and-white coloring, are my favorite.




    Grains: African cuisines feature many lesser-known grains, such as fonio, teff, sorghum, and millet (all gluten-free and incredibly rich in nutrients).




    Fats




    We shouldn’t eliminate fats from our diet. Eaten in moderation, they provide us with beneficial fatty acids and help our nervous systems to function properly. But note that different oils have different uses in the kitchen. My favorite oils for cooking are virgin coconut oil and peanut oil.




    For seasoning or salad dressings, I like to use cold-pressed virgin olive oil, sesame oil, and walnut oil. I also use peanut butter, coconut cream, and sesame paste (tahini) to add unique flavors to my dishes.




    Preserves/Canned Goods




    Of course, I favor fresh fruits and veggies whenever possible. It’s also practical to have some canned goods in your pantry. I always like to have a few on hand; my favorites are chickpeas and kidney beans. I also recommend keeping canned tomato products—crushed tomatoes, tomato sauce, tomato paste, sun-dried tomatoes—on hand. You can buy tomatoes in the summertime and preserve them to use all year long.




    
Spices




    When you think of African cuisines, you may think of spices. Spices and aromatic herbs are a must! We use them in main dishes, desserts, and even drinks! Truly magical ingredients, spices can awaken and transform any dish.




    Season your African-inspired dishes with ginger, Penja white pepper from Cameroon (the best in the world in my opinion), garlic, nutmeg, cinnamon, vanilla from Madagascar, cumin, preserved lemon, tamarind, apki (seeds from the djansang fruit tree that are widely used in Ivorian and Cameroonian cuisine), soumbala (also called soumbara, netetou in Wolof, dawadawa in Igbo, ôdji in Poular, irù in Yoruba, and afitin in Fon-Gbe), a fragrant, caroblike condiment made from the seeds of the néré tree, used in West African cuisines), and raw or roasted cacao beans. Don’t forget that herbs, fresh or dried, are a true delicacy!




    And, of course, there’s the famous chile pepper! Chile peppers are beloved for their enchanting scent and inimitable flavor. They are widely used, in all their colors and forms, across the African continent. Even so, they aren’t used in every African dish. In fact, it’s important to remember that “spiced” doesn’t always mean “spicy.” It’s all about the amount. If you don’t like spicy food, don’t panic: The recipes in this book are suitable for even the most sensitive of palates.




    African Superfoods




    I love these feel-good foods, both for their flavor and their health benefits.




    Avocado: Don’t avoid avocados just because they’re high in fat. These fruits are rich in beneficial fatty acids that can lower cholesterol, which means they’re great for cardiovascular health. Avocados also contain vitamins A, B6, C, and E, as well as iron, magnesium, phosphorus, and zinc.




    Cacao: Raw cacao is rich in magnesium and theobromine. It’s a natural antidepressant and helps the body fight stress and fatigue. Raw cacao plants also contain flavonoids, antioxidant compounds that slow cellular aging.




    Garlic: Though sometimes avoided because of its strong odor, garlic is appreciated in so many African cuisines that it would be a shame to avoid it. When eaten raw, it contains antibiotic and antimicrobial properties. Garlic also helps to prevents cardiovascular disease by regulating cholesterol and helps to prevent cancers by boosting the immune system.




    Ginger: When eaten regularly, ginger has positive effects on digestion while also stimulating the immune system. A natural tonic, it’s also considered an aphrodisiac.




    Kinkeliba: A bushy shrub generally found on the plains of West Africa, kinkeliba is traditionally infused into teas, which allows you to reap the benefits of its diuretic properties. It relieves digestive problems, stimulates biliary function, and helps to protect liver cells. It’s also anti-inflammatory and antibacterial.




    Sweet Potato: Rich in vitamins A, B2, B5, B6, C, copper, magnesium, and potassium, the sweet potato is an ingredient as delicious as it is healthy. It’s full of antioxidants and great for skin health. It also protects against hypertension and cardiovascular disease.
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