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DEDICATION

I celebrated my first Kwanzaa in the home of friends in Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, in New York City in the 1980s. The celebration was small and the three younger children in the family were thrilled to be participating in the ceremony. The son, a bright young child, eyes gleaming with thoughts of the holiday, lit the candle and spoke briefly yet movingly about the Kujichagulia—self-determination. I was touched, and vowed to celebrate the holiday in my own small way even though I have no children of my own.

By the time that I penned those words in 1995, that bright young man-child was dead, killed by what was then escalating random street violence. In the intervening almost thirty years, violence against young Black Americans has become an epidemic in this country, and we seemingly are backsliding into a morass of hatred and fear.

Today, A Kwanzaa Keepsake and Cookbook remains for the memory of that young man and also for all those Black American youths whose lives have been cut short and whose promise left unfulfilled. It is also for the living and for Black American children and parents everywhere.

It is for all those who have gone before who made our lives—all our lives—better and brighter, especially those who moved us forward as a people.

It is for all those here and now who work to make our lives—all of our lives—better, brighter, and more equitable.

It is for all of those yet to come. May the battles of yesterday be over. May the conflicts of today end. May the principles of Kwanzaa reinforce the values of our families and make this world better and brighter for us all.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

As I picked up my slightly battered copy of A Kwanzaa Keepsake, I first turned to the acknowledgments page and was appalled by the number of friends that have passed into eternity. Now, almost thirty years after the original publication, I must begin by honoring their memories and first among them my mother who died in 2000. My father had already passed into ancestorship before this book was written. Today I am heartened by the fact that I am still in contact with many of the others and even more thrilled by the fact that new friends keep coming.






FOREWORD

CARLA HALL

It’s with great pleasure that I write this foreword for A Kwanzaa Keepsake and Cookbook, a book ingrained with the wisdom and warmth of its author, Dr. Jessica B. Harris.

My first introduction to Jessica’s written work was in 2005 while I was working as a private chef in the Bahamas. Sky Juice and Flying Fish: Tastes of a Continent, with its approachable recipes and, more importantly, its cultural insights, were instrumental to my journey and success at that time. That book became a talisman, guiding and connecting me with my clients by offering authentic culinary experiences.

Our paths crossed more personally in 2017, the year I had the privilege of interviewing Jessica for her memoir, My Soul Looks Back. That evening, her vibrant and evocative storytelling told in her resonant voice transported me to different times and places. That encounter blossomed into a friendship that we have continued to nourish with shared meals and memories.

Some of those memories revealed surprising connections between us. I once recounted to Jessica the story of my culinary awakening in Paris in the late eighties. The expat Sunday brunches I attended were hosted and prepared by Elaine Evans, a Memphis native. As I shared my fond memories of those gatherings, Jessica revealed that she too knew Elaine—the two of them were friends and Jessica had a role in shaping Elaine’s culinary skills. In that moment we realized that years before we ever met, the Universe had already connected us.

A Kwanzaa Keepsake and Cookbook is about honoring connections such as these over multiple generations. Through the tradition of her impactful storytelling, Jessica invites us to weave our own family histories into the rich tapestry of Kwanzaa’s origins, principles, and its potential to nurture community, reflection, and personal growth. This book stands out not only as a guide to celebrating Kwanzaa but as a beacon of Jessica’s ability to intertwine historical depth with contemporary significance, making sure to include overlooked pillars in the Black community. Her narrative, both enlightening and enriching, acts as a lens through which we can examine our lives and the fabric of our communities.

Embarking on the journey through A Kwanzaa Keepsake and Cookbook, readers are offered a chance to deepen their understanding of Kwanzaa and its enduring relevance in their own families. It is meant to be a living, breathing token of a family’s legacy—the families we’re born into and the ones we choose ourselves. I am honored to recommend this book, and certain that Jessica’s insights will not only inspire but resonate deeply, just as her friendship and scholarly contributions have enriched my life. A Kwanzaa Keepsake and Cookbook is a testament to the connections and shared histories that shape our experiences, underlining the power of stories to forge bonds and illuminate paths—whether previously traveled or yet to come.







WHAT IS KWANZAA?
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Those who think that holidays are days steeped in centuries-old tradition are always surprised to hear that the Black American feast of Kwanzaa was established in 1966. That was the year Maulana Karenga decided that Black Americans needed a time of cultural reaffirmation. He looked east to Africa, East Africa, and came up with a celebration that is a compilation of several harvest festivals and celebrations that are held throughout the continent. The name Kwanzaa comes from the Swahili word kwanza, meaning “first,” as in the phrase matunda ya kwanza (“first fruits”). The second “a” distinguishes the Black American kwanzaa from the African kwanza. A most likely apocryphal tale is told that during one of the early Kwanzaa celebrations, a children’s pageant was held, with each child holding up a card with the letters of the word kwanza, which at that time was spelled with one “a.” One child was left letterless and weeping at the end of the row. A second “a” was quickly produced, the day was saved, and the holiday was forever after known as Kwanzaa.

Occurring annually from December 26 to January 1, Kwanzaa is a time of feasting, and of self-examination. It was at first celebrated mainly by cultural nationalists who wished to express their Pan-African solidarity. Yet, as word of the new holiday and its family-strengthening virtues spread, Black Americans from all walks of life began to celebrate the seven nights of reflection. In 2009, according to the American Cultural Center, thirty million people of all political leanings and in all walks of life celebrated the holiday, one of the fastest growing in the history of the world; those numbers have decreased slightly over the years, but with the growing popularity of Juneteenth, Kwanzaa is experiencing a resurgence. The roots of Kwanzaa are in Africa, but the fruits of the tree are truly Black American. Ironically, some of its branches are reaching back to the motherland from which it sprang, as Kwanzaa is celebrated in more and more countries from the Caribbean to Brazil to Europe in places where people from the African diaspora are present.

Although Kwanzaa is celebrated at the end of the year like the Christian celebration of Christmas, the Hindu celebration of Diwali, the Jewish celebration of Chanukah, and traditional European New Year’s celebrations, it is not designed as an alternative to or replacement for any of those holidays. Kwanzaa may be celebrated jointly with any or all the year-end holidays. More importantly, it also offers a time for reflection and self-affirmation, in contrast with the rampant commercialization that has overtaken some of the other holidays. It must be noted, though, that some of that has changed and Kwanzaa, too, has become commercialized. There are now US Post Office Kwanzaa stamps, Kwanzaa cards from Hallmark, and the holiday has been recognized by larger commercial entities as a way of niche marketing to Black Americans. Traditional celebrants ignore all of that and hew to the original idea of the holiday by supporting Black American businesses and creating homemade gifts.

The celebration of Kwanzaa is guided by the Nguzo Saba or Seven Principles. Each day of the weeklong festival is devoted to the celebration of one of these building blocks of self-awareness.



	Umoja

	Unity




	Kujichagulia

	Self-Determination




	Ujima

	Collective Work and Responsibility




	Ujamaa

	Cooperative Economics




	Nia

	Purpose




	Kuumba

	Creativity




	Imani

	Faith





The mystical number seven is at the core of the celebration: There are seven days, seven principles, and even seven symbols of the festival. The symbols are the mazao, the fruits and vegetables of the harvest that are a part of the celebration table; the mkeka, the placemat on which they are arranged; and the kinara, the seven-branched candlestick that holds the red, black, and green candles, the mishumaa saba, that are lighted each evening. There are also the muhindi, the ears of corn that represent each child still remaining at home; the kikombe cha umoja, the chalice of unity from which the ceremonial libation is poured (post Covid, the days of sipping from a communal chalice are for the most part over); and the zawadi, the gifts.

Kwanzaa is essentially a family holiday, whether it be nuclear family, extended family, or communal family. Each evening of the holiday, family members gather around the celebration table to read the Seven Principles and meditate on the principle of the day while the leader of the ceremony lights one of the candles. Visitors are asked to participate as the nightly ceremony is held, the candles lighted, and the libation poured from the communal cup.

There are as many different types of Kwanzaa as there are types of families in the Black American community. Black Americans are known for improvisation; our virtuoso turns have created musical forms that have made the entire world sing and dance. Our artistic endeavors have redefined Western art forms. Wherever we have stepped and stopped, our transformational and improvisational skills have changed the country and the hemisphere. Our expressions are found in domains as wide-ranging as cooking, music, and language to mention but a few. In our world, there’s always room for improvisation; it would be impossible for us not to improvise on the themes of Kwanzaa.

So, we ring in changes and create new riffs on our own holiday. There are single Kwanzaas, celebrated by individuals with friends and neighbors; nuclear family Kwanzaas with mommy, daddy, and the kids gathering each evening to light the candles. There are single-parent Kwanzaas, extended-family Kwanzaas, neighborhood Kwanzaas, community Kwanzaas, and even workplace Kwanzaas. For more than a decade I was the mistress of ceremonies at a Kwanzaa celebration hosted by the Africana Studies department at Queens College/CUNY in New York City, where I taught. Each year the celebration grew and offered the Black faculty and staff a chance to get together and remind the institution and themselves of their presence and importance at the institution. Each Kwanzaa celebration brings something else to the kaleidoscope of possibilities that is the holiday.

While the basic Nguzo Saba (Seven Principles) remain unchanged, celebrants are open to find the way to the holiday that best expresses their individuality. Some followers of Kwanzaa fast from sunrise to sunset during the seven days, as with the Muslim Ramadan. Needless to say, this makes the gathering for the evening meal more celebratory. Others invite different friends in to celebrate throughout the seven days, or have gatherings to remind the children of the family of the seven principles. Still others celebrate Kwanzaa without even knowing that they’re doing it. All of those New Year’s Eve gatherings and New Year’s Day open houses can fall right into the category of the Kwanzaa gatherings, whatever they’re called. All that are missing are the mazao, and the mkeka, the kinara with the mishumaa saba, the muhindi, the kikombe cha umoja, and the zawadi. Once I realized that about my own holidays, I easily incorporated the symbols into the festivities along with the New World Yoruba feeding of the ancestors that was already included.

The Kwanzaa that you will find between these covers is my personal Kwanzaa: an individual riff that can be embroidered on at your whim to create your Kwanzaa. My aunt Clara always used to say, “You don’t have a holiday, you have to make a holiday.” In this she spoke the truth. The personal meaning of each and every holiday comes from the manner and commitment with which the celebrants choose to participate in it.

My Kwanzaa is informed by two main factors in my life: family and ritual. My family has always been the nucleus of my being. Pride in my parents, their accomplishments, their perseverance, their ability to survive in a world that was not always kind, and my desire to live up to their standards have been strong motivating factors.

I am also an individual steeped in a love of history and tradition. As a retired teacher and culinary historian, I believe it is important that we know about our past. As an internationalist, I believe it is important that we know about the cultures of peoples of African descent around the globe. As a spiritual being, I believe it is important that we honor those who went before so that we build on their deeds in creating our own future.

In 1995, I was a relative newcomer to the holiday of Kwanzaa, but when I looked at the holiday, I realized that I’d been celebrating it all of my adult life in my own personal way. I may have been out of sync, but I was always in the spirit. My personal celebration has usually taken place on only one of the days of the holiday: January 1. On that day for more than twenty years, I opened my home to friends old and new, to relatives, and to new acquaintances whose spirits spoke to me. Over the years that it was held, the gathering grew from a few friends who were invited over to meet my parents to a gathering of fifty or more individuals from around the world.

At one celebration, Haitians, Brazilians, Senegalese, Guyanese, Ethiopians, and Americans of all hues gathered to start the year. A Muslim religious leader shared conversation with a Yoruba priestess, while a precocious eleven-year-old offered his views on polygamy to an astonished group of single over-forty women. My eighty-one-year-old mother danced a few vigorous steps to some Zairian soukouss music, while my Uncle Herbie, who’s really not my uncle but has known me all of my life, guarded the door. There was a heaping plate of food on the floor in the kitchen for my ancestors, who were called by name in a small New World Yoruba ceremony just prior to the serving of the food. There was music, food, drink, good times, reminiscence, reflection, and communion. In short, there was Kwanzaa.

The menu was selected to salute my Black American ancestry and my international life. Each year there’s Hoppin’ John for luck and collard greens for folding money. There’s also roast pork for sheer colored cussedness, survival, and a universal desire to live high on the hog. A mixture of okra, corn, and tomatoes is served with hot chile to fire us up for the oncoming year and to remind us of our origins. For internationality, there’s always a diaspora dish from Brazil, the Caribbean, or the Motherland, that changes annually.

The gathering has become so much a part of my celebration of the first of the year that for many decades my budget and my life were planned around it. My Kwanzaa continued until 2000, which was the year that my mother died. Following her death, I became a holiday orphan and often spent Christmases in New Orleans celebrating with friends there. I became a part of their community and left my New York Kwanzaa behind. Now, with young friends having children and with the world roiling in turmoil that calls for Black Americans to come together as a people to seriously think of new ways and real solutions to twenty-first-century issues, I feel that a return to Kwanzaa is again essential.

As I look around at the Black American community, I find that I have unwittingly allowed myself some leeway because I do not have children. However, the responsibilities of Kwanzaa go beyond the family to extended family and to the community, and there, we all have children. Our children need the sense of specialness that comes from participating in a known and loved ritual. They need the mastery of self-discipline that comes from order. They need the pride and self-awareness that comes from a knowledge of their past as well as the stability that comes from a holiday that offers continuity and hope. In brief, they need Kwanzaa as a tool for building their future and our own.




PREPARING FOR KWANZAA

Kwanzaa, whether it’s your first or your fiftieth, is a joyous time of anticipation and festivity. The holiday takes on greater meaning if as much thought is put into the preparation as goes into the celebration. Begin by reading about the holiday and knowing what its original background and purpose were. The best source on that is the work by the man who created the holiday: Dr. Maulana Karenga. Some have issues with Karenga’s personal history, and others are skeptical about the Black Nationalist origins of the holiday. However, no home that celebrates the holiday should be without a copy of either Kwanzaa Origin, Concepts, and Practice (Kawaida, 1975) or The Black American Holiday of Kwanzaa: A Celebration of Family, Community & Culture (University of Sankore Press, 1989). Several other works offer personal explanations of the holiday and suggestions for celebrating it; check with your local bookstore and online. (This is a good time to practice the principle of Ujamaa, cooperative economics; think of independent Black American bookstores first.) Think also of local organizations in your town or city that may have communal celebrations of Kwanzaa in which you and your family may wish to participate.

After you have decided just how you wish to celebrate the holiday, be sure that you have the Seven Basic Symbols of Kwanzaa:


	The mazao, the fruit and vegetables that represent the roots of the celebration as a harvest ceremony, you can obtain from your greengrocer. (Again, think Ujamaa.) Look to those fruits and vegetables emblematic of the African diaspora. Think of okra and black-eyed peas, of true yams and watermelons. Then, add some New World fruits and vegetables like pumpkins and squashes, sweet potatoes and pineapples. Think of all the bounty of the Motherland and of this hemisphere that we eat daily. A proverb states, “Before eating, thank the food.” In your creation of your Kwanzaa arrangement of mazao, think of the fruits and vegetables that have enabled us to survive on both sides of the Atlantic. A horn of plenty or cornucopia is inappropriate as it harks back to European traditions. You may, therefore, wish to use African or Black American baskets or bowls in organizing your Kwanzaa display. Think of the sweetgrass baskets of Senegal or the Low Country Gullah baskets that are their New World iteration. Consider the intricately woven baskets of Kenya, or the incised calabash gourds of Benin, or carved wooden bowls from Haiti, or red heart trays from Guyana. As you set up the display, thank the fruits and vegetables for contributing to our survival.

	The mkeka, the mat, holds the display together and symbolizes the foundation of the holiday and our foundations as a people. A proverb states, “If you know who you are, you know where you’re going.” Select a piece of fabric from the African diaspora to serve as your placemat, but not just because it’s pretty. Select it because you know what it is, where it’s from, and why you have chosen it. Ghana’s kente has become a symbol of the Motherland for many of us, but there are other possibilities. Try a piece of Kenya’s kitenge or Nigeria’s aso oke. A tie-dyed fabric from the Côte d’Ivoire or an austere piece of Malian mudcloth, or an intricate piece of Kasai velvet from Zaire, or even a mat hand-crocheted by a family elder could all serve. You may even choose to make your own (see Family Mkeka).

	The kinara, the candleholder, symbolizes our ancestors and it should be chosen with care, or constructed with love, to honor them. In early Kwanzaa celebrations, the kinara was used to symbolize nkulunkulu, the firstborn, the one who is at the beginning of our people and our principles. First-time celebrants should be reminded that a kinara is not a Jewish menorah. (A kinara has seven branches while a menorah has nine.) The kinara’s seven candles, or mishumaa, are placed with the black candle in the middle, the red candles to the left, and the green candles to the right. Following the first day of Kwanzaa, on which the black central candle is lighted, the candles are lighted alternately from left to right, reinforcing visually the image that without struggle (represented by the red candles), there is no future (represented by the green ones).

	The muhindi, the ears of corn, represent the number of children in each household. They signify continuity and potential as corn grows from corn and each ear has the potential within it of becoming a stalk and, in turn, producing other ears. Children represent our continuity and here they are celebrated. Even if there are no children in the family, one ear is placed to acknowledge that we are all responsible for our children.

	The kikombe cha umoja, the communal cup of unity, symbolizes the unity of all peoples of African descent. It is used to pour tambiko, the libation, to the four cardinal points in the honor of the ancestors and is also passed among the celebrants of the holiday as a sign of solidarity. Select a communal cup that speaks culturally to the holiday. It may be a simple gourd or a richly carved wooden chalice.

	The zawadi, gifts, are also a part of the holiday celebration. They may be given throughout the holiday or on a particular night to celebrate a special victory with that principle. The zawadi of Kwanzaa are not given automatically, but rather given as rewards for promises kept, tasks accomplished, difficulties overcome, and progress made. In selecting Kwanzaa zawadi, emphasis should be placed on education and cultural value. Books make excellent gifts, particularly those by African, Black American, and African diaspora authors, and those that discuss aspects of our history and culture. Because Kwanzaa aims to avoid the commercialization that has overtaken the other year-end festivities, handmade gifts are also especially appropriate, whether made by the giver or by other Black Americans. Again, as with all Kwanzaa purchases, in buying Kwanzaa zawadi, the principle of Ujamaa should be kept in mind. With Kwanzaa symbols and handmade Kwanzaa gifts, the principle of Kuumba should be kept in the forefront.



For all of its serious principles, though, Kwanzaa is also a time of feasting, of rejoicing, of savoring friendships and ties with family, of renewing commitments. Part of that communion of family and friends takes place around the table, and the communion of the table is a good part of the warmth of the holiday. We as a people have for centuries communed in the kitchen. We have for generations gathered around scarred wooden tables shelling peas and picking pieces of meat off a chicken or turkey carcass. We’ve lifted lids off steaming pots of savory stews and slow-cooked vegetables and sampled tastes of what’s cooking off the edges of wooden spoons. We have come together at thousands of wedding banquets, christening feasts, and family reunions. We have shared sorrows and mourned over funeral meats and casseroles of macaroni and cheese. We have danced with friends, grieved lost loves, advised children, and planned protests around kitchen tables. During the holiday of Kwanzaa, we again come together in our own personal kitchen communion, using the table as a locus for reaffirming our family values, our personhood, and our principles as a people. The recipes in this book are designed so that all family members, whatever their ages and abilities, can participate in their creation.

There are also projects for each night, designed to bring the family together. The projects are simple and can be done by tiny fingers with blunt-edged scissors, or by gnarled hands that are too bent to hold a needle. They are for all the family members. Some work to help the community; some celebrate the family and provide a record of growth; some provide continuity and highlight Kuumba, creating Kwanzaa symbols for use in future years.

Finally, there are blank pages throughout the book so that family members can add their own recipes, reminiscences, and history, and create a personal work for each family that will truly be a Kwanzaa keepsake.

Use the book as a building block for your family’s Kwanzaa memories, fill it with recipes, photographs, family history, and lore. Write in the margins, fold down the pages at favorite dishes, paste in recipes snipped from other sources. Keep family birthdates and history in between its covers and transform it into a talisman and keepsake for future generations. Kwanzaa is about unity. Never is a family or a group more together than when it sits down to table. During the holiday of Kwanzaa, use the pages of this book and the table-time communion of the holiday to heal old wounds, build new bridges, forge new friendships, and create new futures for your family and for all of our families.






THE GRIOT’S PAGES

African writer Amadou Hampâté Bâ said that on that continent, “when an elder dies a library burns down.”

The Christian Bible says, “In the beginning was the Word.” Africans and people of African descent throughout the world understand this only too well. We are a people of the word: juking and jiving, talking and testifying, speechifying and signifying, preaching and teaching. Our griots are true masters of the word, savoring each nuance of language and meaning with a delight that is contagious. Think of the sermons of unknown ministers, the pyrotechnical word-smithing of rappers, and the songs of the minstrels of Mali. Formerly, our griots were unknown bards, troubadours armed with koras and harps, drums and cymbals recalling the deeds of heroes like Sundiata of Mali and Chaka of the Zulu. Today, they capture our ephemeral words from the air and place them on paper for the future. Their names are known. They are called Maryse Condé and Maya Angelou, Ismael Reed and Imamu Baraka, Nicolas Guillen and Wole Soyinka, Samuel Selvon and Toni Morrison, Chinua Achebe and “Miss Lou” Bennett, Langston Hughes and Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Zora Neale Hurston, Gwendolyn Brooks, James Baldwin, Henry Louis Gates, Jesamyn Ward, Imani Perry, Isabel Wilkerson, Rita Dove, Natasha Trethewey, Tracy Smith, Amanda Gorman, and more, oh, so many, many more.
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