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To my mom, Katano:

My original taste-tester and eternal culinary cheerleader. From questionable concoctions to gourmet triumphs, thanks for always clearing the plate. This cookbook is dedicated to you!






Jikoni [Swahili]

noun: kitchen
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karibu africali

When someone learns that I cook, the first question is always one of two: “What’s your signature dish?” or “What kind of food do you cook?” AfriCali really sums it all up. I was born in Oakland, California, to a Kenyan mother and a Nigerian father, who both came to California as young adults, having a split worldview between their old home and new.

I spent many summer breaks in Kenya on my maternal grandparents’ Maasai ranch. During the school year in California, I loved going to family-friendly African house parties, where there were huge foil catering trays of Nigerian jollof rice, moin moin (a steamed bean cake), roasted chicken legs, and plantains. During the school week, I would beg for strawberry Pop-Tarts, eat bean and cheese burritos for school lunch, and if I was lucky, my mom would pick up a Vietnamese clay pot (a rice takeout dish cooked in a clay pot, similar to a biryani) for dinner. On the weekends, we would make Ken-yan dishes like ugali (cooked white cornmeal, similar to firm grits or polenta) and sukuma wiki (sautéed collard greens), or go to my uncle’s house for nyama choma (barbecued meat) if someone had a birthday. The best treat would be going to the restaurant Asmara in Oakland for a platter of Ethiopian and Eritrean dishes. This isn’t a recipe book of traditional recipes, but rather a book inspired by the tastes I grew up with and the delicious meals I’ve had thus far in life.

Californian cuisine is not necessarily about named dishes, but more an approach to cuisine. California food culture embraces the flavors of its immigrant communities while celebrating the state’s agriculture and the flavors of fresh produce. I bring that philosophy when cooking the dishes of Africa that I grew up eating and enjoyed while traveling.

If you’re new to modern African cuisine, or simply seeking inspiration for food that feels like home, I hope this book will inspire you in new ways to use ingredients that are around you, or even already in your kitchen. It’s easy to think that food inspired by places far away is a departure from what we know, but the truth is, we live in a global economy, where we have more similarities than differences, and yes, that applies to food, too.

Every day we eat ingredients with international origins that have become local staples. I feel confident that I can cook my food almost anywhere in the world with a decent-size grocery store. Sure, there may be a substitution here and there, but those variations can make for the most delicious meals.

Oh, and I’ve never had a signature dish, because life is too short to obsess over one plate of food!
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kiano cooks

I’m not sure if anyone can explain why we’re drawn to certain things, but for me, it’s always been cooking. My mother would make Kenyan meals on the weekends, and while making chapati, she would break off a small piece of dough for me to play with, fully expecting me to get bored and move on to toys. But as the insistent toddler I was, I wanted my dough to look like Mom’s. That meant my tiny piece of dough had to be rolled out and cooked just like hers. I guess it’s a phase I never grew out of, constantly pestering my mom in the kitchen to let me cook. When she gifted me a toy oven that produced semiedible cakes, my obsession reached unforeseen levels, and I took on the role of pastry chef for every family meal, trying to force-feed my family these tiny cakes that were cooked under a light bulb. It was that following summer that I enrolled in my first cooking camp.

As I was tall for a seven-year-old, I had no problem reaching the kitchen counters to prepare a plethora of California-style dishes. Raised in the East Bay of the San Francisco Bay Area, I ate it all, and in the camp, we cooked it all! Spring rolls, agua frescas (fruit punch), and lots of fresh produce that reflected California.

When I was finally given permission to cook unsupervised, I would quietly wake up early on the weekends to sit inches away from the TV on low volume as the public television station played the early morning cooking shows. I would then go into the kitchen to make a recipe from my Children’s World Cookbook, talking to my imaginary audience about bowls and kitchen utensils and teaching them how to make today’s dish.

I never stopped cooking at home; taking recreational classes, designing and printing menus for family dinners, or dreaming of a career in food. I did a semester abroad in London in my junior year at Syracuse University. I was an active member of the school cooking club, kicking off my obsession with tea cakes and moderately sweet desserts. But it was my photography class that gave me the knowledge and encouragement to start my first food blog.

I carried on blogging all the way through grad school. Feeling encouraged by friends who, in social settings, introduced me as a food blogger and by readers who would share when they made one of my dishes for a loved one, it was a success! My blog was never big, but it was enough to encourage me to pursue a career where I could create and share recipes.

I returned to London for my publishing master’s degree at the University of the Arts, London, to learn how to do this as a professional career. This time around, I really got to enjoy the city’s global food scene, interning at a cooking school and a food magazine, and eating £5 lunch plates from cooks across the globe. I even had a pop-up restaurant, Orange St., where I served tacos inspired by the foods I ate in the Bay. By the end of the term, I had coauthored my first cookbook as a school project, where we cooked and photographed everything in my Shoreditch dorm.
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Just as I handed in my thesis on the rise of online recipe videos, I got my first industry job offer that brought me back to California to produce cooking videos for Tasty, BuzzFeed’s food channel, which would go on to garner tens of millions of views.

I now run my kitchen studios, Jikoni Studios, in Los Angeles. It’s a culinary creative space where folks from food-related industries come to shoot their food photography and cooking videos. We host cooking classes that bring in cooks from cultures traditionally underrepresented in the restaurant and food media industry, giving people a hands-on educational experience. Jikoni Studios is where I write all my recipes, shoot my videos, host friends and family for brunches, and, of course, where we shot this book! It’s my culinary playground that has helped me materialize all my ideas. I think I cook more here than I do at home!






my approach to cooking

As much as I love to cook, I’ve always been drawn to unfussy recipes while maintaining a dedication to flavor.

A recipe with a long ingredient list can come off as intimidating or be perceived as more difficult. This is probably why so many publishers favor recipes that are short and sweet but, in many cases, are tasteless. This is where my little cheats come in. The way I see it, if my fridge and pantry are never without delicious little things, then there’s no way the meals made in this kitchen could ever come out flat. So, in this cookbook, you’ll see a fair amount of references to spice blends and other delicious things. That way, your labor for today’s meals will bear fruit for the whole week!

Cooking with exactness is not the culinary philosophy I was raised under. A cooking philosophy shared between Africa and its diaspora is a sensory approach to cooking. Most cooks in my family are full by the time the meal is done just from tasting along the way. Clean hands are the best tool for cooking (and eating), so you can build that familiarity with what things should feel like to guide you in the kitchen.
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how to use this book

The ingredient list should read like a shopping list. For the most part, the ingredient preparation is in the instructions, and they are written with great consideration for being efficient in the kitchen. That means you’ll be boiling that pot of water while you chop the vegetables, or the sauce will cook down while you prepare the remaining ingredients.

Pressure should have no place in a home kitchen. Rarely will I bail on making a dish because I’m missing a few ingredients, and some ingredients are intentionally left open to what you have at home. If a dish calls for an onion, use whichever you have. Chances are that the difference it would make in the recipe is so subtle that it’s not worth the extra shopping trip.

I prefer using the grams measurement where available—especially when baking—as a kitchen scale doesn’t take up much space, and I find it much quicker to use than measuring cups.
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veggies
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cauliflower bhajias

Serves 4 as a snack or side

Let’s be real. The best way to eat cauliflower is fried. As the East African cousin to Indian pakoras, bhajias are fried potatoes coated in spiced chickpea flour. Creating odd shapes makes for better bhajias, as there are more nooks and crevices for the soon-to-be crispy batter to cling to.


	1 medium head cauliflower

	1 teaspoon coriander seeds

	2 fresh medium hot chili peppers, such as serrano or Fresno

	Handful fresh cilantro

	Neutral oil, such as avocado or peanut oil, for frying

	⅓ cup chickpea flour

	¼ cup cornstarch

	1 tablespoon Garlic Ginger Paste


	Fine sea salt

	Sea salt flakes

	Lemon wedges, for serving




	
1 Cut the florets off the cauliflower and break them into 1-inch pieces. Cut the stalk into ½-inch pieces. Set aside.

	
2 With a mortar and pestle or a rolling pin, roughly crush the coriander seeds. Finely chop the chili peppers (remove the seeds for a milder flavor) and cilantro (both leaves and stems) and transfer to a mixing bowl.

	
3 Fill a medium heavy-bottom pot with 2 inches of oil, and heat over medium-high until the oil reaches 350°F (180°C). Line a plate with paper towels and place it beside the stove.

	
4 While the oil heats, to the mixing bowl with the coriander seeds, chili peppers, and cilantro, add the chickpea flour, cornstarch, garlic ginger paste, and 1 teaspoon fine sea salt. Whisk everything together and slowly pour in some water, a few tablespoons at a time, until the batter is slightly runny and has a few lumps. Be careful not to add too much water or the batter will become too runny; if this happens, add extra chickpea flour, a teaspoon at a time, until the batter thickens again.

	
5 Coat a few cauliflower pieces in the batter and shake off any excess. Fry the cauliflower pieces in the hot oil, and cook in batches to not overcrowd the pan, frequently turning the pieces until they are golden brown, 2 to 3 minutes on each side.

	
6 Remove and place on the paper towel–lined plate, and immediately season with sea salt flakes to taste. Serve warm with lemon wedges.
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charred cabbage

Serves 4

If you think about it, cabbage is just a giant Brussels sprout. You get a delectably crispy exterior and a tender, slightly sweet interior when cooked in a lot of fat. Depending on how indulgent I feel, I will prepare this on the stovetop or in the oven. The oven requires less fat, but you can baste the cabbage in butter between each layer on the stove.


	1 small head green cabbage

	2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus more as needed

	Fine sea salt

	Freshly ground black pepper

	4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter (for stovetop method)

	Herby Harissa




	
1 Slice through the stem of the cabbage and cut the cabbage into 4 wedges; if the cabbage is on the larger side, it may need to be cut into 6 to 8 wedges. Coat all sides with the 2 tablespoons oil and season with salt and black pepper.



Stovetop Method


	
2 Heat a wide cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat. Once hot (sprinkle a few drops of water into the pan—the water should sizzle and evaporate quickly), lightly coat the bottom of the pan with oil. Arrange the cabbage wedges in the pan, leaving a small space between them. Allow the cabbage to slightly char on the bottom before turning. Cook until the cabbage is tender and easily pierced with a knife, 5 to 7 minutes on each side.

	
3 Reduce the heat to medium-low. Turn the wedges so the layers face upward and add the butter to the pan. Tilt the pan toward you so all the melted butter pools in one area, and using a spoon, scoop up the butter and baste the cabbage wedges; the hot butter will fall between the cabbage layers. Do this for about 2 minutes, being careful not to burn the butter.

	
4 Remove from the heat. Transfer the wedges to a serving dish, and spoon the herby harissa on top. Serve with the remaining herby harissa on the side.



Oven Method


	
2 Place the oven rack two shelves down from the top. Set the broiler to medium-high heat. Line a baking sheet with foil and arrange the cabbage wedges in the pan.

	
3 Broil for 10 minutes, then flip, and cook the other side for another 10 minutes. The cabbage is ready when the edges are slightly charred and it’s easily pierced with a knife. Transfer the wedges to a serving dish, and spoon the herby harissa on top. Serve warm with extra herby harissa on the side.
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chickpeas in coconut sauce

Serves 4

When it comes to curries, there are two main classes: aromatic curries, common in Thailand, and spice curries, common in India. The curries found on the East African coast seem to balance the two, where aromatics are sizzled with a conservative amount of spice before swimming in creamy coconut milk. This recipe can work with any canned bean or lentil and is best enjoyed with rice or flatbread.


	2 (14-ounce) cans chickpeas

	1 medium onion

	1 medium green bell pepper

	¼ cup avocado or coconut oil

	4 green onions

	2 tablespoons Garlic Ginger Paste


	1 teaspoon cumin seeds

	3 tablespoons tomato paste

	2 teaspoons garam masala

	2 teaspoons chili flakes

	1 teaspoon sweet paprika

	½ teaspoon ground turmeric

	Fine sea salt

	1 (14-ounce) can coconut milk

	1 cup chicken or vegetable stock

	Handful fresh cilantro

	Chapati (see pages 64 and 68), grains, or any kind of flatbread, for serving




	
1 Drain and rinse the chickpeas. Set aside. Finely chop the onion and place into a small bowl. Finely chop the bell pepper and add to the same bowl.

	
2 Heat the avocado oil in a large pot or Dutch oven over medium-high heat. When the oil is shimmering, add the onion and bell pepper, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion has softened and is lightly golden on the edges, 3 to 4 minutes. Meanwhile, thinly slice the green onions.

	
3 Add the green onions, garlic ginger paste, and cumin seeds to the pot, and cook, stirring frequently, until fragrant, 2 to 3 minutes.

	
4 Stir in the tomato paste, garam masala, chili flakes, paprika, turmeric, and 1 teaspoon salt, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the tomato paste darkens, 2 to 3 minutes.

	
5 Slowly stir in the coconut milk until the tomato paste dissolves. Then stir in the chickpeas and chicken stock. Season with salt to taste, allow to come to a simmer, and cook uncovered for 10 minutes.

	
6 Roughly chop the cilantro (leaves and stems). When ready to serve, turn off the heat, and stir in the cilantro, reserving a few leaves for garnish. Serve in bowls garnished with the reserved cilantro leaves, and enjoy with the chapati, grains, or any kind of flatbread.
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grilled corn salad

Serves 4 as a side

I first made this salad on a roof deck in Mombasa, the port city of Kenya’s coastline. The summers in Mombasa are hot and sticky, but as the evening breeze sets in, it’s nice to start a jiko (portable charcoal stove) and cook supper outside. The corn just needs a good char, which can be achieved indoors using a cast-iron pan, or, my favorite way when the weather is right: on the grill. I encourage as many meals as possible to be prepared outdoors.

For the Salad Dressing


	1 fresh medium hot chili pepper, such as serrano or Fresno

	1 garlic clove

	½ lemon

	Fine sea salt

	2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil



For the Salad


	2 ears corn

	2 tablespoons Peri-Peri Butter


	Juice of 1 lime

	Fine sea salt

	4 tightly packed cups arugula

	1 small cucumber

	1 avocado

	Handful fresh basil

	Handful fresh mint




	
1 Make the salad dressing: Cut the chili pepper in half lengthwise. Scrape out and discard the seeds for a milder flavor, then finely slice. Place into a small mixing bowl.

	
2 Using a Microplane, grate the garlic into the same bowl. Zest the lemon into the bowl, then add the lemon juice, being careful not to add the seeds. Season with salt, then carefully whisk in the oil. Set aside.

	
3 Make the salad: Heat a cast-iron pan or grill over high heat. If needed, remove the husks and corn silk from the corn cobs. Char the corn on all sides, turning frequently, for 10 to 15 minutes. Remove from the heat when charred to your preference.

	
4 Once cool enough to touch, cut off the corn kernels by standing the corn on the large end and cutting downward toward the cutting board. Place the corn in a large mixing bowl or serving bowl along with the peri-peri butter, and stir to melt the butter fully into the corn. Add the lime juice, season with salt to taste, and mix well.

	
5 Cut the arugula into 1-inch pieces. Cut the cucumber into a small dice, and cut the avocado into small chunks. Add to the bowl of corn. Discard the stems from the basil and mint, then tear the leaves into the bowl. When ready to serve, toss everything with the salad dressing, and transfer to a serving platter.
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fried sweet plantains

Serves 4 as a snack or side

Plantains are one of the first foods I was allowed to cook on my own. The most crucial step in this recipe is cooking the plantain at the correct ripeness. The best sweet plantains are typically dark yellow with plenty of black spotting. The flesh should be soft but not overly ripe when gently squeezed, like a mushy banana. Cutting the plantain into long slices gives you maximum surface area for browning, but in this recipe you can cut any shape of plantain your heart desires.


	2 medium ripe plantains (soft, dark yellow with black spots)

	Neutral oil, such as avocado or peanut oil, for frying

	Sea salt flakes




	
1 Peel each plantain, cut it in half widthwise, then cut into long ¼-inch-thick slices. You can also slice them into rounds, cubes, or diagonal wedges.

	
2 Fill a pan with ¼ inch of oil and heat to 350°F (180°C). Line a plate with paper towels and place it beside the stove.

	
3 Once the oil is shimmering, test the temperature with a tiny end piece of plantain; it should immediately sizzle. If there is no sizzle, the oil is not hot enough. If it browns too quickly, the oil is too hot, and you should lower the heat.

	
4 Working in batches, shallow fry the plantains and cook to a golden brown, 3 to 5 minutes on each side. A fork is the best tool to turn the plantains without squishing them. Drain on the paper towel–lined plate and immediately season with salt flakes. Enjoy warm as a snack or as a side dish.
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kachumbari salad

Serves 4 as a side

A salad interpretation of the famous East African condiment. Despite typically being made with Roma tomatoes, cherry tomatoes add a nice sweetness that balances out the hearty meat dishes this is commonly served with.


	½ fresh medium hot chili pepper, such as serrano or Fresno

	1 small garlic clove

	2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

	Juice of ½ lemon

	Fine sea salt

	1 small red onion

	Handful fresh cilantro

	1 pound mixed-size salad tomatoes, such as heirloom, beefsteak, or cherry




	
1 Finely chop the chili pepper (remove the seeds for a milder flavor). Grate the garlic into a small bowl with a Microplane, and make a simple dressing by adding the chili pepper, oil, lemon juice, and salt to taste, mixing with a spoon or whisk to combine.

	
2 Thinly slice the onion into rings. Use a sieve or colander and rinse the onion rings under cold water. Drain and add to the salad dressing bowl to pickle in the dressing, mix well, and set aside.

	
3 Roughly chop the cilantro leaves. Slice the tomatoes into ½-inch rounds and season with salt, then arrange on a serving platter. This can be done up to 1 hour before you’re ready to serve.

	
4 Use a fork to remove the onion from the dressing and arrange on top of the tomatoes. Pour the dressing over the salad platter, then garnish with the cilantro and serve immediately.




tip

Add other veggies such as thinly sliced cucumber, or lay the tomatoes on a bed of finely shredded green cabbage.
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kale & egusi

Serves 2 as a main, 4 as a side

Soups are at the heart of Nigerian cuisine. Traditional egusi soup takes a few hours to prepare; egusi is made from ground-up melon seeds combined with water to make a paste, then dolloped into an umami-rich broth with meat and greens. This quicker version pairs those signature flavors with California’s favorite leafy green—kale.

The use of dried shellfish such as crayfish or shrimp is common in traditional Nigerian cooking, adding that umami and that signature Naija taste. Ground crayfish can be easily found in any West African grocery store or ordered online.


	1 medium onion

	3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

	1 medium red bell pepper

	1 fresh very hot chili pepper, such as habanero or Scotch bonnet

	2 teaspoons ground crayfish (optional)

	1 bunch green kale

	Fine sea salt

	1 cup ground melon seeds (egusi) or pumpkin seeds

	1 ⅓ cups chicken stock

	1 teaspoon Curry Powder


	Any cooked protein, for serving




	
1 Finely dice the onion. Heat the oil in a large pot or Dutch oven over medium-high heat. When the oil starts to shimmer, add the diced onion and cook, stirring occasionally, until softened, 3 to 4 minutes.

	
2 While the onion cooks, roughly chop the bell pepper and chili pepper (remove the seeds for a milder spice), add to a blender, and blend until smooth. Add the mixture to the cooked onion along with the ground crayfish (if using), and stir to combine.

	
3 Reduce the heat to medium and cook, stirring occasionally, to prevent burning, until the water from the peppers evaporates and the mixture darkens, about 10 minutes.

	
4 Remove the thick stalks from the kale. Stack and roll the leaves tightly, then cut into ¼-inch-thick pieces. Add to the pot, season with a good pinch of salt, and stir to combine. Cook until the leaves wilt, stirring occasionally, about 10 minutes.

	
5 Combine the ground melon seeds in a small bowl with ¾ cup of chicken stock and ¼ teaspoon salt. Stir the remaining stock and the curry powder into the mixture in the pot, then slowly pour in the melon seed mixture. Do not stir. Cover with a lid and let the soup cook for 5 minutes. Season with salt to taste. Serve warm with any cooked protein.




tip

If you can’t find melon seeds (egusi), pumpkin seeds are a great alternative and can either be bought ground or whole and then ground in a mortar and pestle.
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peri-peri fried mushrooms

Serves 4 as a snack

Light, crispy, and spicy, these fried oyster mushrooms can be enjoyed as a starter or as the star in a sandwich or wrap. Taking inspiration from peri-peri chicken, one of the most famous dishes to come out of southern Africa, there is no shying away from the spice here. Serve it alongside Herby Yogurt for something cool.


	2 bundles (roughly 8 ounces) oyster mushrooms

	¾ cup cornstarch, divided

	Neutral oil, such as avocado or peanut oil, for frying

	¼ cup all-purpose flour

	Fine sea salt

	1 teaspoon sweet paprika

	1 teaspoon garlic powder

	1 teaspoon African bird’s eye chili powder or cayenne pepper

	1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	1 teaspoon baking powder

	Sea salt flakes

	Lime or lemon wedges, for serving




	
1 Break apart the mushrooms in 2-inch-wide pieces and place in a mixing bowl. Toss the mushrooms with ¼ cup of cornstarch, being sure to coat well.

	
2 Heat 2 inches of oil in a medium heavy-bottom pot over medium-high until it reaches 350°F (180°C). Line a plate with paper towels and place it beside the stove.

	
3 While the oil heats, in a separate bowl, whisk together the remaining ½ cup of cornstarch, the flour, 2 teaspoons salt, the paprika, garlic powder, chili powder, black pepper, and baking powder. Slowly whisk in ⅔ cup water, making sure there are no lumps. The batter should be thin but not too runny.

	
4 Working with a few at a time to not overcrowd the pan, coat the mushrooms in the batter, shaking off any excess. Add the mushrooms to the hot oil and cook until golden brown, 3 to 4 minutes, turning midway. Remove and place on the paper towel–lined plate, and immediately season with the sea salt flakes. Serve warm with the lime wedges.




tip

Enjoy these as a veggie alternative to a fried chicken sandwich.
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