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To my mum and dad (RIP), who persevered in my first nine years of not eating because I hated food. How things change, and for the better, too! Thank you.

To my family, especially my sisters, who were my first partners in our make-believe kitchen at the back of 7 Ramos Close—you laid the foundation for my curiosity and confidence as a cook.

To my children—your thoughtfulness and willingness to explore food fill me with joy. I’m proud of you.

To Nigerians the world over, I offer this celebration of our heritage, with love.

And to you, dear reader, who might be encountering Nigerian cuisine for the first time, I dedicate this book to you. I hope you find joy and delight in these pages, and a flavorful glimpse into the world of Nigerian food culture.
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Preface


Chop Chop celebrates classic and traditional Nigerian cuisine, mostly through dishes made by home cooks, and the ingredients, flavors, and textures that make it not only beloved but delicious. Through this book, you might find similarities with dishes, drinks, and snacks from your own culture and cuisine.

In Nigerian pidgin and across West Africa, the term chop is about food and feasting, used as both noun and verb. A “chop chop” is a food lover or an overeater. When we say “Come chop,” it is an invitation to sharing and community. “I wan chop” means “I want to eat.”

Many of my memories of growing up in Warri, on the southern coast of Nigeria, involve food and family. Both my parents worked full-time—Dad as a marine engineer and Mum as the proprietor of her own nursery school and elementary school. We gathered for family dinners at 6 p.m. almost every day, and enjoyed weekend meals, especially Sunday lunch. Even though I didn’t eat much as a child, I was surrounded by love and lessons around our Nigerian table.

My parents—Mum the recipe collector and crafter and Dad the gadget explorer—were obsessed with making things from scratch. They taught me and my siblings to be handy in the kitchen, and to shop for, prep, and cook our meals. We learned how to make red stew, bright in color and flavor, a pot always present on the stove, and vegetable stews with sautéed greens like ẹ̀fọ́ rírò; to pound yam; wrap mọ́ínmọ́ín elewe (think tamales filled with pureed black-eyed peas); clean snails; and cook great jollof rice.

Today, I’m very much like my parents (who would have thought!), gathering my children around me not only to cook, eat, and celebrate Nigerian food but to learn its history and heritage, its connections with other West African cuisines, and the edible traces and trails it has left in the diaspora, from Brazil to the American South.

My nine-year-old self would be surprised at me now, an expert on Nigerian cuisine, focused on celebrating and documenting our food. Since 2009, when I started my food blog, Kitchen Butterfly, I’ve been invested in sharing the faces and facets of our foodways, and intersections with geography, history, culture, heritage, legacy, politics, economics, colonization, decolonization, movement and migration, language, religion, origins, erasure, representation, and everything in between.

Those early years in Warri shaped my plate and palate, giving me a well-rounded taste of Nigerian cuisine, and it is my privilege to share it here. This is my invitation to you to explore and experience Nigerian cuisine.

I know some of it may be new to you—the recipe names, ingredient compositions, and serving combinations. I hope I can court your patience and encourage and inspire you to travel by plate, to taste Nigeria with curiosity, at home, embracing the joy of discovery in all the ways we are similar despite our differences.
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The Foodways of Nigeria


Nigerian cuisine is a mosaic of soups, stews, sauces, swallows (soft doughy, glutinous starches), and more. The flavors are multilayered and the aromas sweet, spicy, and pungent. Nigerian food is based on predominantly fresh produce, as well as dried and preserved ingredients.

Though food in Nigeria varies regionally, there are many similarities on the plate. For instance, bean fritters are often paired with smooth, fermented puddings and porridges of Guinea corn (sorghum), corn, and/or millet for breakfast, at home, and sometimes street dinners. Across the country, the pairing reflects the different languages and foodways.

In the South West, South South, and South East, the fritter is known as àkàrà while the pudding goes by many names, including pap (which is similar to South African mieliepap). In the South South and South East, it is commonly known as àkàmụ̀, made from white or yellow corn, while in the South West, it is known as ògì, when made with corn—or ògì baba, a version combining corn, millet, and red Guinea corn. In the north, the fritters are known as kosai and the pudding, koko, is made from millet, Guinea corn, and/or corn, with or without spices.

Many of the dishes we eat are surf and turf, combining the best of sea and land. Dried krill, shrimp, and prawns, known locally as crayfish, bring a depth of flavor, paired with smoked and fermented elements like nuts and seeds.

Since precolonial times, West African yams, millet, Guinea corn, and African rice (Oryza glaberrima) have been staples for dishes and drinks, as have products of the African palm tree, from palm oil to palm wine, and others like coconut and date. Spices—such as alligator pepper, Guinea pepper, and uda (grains of Selim), from the region known as both the Grain Coast and the Pepper Coast—were abundant, and remain popular today for soups, stews, and sauces, along with Indian spices that came to the country via Indian and British colonialists.

Fermented nuts, seeds and legumes, vegetable salts leached from wood ash, and rock salts were popular seasonings until the colonial imposition of bouillon cubes, which dominate today. This shift, driven by politics, was not a benign exchange; it disrupted agricultural practices, driving people away from the diversity of customs and practices of their ancestors and focusing instead on monocultures and food as commodities. This diminished the value and documentation of traditional foods. And though we live with bouillon cubes today, the way they came to us cannot be forgotten.

Chattel slavery brought cassava via the Portuguese, and global events brought the peoples and cuisines of Lebanon, China, and India here at various points, making shawarma, spring rolls, and samosas staples. The Nigerian love of protein—meat, seafood, tofu, and everything in between—however, is homegrown. Nothing goes to waste, and animal cuts from nose to tail are prized and feature in delicacies like Nkwobi.

In addition to embracing elements of other cuisines, there is a culinary bridge between the cuisine of Nigeria (and the West African region) and that of the African diaspora, across which dishes and drinks have traveled, in both directions. From the African coast to Central and South America, the Caribbean, the American South, and Europe, you’ll find intellectual contributions of enslaved West Africans largely due to chattel slavery as well as ingredients they brought with them: rice, black-eyed peas, okra, indigo, coffee, and sugarcane.
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The Regions of Nigeria


Nigeria is one of sixteen countries in tropical West Africa, a subregion of the continent, south of the sandy, dusty Sahara. It is a relatively young country of many geographies, ethnicities, and languages, broadly divided into north, south, middle belt, east, and west. Regional foodways are shaped by geography and what the land and waters support—various waterways traverse the country, and communities around them engage in fishing activities. Religion and belief systems, whether Christian, Muslim, or traditional Nigerian, also play a role in the foodways. Though the north is predominantly Muslim and the south predominantly Christian, you will find Muslims in the Middle Belt, South West, and South South; and Christians in the north.
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Nigeria, named after the river Niger, is the most populous country on the African continent, with a population of more than 200 million people, and the most populous Black nation on the planet. It encompasses 356,669 square miles (923,768 km2)—roughly three times the size of Italy.

A federal republic, independent from Britain since 1960, Nigeria shares land borders with predominantly French-speaking countries, from Niger in the north, the republic of Benin in the west, and Chad and Cameroon in the east. To the south, its curved coastline meets with two bends in the waters, the Bight of Benin and of Biafra (also known as the Bight of Bonny), part of the larger Gulf of Guinea swath in the eastern Atlantic Ocean.

The geography of the country is a network of rivers, streams, mountains, plateaus, swamps, deserts, and more. The two main rivers are the Niger, the third longest river on the continent, and the Benue. They form a Y at the south-central river port of Lokoja and continue all the way to the southern end of Nigeria, where the coast and swamps meet the Atlantic in the Niger Delta, the third largest delta in the world.

Above the rivers’ confluence, the northern region is split into three of the country’s six zones: North West, North East, and North Central (the Middle Belt). Below the confluence, the region splits into three regions to the west and east of the dividing Benue River—South West; South South, a U-shaped region around the Niger Delta; and South East. These geopolitical regions are broken down into thirty-six states, with the country’s capital in Abuja, in the Federal Capital Territory.

The weather impacts agricultural patterns, growing seasons, the variety of crops, and ultimately what ends up in the kitchens and on the tables across the country.

Each region has unique rainy and dry seasons, with higher dry season temperatures than during the rainy season. In the south, the rainy season runs from March to October with a spell of dry weather in August known as August Break. In the central regions, the rainy season is shorter, from April to September, and in the north, the rains kick off in June–July, peak in August, and end in September. In the south, the dry season begins in November, which is marked by harmattan across West Africa. This season of dry, dusty, hazy, and chilly winds lasts until March.


The North West

This region is home to the Hausa, Fulani, Nupes, Gwaris (Gbagyis), Kambaris, and many others. The geography is dominated by sudan savannas and high temperatures. It is one half of the Arewa Kitchen (Arewa from areoun, meaning north, and wa, meaning people, in Hausa). Seafood, particularly fish, and the waterways are celebrated here almost every year in grand style at the Argungu Fishing Festival in Kebbi state, first hosted in 1934 as a peace-making endeavor between the Sokoto Caliphate and the Kebbi Kingdom. Today, with peace established, the festival kicks off the fishing season and marks the end of the farming season. Groundnuts (peanuts) and ginger are some of the region’s products, alongside a variety of greens, millet, and Guinea corn (sorghum). There’s also rice and cowpeas, which are featured in Garau Garau; sugarcane; and commercial livestock.


The North East

The other half of the Arewa Kitchen, this region is home to the Fulani, Kanuris, Jukuns, Hausas, and other peoples who are spread across semi-arid sahel and sudan savannas with hills and mountains, plains, and plateaus. Millet, Guinea corn, maize, sesame, cowpeas, sugarcane, tomatoes, onions, tatashe peppers, tea, coffee, and commercial livestock are key agricultural products. Sweet porridges, savory pottages, drinks, and sweet treats are made from cereals and grains, some traceable to West Asia and North Africa. You’ll find a variety of dairy products, from soft cheeses to fermented milks and cultured butters like mân shānū.


The North Central

Named for its central location, North Central, also known as the Middle Belt, extends from east to west and is the location of Nigeria’s capital, the Federal Capital Territory of Abuja. It is home to the Tiv, Igala, Berom, Igbiras, some Yorùbás, and others. A variety of crops thrive in the tropical savanna, including rice, beans, tea, coffee, potatoes, sweet potatoes, Guinea corn, and millet, used in Ibyer. The yams and mangoes of this region are second to none in flavor and size. The Plateau region and its capital city, Jos, give us everything from great tomatoes to the most delicious strawberries you’ll ever have; pomegranates; passion fruit; apples; white, brown, and black sesame seeds; and fruity atili oil, the latter two enjoyed in Kā̀zān Rīdī. It’s no surprise considering the region is home to the confluence of the Niger and Benue rivers, and thus some of the richest soil in the valley.


The South West

Also known as the West, this region of the Yorùbás stretches from the coastal Atlantic regions inland, thus it is no surprise that seafood is popular, from Yòyò to Ìmóyò Ẹlẹ̀ja. Corn, cassava, yams, coconut, cocoa, rice, plantain, a wide variety of leafy vegetables and greens, and seafood are abundant. It is home to Lagos, Nigeria’s most populous and most cosmopolitan city, sometimes referred to as mini Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) for the sheer diversity of people from across the West African subcontinent and beyond. The people of this region are known for their love of partying and parties, known as owambes. Huge fans of hot chiles, they believe that “the one who shies away from eating peppers is a weak soul”—Ẹmi ti o jẹ ata, ẹmi yẹpẹrẹ ni.


The South South

The cuisine of this U-shaped region, also known as the South, reflects its proximity to the Atlantic coast, and the extensive network of waterways in the Niger Delta—welcome to seafood central! It is home to a diverse group of people, including the Urhobos, Isokos, Edo people, Ijaws, Itsekiris, Rivers, Ibibios, Efiks, and a group of the Igbos, who are spread across mangrove forests, freshwater swamps, and rain forest. The abundance of fish and shellfish—fresh, dried, smoked—shows up in Banga Soup and more. Crops like cassava, yam, and plantain, along with a variety of spices and vegetables, from leafy greens to herbs, are abundant in dishes like Edikang Ikong soup. Though pepper soup is enjoyed across the country, the version made by the people of the South South is the absolute best, made with a host of spices, yielding a complex, delicious blend. Some of the tastiest pineapples call this region home, along with a variety of palms, from oil to coconut palms and those that delight us with their sweet fermented palm wine.


The South East

Also known as the East, this region is Igboland. Cassava, yams, maize, breadfruit, cocoyam (taro), Bambara beans, and rice are staples, as are palm nuts and glorious red palm oil. The love for cassava is evident in everything from Àbàchà Ǹcha to fufu. Vegetables are prized, from leafy ones like ọ̀kazị̄, used in soups and salads, to garden eggs. Yams play an important cultural role in society, and are celebrated in festivals like the New Yam Festival, where Ofe Nsala and Pounded Yam make an appearance. Specialty meat dishes like Nkwobi and its compatriot, isi ewu, also have their origins here.





The Language and Lexicon of Nigerian Cuisine


Nigerians have unique descriptions for food, the result of multiple influences. We say “this pepper soup is hot” meaning spicy or peppery. Here are some notes to help you understand Nigerian English.

Nigerian food is often thought of as peppery, but it’s more about spice than heat. In Nigeria, “pepper” is a word used to describe everything from a chile to a level of spice. To me, “peppery” speaks to one instance of flavor, mostly fiery heat, while “spicy” embraces a plethora of warming flavors and fragrances, including floral, earthy, nutty, caramelly, sometimes with heat.

So, when you first hear of Nigerian pepper soup, which is sometimes more spicy than peppery, I would not blame you for thinking it was all about heat as the name suggests. I encourage you not to be put off by “pepper” in recipe titles.

In Nigerian Pidgin English, delicious food, whether sweet or savory, is described as sweet. “Mehn, this soup sweet o” translates to “Wow, this soup is delicious.” Never mind that the soup is savory and, in fact, a stew.

By global agreement, most soups are liquid and easy to drink. Stews, on the other hand, are thickened by combinations of vegetables and protein and require some utensil to eat. Yet in Nigeria, the majority of the dishes that fit the stew description are called “soups”; for example, ẹ̀gúsí, okro, ọ̀gbọ̀nọ̀, and banga feature nuts, seeds, and other thickeners, along with protein and vegetables. When we say “stew,” we’re referring to a specific orange-red tomato- or pepper-based dish (Classic Stew).

This may be confusing, but in the end, none of the descriptions impair the deliciousness, the sweetness that is our cuisine.



Nigerian Words and Phrases




	“Cook it until it is done.” The stew or soup is “done” when the flavors are rounded and developed, and oil, if used, appears on the surface.

	“Dry pepper” refers to ground dried chiles.

	“Frying the stew” is all about cooking the tomato or pepper mix in oil until it splits and reduces, and oil coats the surface.

	“Pepper” could mean fresh pepper or stew base, raw or cooked, used in a variety of ways.

	“Pick” as in “Have you picked the beans?” refers to cleaning grains and legumes to remove chaff and other inedible parts.

	“Wash” could mean rinse, wash, or skin. “Washing the beans for àkàrà” is all about skinning the beans, while washing rice refers to rinsing it. Washing can also mean removing bitterness from greens and mucilage from spinach and waterleaf through soaking and pressing.
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A seller and her selection of trays, racks, and other utensils; Makoko, Lagos
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