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Introduction

South Africa’s culinary heritage is a vibrant mosaic—woven from centuries of
indigenous wisdom, colonial encounter, cross-continental migration, and relentless
innovation. Situated at the southern tip of the African continent, this “Rainbow Nation”
stretches from the Cape’s storm-lashed coastlines to the sun-drenched plains of the
interior, its lands supporting a kaleidoscope of cultures, languages, and traditions.
Such diversity yields a food culture as bold and captivating as the landscapes
themselves, where every meal tells a story of place, adaptation, and enduring
creativity.

The origins of South African cuisine are rooted deep in the practices of the Khoisan
and early Bantu-speaking peoples, who foraged, hunted, and cultivated a rich array of
edible flora and fauna. Their ingenious methods of preservation, fermentation, and
communal feasting laid the foundation for a dynamic culinary identity. Maize
porridges, fermented milk, wild greens, and sun-dried meats remain beloved staples,
evoking humble beginnings and a profound connection to the land.

This culinary narrative, however, shifted dramatically with the arrival of Dutch, British,
and French settlers. These groups brought their own traditions—from the use of wheat
and wine to the methodologies of baking and stewing—introducing new flavors,
agricultural crops, and social rituals that would shape household meals and communal
gatherings. Over time, the influence of enslaved Malay laborers and, later, Indian
indentured workers, infused South African cooking with vivid spices, aromatic stews,
vibrant curries, and a gentle interplay between sweet and savory, resulting in iconic
dishes like bobotie, bredie, and bunny chow.

Food in South Africa has never been merely a matter of sustenance; it is also a locus
of connection and division, a marker of memory and hope. Under apartheid, food
became both a tool of separation and a symbol of resilience. From the communal fires
of township braais to the clandestine gatherings fueled by shared recipes and shared
purpose, cuisine was—and remains—a means to assert identity, forge community, and
commemorate collective history.

Today, South African cuisine is experiencing a renaissance. Urban chefs draw
inspiration from time-honored recipes and local ingredients, while a new generation of
food artisans champions sustainability, fusion, and regional pride. Food festivals,
bustling markets, and celebrated wine estates invite the world to taste this ongoing
revival, where every bite is an exploration—of heritage, possibility, and a nation’s
boundless appetite for reinvention.
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In Cape to Cuisine, we embark on a journey across South Africa’s past and present:
from indigenous foodways to Cape Malay kitchens, from apartheid-era street foods to
the innovative plates of world-class restaurants. Along the way, you’ll meet home
cooks and pioneering chefs, discover legendary markets, and gather recipes to bring a
taste of South Africa to your own table. This book invites you not only to savor the
flavors but also to appreciate the stories, landscapes, and people who make South
African cuisine truly extraordinary.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Gatherers: The Khoisan and the
Roots of South African Foodways

South Africa’s culinary story begins tens of thousands of years ago with its earliest
inhabitants, the Khoisan. These ingenious peoples, comprised of hunter-gatherers (the
San) and pastoralists (the Khoikhoi), developed a profound understanding of their
environment, shaping their diets and culinary practices through a deep connection to
the land and its rhythms. Their resourcefulness in the diverse South African landscape
laid the foundational stones of the country's unique food heritage.

The San, as hunter-gatherers, were masters of foraging and hunting. Their diet was
incredibly varied, adapting to the seasonal availability of resources across different
ecological zones. They consumed a wide array of wild game, from tortoises and
crayfish to various types of antelope, and even larger animals like kudu and
wildebeest. When it came to plants, the San possessed an encyclopedic knowledge,
utilizing over 300 species of edible plants, including roots, berries, bulbs, leaves, and
wild honey. Among their preferred plant-based foods were the tart and juicy grewia
berries, also known as brandy-bush berries, and a bitter-tasting bulb (Raphionacme
burkei) that provided much-needed liquid in arid conditions.

The Khoikhoi, on the other hand, introduced a new dimension to the foodways of early
South Africa: pastoralism. Around 2300 Before Present (BP), the Khoikhoi, meaning
'men of men' or 'the real people,' acquired domestic livestock, primarily cattle and
sheep, and later goats. While their wealth was often measured in cattle, these animals
were typically slaughtered for significant occasions like funerals or weddings, or if they
died naturally. For everyday sustenance, the Khoikhoi supplemented their diet with
wild game hunted by men and wild plants gathered by women, demonstrating a blend
of pastoralist and hunter-gatherer practices. Milk, fresh and fermented, became a
crucial part of their diet.

Cooking methods for the Khoisan were remarkably efficient and directly tied to their
nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyles. Open-fire cooking was prevalent, with food placed
directly on the flames or on heated flat stones. This allowed for the quick grilling of
meats, fish, and vegetables. Hot stone cooking, where rocks were heated in a fire and
then placed in a ground depression to cook food slowly, was also employed,
particularly for tougher cuts of meat. Clay pots and, later, metal pots were used for
simmering stews and soups over open fires or between heated stones.

One of the most enduring legacies of the Khoisan, born out of necessity in a climate
without refrigeration, is their sophisticated approach to meat preservation. They
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developed techniques such as smoking, drying, and salting to extend the shelf life of
hunted game. Meat was often sliced into thin strips, salted, and then hung in the hot
African sun to dehydrate and cure. This ancient practice is the very genesis of biltong,
a beloved South African snack. Smoking meat and fish over fires was another method,
imparting a distinct flavor while preserving the food.

Beyond sustenance, certain plants held profound cultural and medicinal significance
for the Khoisan. The rooibos shrub, native to the Cederberg region of the Western
Cape, is a prime example. The Khoisan were the first to harvest its needle-like leaves,
long before European settlers recognized its value. They used rooibos as a medicinal
remedy for various ailments and as a comforting, naturally sweet, caffeine-free herbal
tea. The traditional preparation involved chopping, bruising, fermenting in heaps, and
sun-drying the leaves.

Other notable plants in the Khoisan ethnobotanical repertoire included Hoodia
gordonii, chewed by San hunters to suppress hunger and thirst during long treks, and
Sceletium tortuosum, or "kanna," used as a mood enhancer and to combat fatigue.
Wild garlic (Tulbaghia violacea) was employed medicinally and in rituals. This deep
knowledge of indigenous flora provided not only nourishment but also a natural
pharmacy and a connection to the spiritual world.

While much of the Khoisan’s traditional cooking relies on ancient methods, their
impact on contemporary South African cuisine is undeniable. The enduring popularity
of braai, South Africa's quintessential barbecue, stems from the Khoisan tradition of
roasting meat over an open fire. The practice of drying and curing meat, which
evolved into biltong, is a direct culinary inheritance. And of course, rooibos tea, now a
global phenomenon, proudly carries its Khoisan origins.

The transition from a purely hunter-gatherer society to one that incorporated
pastoralism demonstrates the adaptability and evolving nature of Khoisan foodways.
As Bantu-speaking communities migrated southward, bringing with them agricultural
practices and a focus on grain crops like sorghum and millet, the culinary landscape
continued to diversify. This interaction, a blend of ancient practices and new
introductions, would further shape the food identity of South Africa, laying the
groundwork for the rich tapestry of flavors to come.
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