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SOUL FOOD DIDN’T START WITH COLLARD GREENS AND FRIED FOODS. WE TRACE 
OUR COMFORT CUISINE BACK TO AFRICA, WHERE HEALTH WAS ALSO ON THE 
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 F 
rom as far 
back as can 
be traced, 
food has 
always 
been at 
the center 
of our cul-
ture’s table. 
Whether 
it’s for a 

raucous celebration or to soothe our bro-
ken hearts after tragedy, it has brought 
generations together. As much as we love 
our soul food, it gets a bad rap from many 
health professionals. Believe it or not, a 
soul food diet may actually be the remedy 
to several illnesses plaguing our commu-
nity, such as hypertension, high choles-
terol and diabetes.

According to Frederick Douglass Opie, 
Ph.D., professor of history and foodways 
at Babson College in Babson Park, Mass., 
the cuisine traces back to slavery, when 
our ancestors would fry meats and cook 
with cured fat. Today, these Southern-
rooted signatures are often vilified for 
their high calories, but Opie says our Af-
rican-American fare had much healthier 
origins further up the food chain.

“If you take it back to our ancestors in 
West and Central Africa, we came from a 
culinary culture that is rich in green leafy 
vegetables and tubers, things like yams, 
all kinds of legumes and a lot of fish,” 
Opie says, adding that these practices 
were primarily continued in the Americas. 
“A lot of that food was high in vitamins 
and minerals.”

In fact, way before the modern world 
lauded greens, such as kale, as super-
foods, leafy greens were a prime staple in 
the slave diet, he says.

According to a recent study from re-
searchers in China, a diet full of these 
magnesium-rich leafy greens can help 
reduce the risk of heart disease and dia-
betes. And legumes and sweet potatoes, 
known for their antioxidant properties 
and low-glycemic index, can help control 
glucose levels in diabetics. Furthermore, 
Africans continued to use their foods for 
therapeutic uses in the Americas, taking 
with them their knowledge of medicinal 
herbs, says Opie. 

But like many things lost to time, some 
of these healthy food traditions were 
either forgotten or adapted. According 
to the professor, who also hosts The Fred 
Opie Show food podcast, the standard 
African-American diet became more cal-
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Researchers say 
a diet full of mag-
nesium-rich leafy 

greens can help 
reduce the risk of 

heart disease and 
diabetes.

 LENTIL SOUP 
YIELDS 4 SERVINGS

 
INGREDIENTS

2 cups lentils, 
washed
4 cups water
1 onion, chopped
Salt to taste
Pepper to taste
Butter to taste
1 teaspoon flour
DIRECTIONS
Soak lentils in cold 

water (enough to 
submerge) over-
night. Put lentils, 
water and onion in  
pot. Bring to a boil, 
then reduce heat, 
cooking slowly over 
low heat, about 2–3 
hours. Strain excess 
water. Add salt, pep-
per, butter and flour. 
Gently stir over low 
heat until mixture 
thickens.

orie-burdened as processed foods, refined 
grains and more readily available meats 
eclipsed the rural farm-to-table lifestyle.

“A lot of what we call soul food were 
special-occasion foods, consumed on 
Sundays or holidays,” he says. “You are 
talking about eating like that on rare oc-
casions during the year. Now we are con-
suming some of this stuff every day.”

But Opie says you can tap into those 
healthy, original soul food roots with the 
following recommendations:

• “Make the transition from white rice, 

back to what we all ate, which was 
brown rice,” he says about the healthi-
er, high-fiber grain.
• Cook with flour blends—sorghum 
flour, millet flour and whole-wheat 
flour, which also adds more fiber to 
your diet. “[These] are based on grains 
we grew up eating before we came to 
the Americas,” he says.
• Heavy consumption of meats con-
tributes to high cholesterol. “If you’re 
going to eat meat, then do it for special 
occasions,” he advises. 



 THE SWEET POTATO PIE
YIELDS 6–8 SERVINGS

 
INGREDIENTS

Patti’s Favorite Pie Dough (page 151) 
Flour, for rolling the dough 
FILLING 
2 1⁄2 pounds orange-fleshed sweet potatoes 
(yams), about 5 medium, scrubbed but unpeeled 
1⁄2 cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted 
1 cup granulated sugar 
1⁄2 cup evaporated milk  
2 large eggs 
1 teaspoon freshly grated or ground nutmeg 
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 
1⁄4 teaspoon salt
 WHIPPED CREAM 
1 cup heavy cream 
2 tablespoons confectioners’  sugar
1 teaspoon vanilla extract

DIRECTIONS
1. Unwrap dough and place on a lightly floured work 
surface. Sprinkle some flour over the top. Roll out the 
dough into a 12- to 13-inch round about 1⁄8 inch thick. 
Fit into a 9-inch pie pan. Trim excess dough to make 
a 1⁄2-inch overhang around the edge of the pan. Fold 
dough over so the edge of the fold is flush with the 
edge of the pan. Flute the edge of the dough. Pierce 
the bottom of the dough about a dozen times with a 
fork. Freeze the dough for 20 to 30 minutes.  
2. Position a rack in the bottom third of the oven and 
preheat to 375°F. Line the inside of the piecrust with 
aluminum foil. Fill the foil with pie weights, dried beans 
or raw rice. Place pan on a rimmed baking sheet.  
3. Bake until the exposed dough looks set and is be-
ginning to brown, 12 to 15 minutes. Lift up and remove 
the foil with the weights. Continue baking the piecrust 

until it looks dry on the bottom, about 10 minutes more. 
(If the piecrust puffs, pierce the crust with a fork.) 
Transfer to a wire cake rack.  
4. Meanwhile, make the filling: Pierce each sweet po-
tato a few times with the tines of a fork. Place them, in 
a spoke pattern, on the turntable of a microwave oven. 
Cook on high (100%), turning over after 4 minutes, 
until they are tender, 8 to 10 minutes total. Let cool for 
a few minutes. 
5. If necessary, return the oven temperature to 375°F. 
Split each sweet potato and use a spoon to scrape the 
flesh into a medium bowl. Mash the sweet potatoes—
you should have about 2 cups. Using an electric mixer 
set on medium speed, beat in the melted butter. Add 
sugar, evaporated milk, eggs, nutmeg, cinnamon and 
salt, and beat on low speed just until sugar is dissolved. 
Spread the filling evenly in the pie shell. Place the pie 
on a baking sheet.  
6. Bake for 15 minutes. Reduce oven temperature to 
350°F. Continue baking until filling is set and doesn’t 
jiggle when the pie is gently shaken, about 30 minutes 
more. Transfer the pie to the wire rack and let cool 
completely. (The pie can be covered with plastic wrap 
and refrigerated for up to 1 day. Let stand at room tem-
perature for 1 hour before serving.)  
7. Whip the cream: Freeze a medium bowl until it is 
chilled, about 5 minutes. Add  cream, confectioners’ 
sugar and vanilla. Whip with an electric mixer on high 
speed until the cream forms soft peaks. (The cream 
can be covered and refrigerated for up to 1 day. If it 
separates, whisk until thickened.)  
8. Slice the pie and top each serving with a dollop of 
whipped cream.  

Excerpted from the DESSERTS LABELLE by Patti 
LaBelle. Copyright © 2017 by Patti LaBelle. Reprinted 
with permission of Grand Central Life & Style. All 
rights reserved.  

SWEET SUCCESS
The sweet potato could be 
viewed as a sort of heirloom 
in many of our homes. As 
one of the earliest staples 
of an African-American 
diet, our ancestors would 
shape the sugary starch into 
culinary gold, then pass on 
that recipe to be cherished 
by the next generation. This 
deeply rooted sweet potato 
legacy is what Patti LaBelle 
attributes to her current 
pie success. “I’ve gone from 
wondering if I have some 
kind of mystical/spiritual/ 
ancestral connection to sweet 
potatoes to being convinced 
that I do,” says LaBelle. 
“There’s just no other way 
to explain it.” Coming 
from a lineage of women 
whom LaBelle describes as 
“sweet potato sorceresses,” 
she was taught at a very 
young age the ins and outs 
of that kitchen magic. Her 
own mother, who inspired 
LaBelle’s famous recipe, even 
schooled her on how to pick 
out the perfect potato. It’s 
these family tips, lessons and 
recipes with which LaBelle 
entrusts her readers in her 
latest cookbook, Desserts 
LaBelle: Soulful Sweets to 
Sing About. Though Madame 
LaBelle couldn’t spill the 
beans (or sweet potatoes) for 
her secret recipe, we scared 
up some instructions to a 
version that should satisfy 
your sweet tooth.
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