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t’s just like popcorn,” my guide 
Michael grins, pushing the package 
into my hands. It’s a warm, oily parcel 
hidden in the folds of yesterday’s 
newspaper. I unwrap it warily. Ribbons 
of something grey, rubbery and 

worryingly unrecognisable wait inside. 
“That’s not popcorn.” I state.
“No. It’s sheep’s liver. Salt will help.”
I’m unconvinced. It’s 8am in the viciously 

hot township of Langa, on the outskirts of 
Cape Town. Langa was one of the sprawling 
urban areas designated for black South 
Africans during apartheid.

Standing next to a shack of corrugated 
iron and string, I’m 15 minutes into a trip 
through three of the city’s townships: Langa, 
Gugulethu and Rylands. It’s a stomach-led 
mission to sample the city’s street food. The 
helping of sheep’s liver in my hand is the 
first thing I will eat this morning and, after a 
night of beers on Long Street, it’s do or die 
for my hangover. I hold my breath and chew.

The salt does help. The liver is soft, but 
the combination of the hot sun, the early 
hour and the distinct whiff of sheep leaves 
me struggling. Under the watchful eye of 
two ladies fanning large vats of hot oil and 
offal, I force down the bundle. 

Michael, chief guide at the Coffeebeans 
Routes urban tour company, leads me 
down the dusty road towards another treat. 
He is well versed in the joys of street food 
in the 25 townships. “We eat the sheep’s 
liver watching films or football, just as 
you would with popcorn,” he attempts to 
persuade me again. I nod warily, already 
thinking ahead to our next food stop. Here 
in the Mother City townships, street snacks 
like this are the norm.

It’s estimated that 2.5 billion people 
globally eat street food every day. From grab-
and-go ducks’ tongue skewers in Chinese 
markets, to fried chicken from a stall in 
Bangkok, the low-cost and convenient 
cuisine has been popular since time 
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bombs and sheep’s liver 
disguised as popcorn. 
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immemorial. Originally the choice for 
those without the need or facilities to cook 
inside, street food now varies massively. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum is 
the fashionable side of street food culture. 
The cheap eat trend accelerated in the US 
post-recession with a flurry of colourful 
food trucks – Portland is now home to more 
than 700. In the UK, organised street food 
events including Kerb and Street Feast bring 
droves of hipsters to gorge on London’s 
finest quick-eat cuisine in a sociable setting.

By comparison, sun-kissed Cape Town 
appears to have a way to go, but one person 
is successfully striving to change that. In 
2010, Italian-born chef Luca Castiglione 
decided to ditch his popular restaurant 
Limoncello and go mobile, signalling the 
beginning of a street food revolution in 
South Africa. Serving up Napoli-inspired 
cuisine from his pastel Ford camper, he 
reverses into parks, beaches and festivals 
across the city, sharing his whereabouts on 
Twitter and Facebook.  

I soon track him down in a Cape Town 
park and I tuck into cheesy calzone, 
followed by oozing chocolate Nutella 
bombs. Affectionately known as ‘the 
Godfather’ by other mobile foodies, his 
efforts to create the informal ‘Food Truck 
Agency’ are an attempt to drive more 
entrepreneurs onto the food wagon. 

With the Godfather’s help, more than 30 
colourful vintage trucks serving anything 
from espressos to cakes and spring rolls are 
now pulling up all over the city. 

But they represent just one side of 
the street food offerings here, and true 
gastronauts dip into the townships for 
culinary tours with Michael. Undeterred by 
my breakfast, my township street food quest 
continues in Gugulethu for another local 
popcorn-style delicacy: meat and doughnuts.

From a counter (or hole) 
in a wooden shed, I’m handed 
three heavy balls of savoury dough 
with several flaps of thick ham. We fold the 
vivid pink slices into the greasy ball and eat 
our second snack of the morning from a 
plastic bag, leaning against a wall in the car 
park – perfect street food etiquette. 

Further up the road I’m led into a dark, 
steamy shed, where cauldrons of food 
bubble and men in royal blue overalls wait 
patiently for their lunchtime feed. Confused 
by our request for small portions, Madlimi 
– the larger-than-life vendor – dollops huge 
hunks of chicken onto china plates, ladling 

on gravy and squares of stewed carrot. Then 
the finishing touch is a generous splodge of 
umngqusho, made of samp (crushed corn 
kernels) and beans. It’s traditional, hearty 
and delicious. In the midday heat it starts 
to make me drowsy, but it’s so satisfying I 
struggle to stop.

“Save some room for walkie-talkies,” 
Michael tells me. Next to Madlimi’s shed, 
women line the sandy street. Wrapped in 
patterned headscarfs, bright aprons and 
dark smoke, they tend to their handmade 
barbecues and buckets crammed with 
amanqina enkukhu. These are the ‘walkies’, 
also known as chicken feet. 

High in protein, low in calories, they’re a 
popular snack for South Africa’s township 
residents. The ladies submerge the feet in 
boiling water (removing the outer layer 
of skin) season them with turmeric and 
curry powder, before braaing (barbecuing) 
them over the hot coals. We take the feet, 

crunching through 
tendons and skin. It 

tastes, unsurprisingly, 
like salty, tough chicken. I feign 

fullness and decline a ‘talkie’ – it’s too early 
for a chicken’s head. 

Although common in this part of the 
Mother City, true kasi (township) cuisine 
such as ‘smileys’ (sheep’s heads) and 
‘walkie-talkies’ are yet to make it to the food 
trucks serving their wares at the upmarket 
honeypot parts of town. 

At the hipster Old Biscuit Mill and 
seaside setting of the Oudekraal lookout 
back in Cape Town, it’s fashionable cuisine 
setting the scene. At these food trucks I 
satisfy my caffeine, burger and ice cream 
cravings in one calorific yet fulfilling swoop.

Although securing the necessary council 
permissions makes the location of food 
truck get-togethers tricky, vendors are 
determined to continue. Cape Town’s 
mobile traders are driving the new and (for 
now at least) trendy side of street food 
culture forward with pavement parties.

It’s still a far cry from the US and UK, but 
in the townships and on the trucks, Cape 
Town street food culture is alive and well. f
Hannah writes Burgers and Bruce, a travel, food 
and music blog. burgersandbruce.com

LADY BONIN’S  
TEA PARLOUR 
ladybonin.com @Lady_Bonin

A boho tea parlour in a converted 
1975 Jurgens caravan. Lady Bonin 
only uses tea leaves (no bags) 
and recommends anything 
from a Chinese white tea to 
refreshing Moroccan mint – a 
helpful digestif after sampling 
all that street food goodness.

WEMBLEY ROAD 
HOUSE 
wembley.co.za/roadhouse 
An institution in the townships, 
‘The Gatsby’ is a Mother City 
speciality. It’s a long baguette 
crammed full of masala steak, 
chips, onions and spicy sauce;  
the Cape Town equivalent of a 
British kebab.
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SHEEP’S 
HEADS 
HAVE YET 
TO MAKE 
IT TO THE 
UPMARKET 
PARTS

THE SOFT 
MACHINE
thesoftmachine.co.za 
@thesoftmachine1
You won’t find preservatives 
or artificial ingredients here, 
only quality natural ingredients 
combined to create adult-friendly 
soft-serve ice cream. Caramel with 
Mebos Brittle is a favourite.

LOTUS FOOD 
TRUCK 
lotusfoodtruck.co.za @LOTUSfoodtruck
Expect contemporary Asian street 
food at this red and white-striped 
truck, serving braised beef short 
ribs, spicy green mango salads, 
pork belly and chicken satay with 
peanut dipping sauce. Top it off 
with a swig of Vietnamese coffee.

LIMONCELLO 
capetownfoodtrucks.co.za 
@CTFoodTrucks 
The first truck on the streets of the 
city, ‘the Godfather’, otherwise known 
as Luca Castiglione, brings Italian 
passion to the Cape Town pavements. 
Favourites include cheesy calzone, 
pastas galore and gooey chocolate 
Nutella Bombs.

GETTING THERE

Virgin Atlantic flies daily to 
Cape Town from London 
Heathrow between October and 
April. Economy fares start from 
£573. For more information call 
0844 209 2770. virgin-atlantic.com

COFFEEBEANS 
ROUTES TOURS 
coffeebeansroutes.com 
@coffeebeansrout
An insight into Cape Town culture from 
music to art and cuisine. For a lesson 
in culinary traditions, take a half-day 
township food tour, from R880 per 
person (approx. £60).

CUT

THE GRUBBERY 
thegrubbery.withtank.com 
@GrubberyTruck
New York-inspired food has landed in 
Cape Town courtesy of twin brothers 
Scott and Nicholas Walker who in 2013 
set up The Grubbery, a white cartoon-
scrawled food truck. Track down the 
van’s location via its Twitter account 
and try the cheesy burgers, Southern 
fried chicken wings and the pulled pork 
sandwiches. Yes, all of them. At once.
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