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SAFAR],
SO GOOD

Dishing up the finest kind
of community and culture.

ou have to lean in when listening to
YSade Hashi, he's that soft-spoken.

When he begins to recount the tale of
his family leaving war-torn Mogadishu, he be-
comes even guieter, almost inaudible, and his
cadence halts. But he brightens some when
recalling food memories. “I remember eating
a lot of mangoes in Kismayo [the Somali port
city to which the family first fled]. Big ones,
medium ones, little ones—and they all tasted
different. When you got thirsty, you would
Jjust eat a mango”

The 29-year-old Somalia-born chef-owner
of Safari Restaurant near downtown Min-
neapolis has expanded his traditional eatery
several times in the past seven years to ac-
commodate the growing Twin Cities Somali
population, now estimated at around 30,000.
Hashi thinks there are about two dozen So-
mali eateries around town now. But what
makes Safari unique is that nearly half Hashi's

Left: Chef-owner Sade Hashi is credited with brin-
ing Somali cuisine to the forefront of the Twin Cit-
ies dining scene. Right: A view inside the Africa-in-
spired decor at Safari Restaurant on Eat Street.

customer base is non-Somali. “We are over-
whelmed at what our dining room looks like on
a busy night,” he says, smiling. “So many colors.
So many different kinds of people”

Why do they come? The foad may be sur-
prisingly familiar to the American palate, as
it is a fusion cuisine with many influences,
including Italian and French (both countries
colonized in East Africa). In addition to tra-
ditional dishes of curried goat, basmati rice,
inj@and chap &tdéads and delicious spicy-
sweet African chai, you will find equally tradi-
tional varieties of pastas, Alfredo sauces and
sautéed fish. “It is not unusual for a Somali
household to serve spaghetti three times per
week,” Hashi says. “Sometimes we even make
the noodles from scratch”

At Safari | have had a simple chicken wrap,
as innocuous as something on an Applebee’s
menu (but way better), with heavily spiced
chicken wrapped in chapati. And | have had an
exceptional braised goat dish, deep and thun-
derous. The choice is yours—as is everything
in between, from vermicelli marinara to pan-
seared salmon.

Every entrée is served with a whole un-
peeled banana. “To serve a dish to a Somali
without a banana is something of an insult”
Hashi says. The tradition is a nod to Soma-

lia's status as a major grower of bananas. The
fruit serves to balance the heavy spices used
in many dishes.

The room is at once cozy and bright, and
staff is attentive and knowledgeable. There is
nothing on the menu over $10—an outright
steal in downtown Minneapolis.

The Somali clientele is incredibly proud of
the reception the restaurant has received,
Hashi says. “They are happy to have a place
they can bring their [non-Somali] co-workers
and friends.” He recalls his first days in Min-
nesota, working at the only Somali restau-
rant in town. “Some of the neighbors actually
thought we were dealing drugs out of there,
because of the number of customers coming
and going every day. It was the only place you
could get traditional Somali food, and | think
we only had about three menu items.” At the
time, goat meat, which is at the heart of many
African cuisines, was almost nonexistent here.
“I remember the first time someone told me
they had never eaten goat, and | just couldn’t
believe it. To us, it's the same as someone say-
ing they have never tasted chicken”

Hashi, who is single, says he’s got his hands
full with the restaurant—which is open for
every meal of the day—and the second loca-
tion at the Midtown Global Market in south
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Minneapolis. He also says he’s in it for the
long haul. “I just understand food. | love cre-
ating something with my hands that did not
before exist”

As to the inevitable big question of how this
new community of Americans is going to cope
with adapting to Minnesota life, and how Min-
nesotans are going about welcoming them,
Hashi says he would like to see both groups
do better. “I understand about people being
afraid of the unknown. But | think we all have
to remember what it means to be human—
Jjust be human. Say hello to one another. It's
not going to hurt you. Start there”
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METRO TIP: Safari is a halal restaurant, so no
pork products or alcohol are served. +
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