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PEOPLE IN PARKS

CAMP KITCHEN 
The Singita Com-
munity Culinary 
School is equip-
ping marginalised 
youth with skills.

After a year’s intensive training, 
culinary graduates can take up 
positions in top kitchens.

FUTURES

A culinary school inside the Kruger 
National Park trains candidates 

from the local community to work in 
some of the world’s best kitchens. 

By Dianne Tipping-Woods
Photos by Karin Schermbrucker

“Working with food is about art,  
  comfort and connecting different  
  people from all over the world.”

HOT
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The sound of sizzling oil has al-
ways been the sound of salvation 
for Belina Maselana. The trainee 

chef at the Singita Community Culinary 
School is sautéeing spirals of spinach to 
be served with the bowl of umngqusho 
she’s prepared. A creamy, comforting 
mix of samp, beans, parmesan cheese 
and onion purée. The dish is part of the 
tapas menu at Singita Lebom bo Lodge, 
a modern take on a meal prepared in 
homes across South Africa and a favou-
rite of Nelson Mandela.

Dipping her spoon into the bowl of 
umngqusho to sample the meal she’s 
helped prepare, Belina remembers go-
ing to school hungry every day. At the 
age of seven, she was an orphan living 
on the streets of Maputo. “At the time 
it wasn’t suffering. I was just used to it,” 
she says.

“Can you taste the chicken stock? The 
saltiness of the parmesan?” asks chef 
and lecturer Madumo Monageng.

“Yes, chef!”
The response from the nine students 

in the state-of-the-art training kitchen 
is unanimous. They’ve spent nearly a 
year in this orderly environment over-
looking a quiet, aloe-filled courtyard 

that joins the main kitchen of Singita 
Lebombo and its restaurant. They will 
soon be graduating with an internation-
ally recognised qualification that will 
open the doors to some of the world’s 
best kitchens. 

Set on a 33 000-acre concession in the 
Kruger National Park, Singita Lebombo 
has one of five Singita lodge kitchens in 
South Africa. Each has its own signa-
ture style, enhancing the students’ ver-
satility. Exchanges with other kitchens, 
locally and internationally, are available 
to the most promising students.

How did Belina journey from the 
slums of Maputo to one of the world’s 
most exclusive safari lodges? A poised 
young woman, she stares out from this 
vantage point on the edge of the Le-
bombo mountains towards the country 
where she grew up. Her dad, who came 
from Hluvukani near Kruger, died 
when she was six. Her mother took her 
to Maputo but Belina was orphaned 
soon after they arrived in the Mozambi-
can capital.

A distant relative with a restaurant 
in Maputo told the girl to work hard. 
“And I found I could work hard. She 
gave me flour, sugar and baking powder 

in exchange for my help and I used to 
deep fry koeksisters and sell them, with 
green peanuts. The restaurant served 
traditional food like dobrada guisada 
(Portuguese-style tripe and beans). 
That’s the dish everyone wanted.” The 
food Belina cooked and sold allowed her 
to pay for the few things she needed. “I 
knew education was the only way out of 
poverty. An old-age home let me wash 
and iron my uniform there. A man from 
church helped with exercise books and 
shoes. I wanted to work hard, study, be 
independent,” she recalls.

It’s an extraordinary story, and they 
have heard similar ones, says Morris 
Ngwenyama, Singita Community Part-
nership Projects Manager. Each student 
who applies to the Singita Community 

Culinary School sends a letter of mo-
tivation. “They touch your heart. For 
some, cooking was a way to survive. 
Their grandmother made and sold vet-
koek at the school or they had to learn to 
cook to take care of themselves or their 
siblings,” he says.

The culinary school is one of Sin-
gita’s best-known projects, with a 
sister programme at Singita Grumeti 
in Tanzania. Since it started in Kruger 
in 2007, 81 chefs have graduated from 
the programme and 95 per cent of 
them are still working in hospitality. 
The candidates are selected from the 
local community and competition is 
fierce. In 2019, 264 people applied for 
just 10 places.

“Most candidates are on zero when it 

Competition is fierce. In 2019, 
264 people applied for just 10 places.

Once an orphan who cooked simply to survive, Belina Maselana is now training to be a chef.

The Kruger National Park is the setting for 
Singita’s innovative upliftment project.



XX WILD SPRING 2019

PEOPLE IN PARKS

SPRING 2019 WILD 55

HANDS ON
Guests at Singita Lebombo Lodge can take part in cooking classes. Funds raised through guest 
participation and donations go back into the programme, which hopes to expand to accom-
modate more students in the near future. A magnificent cookbook, detailing many of Singita’s 
signature dishes, supports the culinary schools. Find out more at www.singita.com. 

comes to culinary skills. We are look-
ing for passion, attitude and the desire 
and ability to learn,” explains Morris. 
Each year, 40 candidates are shortlisted 
and brought into the kitchen in groups 
of 10 for a cook-off. This is to see if 
they follow instructions and how they 
handle themselves in the kitchen, as 
well as English and maths competen-
cies. “Working with food is about art, 
comfort and connecting different people 
from all over the world. It is hard work 
and you need to care about every single 
dish being prepared.”

At the age of 16, Belina made contact 
with two sisters who had been left be-
hind in South Africa. “I went back to 
Hluvukani. I wanted to be close to peo-
ple who loved me.” She got into grade 
11, had to learn English and pass matric 
in a new language. She got a cleaning job 
to study through Unisa and completed a 
BA Health Sciences and Social Services, 
but “realised my degree was quite useless 
without a lot more studying ahead. Then 
I saw the advert for the culinary pro-
gramme.” Cooking had saved her once 

before. Belina knew it would again.
Back in the kitchen, the students move 

professionally, cleaning the stainless 
steel countertops before preparing the 
ingredients and utensils for their next 
lesson. They dry fry a selection of spices, 
releasing a bouquet of mouth-watering 
flavours into the air for a Cape Malay 
curry. There is a sense of fun among 
them as they talk about the doors their 
qualification will open after graduation: 
security, international travel and more. 

“I have learnt everything here,” says 
Belina. “In the beginning, I couldn’t even 
hold a knife. Now I can pick out the fla-
vours of any dish. I can taste if it has been 
prepared with passion or not. But I’ve 
also learnt that Singita is an organisation 
with a big heart,” she says, straightening 
the apron about her slight frame. “Half 
way through the course I was struggling 
with extreme anxiety. Singita helped me 
– through counselling – come to terms 
with the traumas of my childhood. They 
care about how I live and how I feel, not 
just about the work I do. I feel like I am 
the grandchild of Singita.”  /

A stay at Singita Lebombo is accompanied by gourmet meals. Guests can participate in a cook-
ing course in the school’s demonstration kitchen.
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1 The trainee chefs exude 
enthusiasm and profession-
alism. 2 A tempting bowl of 
umngqusho. 3 When they 
start, some students don’t 
know how to hold a knife. 
Soon they are turning out 
impressive dishes. 4 Singita 
is known for its outstanding 
cuisine. 5 Regional dishes, 
such as Cape Malay curry, 
are given contemporary flair. 
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