
Lemon Mandazi Recipe: The Ultimate 
Guide to Soft, Citrusy East African 
Donuts 
There is something deeply comforting about biting into a freshly fried mandazi, that golden crust 
giving way to a soft, pillowy interior that fills the air with warmth and spice. Now imagine that 
same experience elevated with the bright, fragrant punch of fresh lemon. That is exactly what 
this lemon mandazi recipe delivers, and once you try it, plain mandazi may never be enough 
again. 

This complete guide covers everything from the history of mandazi and why lemon works so 
beautifully with it, to a foolproof step-by-step recipe, expert tips, flavor variations, storage 
guidance, and an extensive FAQ section. Whether you are an experienced home baker or 
making mandazi for the very first time, this is the only guide you will need. 

What Is Mandazi and Where Does It Come From? 

Mandazi is a traditional East African fried bread with deep roots in Swahili coastal culture. It is 
eaten across Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Mozambique, and beyond, served at breakfast, as a 
midday snack, or alongside evening tea. The name itself comes from the Swahili language, and 
the bread has been a staple of coastal African households for generations. 

Unlike Western doughnuts, mandazi is only mildly sweet and relies on aromatic spices most 
commonly cardamom and sometimes fennel rather than sugar and glaze for its distinctive flavor. 
It is typically made with coconut milk, which gives the dough a subtle richness and a slightly 
tender crumb. 

This lemon mandazi recipe stays true to those roots while introducing fresh lemon zest and 
juice as a modern, citrus-forward twist. The result is a mandazi that feels both familiar and 
excitingly new. 

For a deep dive into the classic version, explore our East African Mandazi recipe the foundation 
that inspired this lemon variation. 

Why Add Lemon to Mandazi? 

The combination of lemon and fried dough might not be the first pairing that comes to mind, but 
it is a genuinely inspired one. Here is why it works so well: 
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Lemon cuts through richness. Fried dough is inherently rich. Fresh lemon zest and juice act 
as a natural counterbalance, making each bite feel lighter and more refreshing without losing 
any of the satisfying depth. 

Lemon enhances cardamom. Cardamom and lemon are natural flavor partners. The floral, 
slightly peppery warmth of cardamom and the bright, citrusy sharpness of lemon create a 
layered, complex flavor profile that is far more interesting than either ingredient alone. 

Lemon adds fragrance. The aromatic oils in lemon zest fill your kitchen with a beautiful scent 
while the mandazi fries something that plain mandazi does not quite achieve in the same way. 

It creates versatility. A lemon mandazi recipe works just as well as a sweet breakfast treat 
dusted with powdered sugar as it does as a less-sweet accompaniment to savory dishes or 
afternoon chai. 

Ingredients for This Lemon Mandazi Recipe 

Yield: 20 to 24 pieces​
 Prep time: 15 minutes​
 Rest time: 25 minutes​
 Cook time: 20 minutes​
 Total time: 1 hour 

Dry Ingredients 

●​ 3 cups all-purpose flour, plus extra for dusting 
●​ ½ cup granulated white sugar 
●​ 2 teaspoons baking powder 
●​ ½ teaspoon ground cardamom 
●​ ¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg (optional but recommended) 
●​ ¼ teaspoon fine salt 

Wet Ingredients 

●​ ½ cup full-fat coconut milk 
●​ 2 large eggs, at room temperature 
●​ Zest of 2 large lemons (approximately 2 tablespoons) 
●​ 2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice 
●​ 1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract 
●​ 2 tablespoons melted unsalted butter or coconut oil 

For Frying 

●​ Vegetable oil, sunflower oil, or coconut oil for deep frying (approximately 3 to 4 cups) 



Optional Toppings and Accompaniments 

●​ Powdered sugar for dusting 
●​ Honey or lemon curd for dipping 
●​ Sweetened condensed milk drizzle 
●​ Extra lemon zest for garnish 
●​ Masala chai or black tea for serving 

Equipment Needed 

●​ Large mixing bowl 
●​ Small bowl for wet ingredients 
●​ Rolling pin 
●​ Sharp knife or pizza wheel for cutting 
●​ Deep heavy-bottomed pot or Dutch oven 
●​ Cooking thermometer (highly recommended) 
●​ Slotted spoon or spider strainer 
●​ Wire rack or paper towels for draining 

Step-by-Step Instructions 

Step 1: Combine the Dry Ingredients 

In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, baking powder, cardamom, nutmeg, and 
salt until evenly combined. Creating a well-mixed dry base ensures the leavening and spices 
are distributed throughout every piece. 

Step 2: Mix the Wet Ingredients 

In a separate bowl, whisk the eggs until lightly beaten. Add the coconut milk, lemon zest, lemon 
juice, vanilla extract, and melted butter. Whisk until fully combined and smooth. 

Important: Make sure your lemon zest is from unwaxed lemons, or scrub waxed lemons 
thoroughly before zesting. The zest is the most important source of lemon flavor in this lemon 
mandazi recipe. Do not skip it or reduce it. 

Step 3: Bring the Dough Together 

Pour the wet ingredients into the dry ingredients. Using a fork first, mix until a shaggy dough 
forms, then switch to your hands. Knead gently in the bowl for 2 to 3 minutes until the dough is 
smooth, soft, and slightly tacky but not sticky. 

If the dough sticks to your hands, add flour one tablespoon at a time. If it feels too dry and 
crumbly, add coconut milk one teaspoon at a time. 



Do not overknead. Unlike bread dough, mandazi dough should be handled gently. Overworking 
develops too much gluten and results in tough, chewy mandazi rather than tender ones. 

Step 4: Rest the Dough 

Shape the dough into a ball, cover with a clean kitchen towel or plastic wrap, and let it rest at 
room temperature for 20 to 25 minutes. This relaxes the gluten, makes the dough easier to roll, 
and allows the lemon flavor to infuse more deeply into the dough. 

Do not skip this step. The difference between rested and unrested dough is noticeable in both 
texture and ease of handling. 

Step 5: Roll and Cut 

Lightly flour your work surface. Divide the dough into two or three portions for easier handling. 
Roll each portion to approximately ¼-inch thickness and aim for evenness across the entire 
sheet. 

Cut into your preferred shapes. Traditional mandazi shapes include: 

●​ Triangles cut circles with a round cutter, fold in half, then quarter 
●​ Squares or rectangles use a knife or pizza wheel to cut a grid 
●​ Circles use a round cutter or the rim of a glass 

Aim for pieces that are 3 to 4 inches across. Smaller pieces cook faster and are great for 
snacking; larger pieces are more impressive for serving guests. 

Step 6: Heat the Oil 

Pour your frying oil into the deep pot to a depth of at least 3 inches. Heat over medium to 
medium-high heat until it reaches 350°F (175°C). Use a thermometer for accuracy. 

If you do not have a thermometer, test readiness by dropping a small piece of dough into the oil. 
It should sizzle immediately, rise to the surface within 3 to 4 seconds, and begin turning golden 
within 1 to 2 minutes. If it sinks and stays down, the oil is too cool. If it browns almost instantly, 
the oil is too hot. 

Step 7: Fry in Batches 

Carefully lower 4 to 6 pieces of dough into the hot oil using a slotted spoon never drop them in 
with your hands. Fry for 2 to 3 minutes on the first side until golden brown, then flip and fry for 
another 2 minutes on the second side. 

The mandazi should puff up noticeably during frying. This is a sign the baking powder is working 
correctly and the oil temperature is right. 



Remove with a slotted spoon and place on a wire rack or paper-towel-lined tray to drain. Let the 
oil return to 350°F between each batch. 

Step 8: Finish and Serve 

Serve warm, dusted generously with powdered sugar, or alongside honey and lemon curd for 
dipping. They are at their absolute best within the first 20 to 30 minutes of frying soft, fragrant, 
and perfectly golden. 

Pro Tips for the Best Results 

Always use fresh lemons. Bottled lemon juice is a poor substitute it lacks the aromatic oils and 
brightness of fresh juice and zest. This lemon mandazi recipe depends on real lemons. 

Full-fat coconut milk makes a difference. The fat content contributes to the soft, rich texture 
of the dough. Light coconut milk or water will produce a slightly drier result. 

Room temperature eggs mix more easily. Cold eggs can cause the melted butter to solidify 
and create an uneven mixture. Let eggs sit at room temperature for 15 minutes before using. 

Consistent thickness means consistent cooking. Roll as evenly as possible. Uneven dough 
results in some pieces being doughy in the center while others are perfectly cooked. 

Monitor oil temperature throughout. The temperature will drop each time you add cold dough 
to the oil. Adjust your heat source between batches to keep it steady. 

Drain on a wire rack, not just paper towels. A wire rack allows air circulation on all sides, 
keeping the exterior crisper for longer. 

Flavor Variations 

This lemon mandazi recipe is a brilliant starting point for experimentation. Here are some 
variations worth trying: 

Lemon and Coconut Add ¼ cup of desiccated coconut to the dry ingredients for added texture 
and a deeper tropical flavor. 

Lemon, Cardamom, and Rose Water Replace vanilla extract with ½ teaspoon of rose water for 
a fragrant, floral dimension that pairs beautifully with lemon. 

Lemon and Ginger Add 1 teaspoon of freshly grated ginger to the wet ingredients for a 
warming, spicy contrast to the citrus. 

Lemon Poppy Seed Stir 2 tablespoons of poppy seeds into the dry ingredients. The nuttiness 
and subtle crunch complement lemon perfectly. 



Lemon Honey Glazed While the mandazi are still hot, brush them with a warm mixture of 3 
tablespoons honey and 1 tablespoon lemon juice for a sticky, glossy finish. 

What to Serve With Lemon Mandazi 

The most traditional pairing for mandazi is a strong, milky masala chai. The spiced warmth of 
the tea and the citrus brightness of these lemon donuts create a genuinely satisfying 
combination. 

Beyond chai, consider: 

●​ Fresh tropical fruit mango, passion fruit, or pineapple 
●​ Greek yogurt with honey for a protein-balanced breakfast 
●​ Lemon curd or orange marmalade for dipping 
●​ Strong black coffee or espresso 

If you love serving a variety of baked goods, our dinner rolls make an excellent savory 
companion on any table spread, and browsing our full collection of easy cake recipes will give 
you endless ideas for rounding out a baking session. 

How to Store and Reheat 

At room temperature: Store cooled mandazi in an airtight container for up to 2 days. Avoid 
refrigerating, as cold air makes them dense and tough. 

Freezer storage: Freeze in a single layer on a baking sheet until solid, then transfer to a 
zip-lock freezer bag. They keep well for up to 2 months. 

Reheating from room temperature: Place in a 300°F (150°C) oven for 8 to 10 minutes to 
restore warmth and slight crispiness. 

Reheating from frozen: Thaw at room temperature for 30 minutes, then warm in the oven as 
above. You can also re-fry briefly 30 to 45 seconds in hot oil to restore the original texture 
almost completely. 

How Lemon Mandazi Fits Into Your Baking World 

Once you have this lemon mandazi recipe in your repertoire, you have a gateway into a 
broader world of baking that spans cultures and flavors. At Divine Dishes, we believe great 
baking should be adventurous and accessible in equal measure. 

If citrus is your passion, our moist lemon cake is a must-bake tender, tangy, and beautifully 
glazed. For something dramatic and celebration-worthy, the classic Black Forest cake delivers 
layers of chocolate, cream, and cherries that never fail to impress. 
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Love bread-adjacent baked goods? Our fluffy keto bagels offer all the satisfaction of a chewy, 
toasted bagel without the carb load. And if you enjoy the crispy-outside, soft-inside experience 
that makes mandazi so compelling, our crispy tortillas deliver that same satisfying contrast in an 
entirely different direction. 

For fruit-forward cakes, the chocolate chip banana cake is a reader favorite that comes together 
with ripe bananas and pantry staples, while the pineapple coconut cake brings tropical flavors 
that echo the coconut milk in this mandazi recipe. Our classic Pound Cake Recipe rounds out 
any baking collection with buttery, dense perfection. 

And when you need to shift from sweet to savory, our Sloppy Joes Recipe is one of the most 
satisfying crowd-pleasing dinners on the site. The Creamed Spinach Recipe pairs elegantly with 
salmon for a restaurant-quality meal at home, and our Creamy Honey Chicken brings the same 
balance of sweet and savory that makes this lemon mandazi recipe so irresistible. 

Nutritional Information (Per Piece, Approximate) 
Nutrient Per 

Piece 

Calories 142 kcal 

Total Fat 5.8g 

Saturated Fat 2.1g 

Carbohydrate
s 

20.4g 

Sugars 4.8g 

Protein 3.1g 

Fiber 0.5g 

Sodium 68mg 

Nutritional values are approximate and will vary based on oil absorption during frying, exact 
ingredient brands, and portion size. 

Conclusion 

This lemon mandazi recipe proves that sometimes the most brilliant upgrades to a classic are 
also the simplest ones. A little fresh lemon zest, a splash of juice, and a few mindful techniques 
are all it takes to transform a beloved East African staple into something that feels genuinely 
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special whether you are serving it at a family breakfast, a weekend brunch spread, or simply 
enjoying it solo with a hot cup of tea. 

The beauty of this recipe is its accessibility. You do not need specialized equipment, hard-to-find 
ingredients, or advanced baking skills. What you need is good-quality lemons, a little patience 
with the dough, and a pot of hot oil. Follow the steps, trust the process, and you will have a 
batch of golden, fragrant, perfectly soft lemon mandazi that disappears faster than you can 
make them. 

Frequently Asked Questions(FAQs) 

What makes a lemon mandazi recipe different from traditional mandazi? 

The primary difference is the addition of fresh lemon zest and lemon juice to the dough. 
Traditional mandazi relies on cardamom and coconut milk for flavor. This lemon version keeps 
those elements but layers in bright citrus character, creating a more fragrant and refreshing 
result. 

Can I make this lemon mandazi recipe without coconut milk? 

Yes. Whole milk is the best substitute and produces excellent results. Evaporated milk also 
works well and adds extra richness. Avoid plant-based milks with very low fat content, as they 
can make the dough drier and less tender. 

Why did my mandazi turn out dense and not puff up? 

The most common causes are oil that is too cool, dough that is too thick, or baking powder that 
has lost its potency. Make sure your oil is at 350°F before frying, roll the dough to ¼ inch, and 
test your baking powder by dropping a teaspoon into hot water it should bubble actively. 

Can I bake lemon mandazi instead of frying? 

Yes. Brush each piece with melted butter and bake at 375°F (190°C) for 18 to 22 minutes, 
flipping halfway through. The texture will be closer to a scone slightly drier and less airy but the 
flavor is still delicious. 

How much lemon flavor will come through? 

Quite noticeably, but not overwhelmingly. The zest of two lemons delivers a clear, fragrant citrus 
flavor that brightens the whole dough. If you want a more intense lemon hit, add a tablespoon 
more of zest. 

Can I prepare the dough ahead of time? 



Yes. Wrap the dough tightly in plastic wrap and refrigerate for up to 24 hours. When ready to 
use, let it sit at room temperature for 15 to 20 minutes before rolling, as cold dough is stiffer and 
harder to work with. 
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