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‘Everyone Told
Me I Was Crazy’
Bisila Bokoko makes wine with an African accent
in Spain and sells it to China. Starting her own
company was a risk with no regrets.
BY METHIL RENUKA

B

eyond the sharp suit and
thick American accent, it’s
easy to tell Bisila Bokoko’s
heart beats for Africa.
Born in Valencia, Spain,
to parents from Equatorial Guinea,
she lives in New York, but straddles
continents, sometimes taking as many
as six flights a week.
In a way, her eponymous wine is a
lot like her – made in Spain, managed in
New York and sold in Africa.
Bokoko’s big kohl-lined eyes light up
the moment you mention Africa. The
continent is her nexus to the future.
Besides her brand of boutique wines,
she is founder of the Bisila Bokoko
African Literacy Project (BBALP),
bringing books and libraries to children
in rural Africa, primarily South Africa,
Ghana, Kenya, Uganda and Zimbabwe.
“Most of the African stories are being
lost. I was born in Spain by accident
– my parents were there only because
of the political situation in Equatorial
Guinea. That is why I am so passionate
about the libraries project. I was always
experiencing Africa through books.
Before I went to Africa with my body,
I traveled with my mind. That’s why I
want to gift that to the children there,”
she says.
The first time Bokoko set foot in
Africa was when she visited Ghana, on
the day she turned 35, as “a birthday
gift” to herself. Her tryst with Africa was
about to begin. It became her mission to
change the image of Africa abroad.

48 | FORBES AFRICA

JULY 2015

She moved to New York from Spain at
the age of 24, while doing an internship
for the government of Valencia in
international trade. She went on to
complete an MA in International
Relations in New York, while at the same
time helping companies in Valencia do
business in the United States (US). Her
job was to market Spain.
In 2005, she was hired as the
Executive Director of the Spain-US
Chamber Of Commerce, becoming the
first African woman to hold the position.
“I took care of all trade relations
between Spain and the US. This was
at a time when the big corporations in
Spain were coming to the US. I learnt
a lot about fashion – [Spanish brands]
like ZARA and Mango were setting
up shop and I helped them with the
legal process, found real estate for
them etc. I also helped designers go to
fashion weeks; painters do exhibitions
in the museums. It was fun, and I was
involved in everything to do with trade,
cultural and economic relations. For
me, that was the biggest university I
could have [been in].”
In 2012, she was asked to “go off the
position” at the Spain-US Chamber of
Commerce. It was a turning point.
“It was actually good as I was not
happy in the job. When your work
environment becomes heavy, and you
start complaining, what is happening is
it’s not them, it’s you that has changed.
And if you don’t take action, the action
will come by itself and this is what

happened to me. I wasn’t really feeling
happy to get out of bed in the morning.
I was giving advice to companies to do
business, but I was not doing business
myself. I was thinking ‘what gives
me the authority to give companies
information when I am not taking the
risk to start my own company’. This is
when I decided to do Bisila Wines.”
Bokoko’s mother still lives in Spain,
her lawyer-father lives in Equatorial
Guinea.
Her greatest blessing, she says, are
her three brothers. One of them is an
ex-banker living in Panama in Central
America. The wine label was her
brother’s idea – “we work very well
together” – and they started it in 2010
in Spain with $150,000 and the support
of local partners.
“I wanted to create a wine that
is easy to drink for women, one of
the collections we have is easy wine,
sexy and sparkling that women love.
I designed the bottle… A lot of people
think anything African should not be
elegant. That’s exactly what I wanted
to do – an elegant wine with an African
accent, made in Spain,” says Bokoko.
Today, the biggest market for Bisila
Wines is China. The initial hiccups
apart, there were naysayers too.
“We [started the wine] during
the economic crisis. Everyone told
me how crazy I was. They asked
me why I created a wine in Spain
when there were so many wines and
wine regions. We said, ‘crisis equals
opportunity’. Initially, it was very
painful economically, the first three
years were very difficult, but now we
are settled and super happy, because we
are in markets that people did not want
to target. We have also won awards in
China and Germany.”

“BEFORE I WENT TO
AFRICA WITH MY
BODY, I TRAVELED
WITH MY MIND.”
Bisila Bokoko
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WINE SUPPLEMENT
Bisila produces 12 different wines,
including a premium collection, and a line
for supermarkets across Spain.
“It took us many years to recover our
money… Now, we see people love it, we are
selling the product at weddings and we are in
gourmet supermarkets,” says Bokoko.
Currently, in Africa, Bisila Wines are
available in Nigeria, Central Africa and
Rwanda. South Africa may be next.
“Hopefully, we will come to South
Africa. I love the wines from South Africa…
I don’t want to compete with them, but we
would love to partner with them. That’s
what we did in some regions in Spain. We
got together and [built] the brand.”
Bokoko travels the world for speaking
engagements and also owns Bisila Bokoko
Embassy Services International, a
boutique consultancy firm in New York.
“When I finished with the Spain-US
Chamber of Commerce, a lot of the Spanish
companies I was helping asked me if I
could represent them. I am [now] their
brand ambassador; I open the doors for
them to go international.”
Wine. Food. Fashion. Culture. Bokoko
has interests in each of them.
“One of the projects I really like is
culture. I help market the Liceu opera
house of Barcelona in the US. It’s one of
the oldest in Europe. It’s such a beautiful
idea, and we want people to visit.”
Bokoko manages to juggle her many
roles and travel without respite, but home
is New York.
“I have my two kids there, and my
closet too,” laughs Bokoko, who lives in a
penthouse apartment in Manhattan, close
to Times Square.
“I see the whole action in Manhattan,
it’s like a pain in the neck. Every time
I go down, it’s like a circus. But I also
decided that if I am going to live in New
York, live the New York life. I have a
huge African network – it’s a community
of dynamic African men and women
who are really putting Africa out there.
Thanks to them, people understand
African fashion and food.”
Bokoko also works with women from
the Masai Mara tribe in East Africa to
market their sandals – handmade in the
Serengeti bush – in China, the US and
Africa. They make 30,000 pairs a year.
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Bokoko can also be spotted hosting food shows
in Spain and as an ambassador for jewelry
companies in London. She is an ambassador for
Spanish designer Amparo Chordá.
“The fashion side to me started when I was
helping the fashion companies in Spain. We
created a project called the Spanish Soho Mile
in Soho. Nobody knew about Spanish fashion
in America. Fashion was more related to Italy,
France and London. So we created a concept
where if they didn’t want to go to Spain, we
brought it to them.”
The 40-something has more interests, the energy
sector for one.
“Renewable energy is not sexy, but I am going
to make it sexy,” says Bokoko, with surety.
Is she a tad too overconfident? She says the
entrepreneur in her gives her the courage to go on.
“My biggest fear was to be an entrepreneur. I
was in a comfort zone, with a paycheck and an
institution to fall back on. But now, I work for
Bisila Bokoko, I am my own boss.”

“I WAS
GIVING
ADVICE TO
COMPANIES
TO DO
BUSINESS,
BUT I WAS
NOT DOING
BUSINESS
MYSELF.”

