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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in purple) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





INTRODUCTION


⋆ ‘Oh! I‘ve never tried that before.’ This is the usual response when I mention Ghanaian food and tell people what I do for a living. This is what has inspired me to write this cookbook.


African cuisine has been surprisingly marginalized, both in people’s consciousness and on the high street. We don’t see African cookery shows on TV; we rarely see reviews of the myriad pan-African restaurants serving up great food from an incredibly rich and diverse continent, whose influences have nevertheless spread all over the world.


I believe we are on the cusp of an African food revolution. Among a generation of foodies whose palates are exhausted by innumerable variations on the burger, there is a longing to try something that is new, not just re-spun. African cuisines are filling that gap. It’s the last continent of relatively unexplored food.


Within the African diaspora, two important trends are taking place. First, people are transporting themselves ‘back home’ to reconnect with the culture of their parents and grandparents, bringing with them their knowledge of and appetite for modern Western business and entrepreneurship in order to resettle, repackage and export what is good about their homelands. But also, being members of that same generation of foodies, they want to show off the vibrancy and variety of their home nation’s cuisine wherever they reside.


For too long, Africans have kept their amazing food a greedy secret, cooked and closely guarded by mothers and grandmothers in the home, then rolled out just for celebratory occasions such as weddings and naming ceremonies. Only a select few friends outside of the African community are admitted to the inner sanctum of the African kitchen to sample these delicious morsels.


Very good West African restaurants exist in London and other cities in the West, they really do, yet they are cloistered in the community and there has been no attempt to encourage the crossover of those cuisines into mainstream eating out – until now. This is the main mission behind Zoe’s Ghana Kitchen, my cooking and dining venture: to share the passion of and for this food with a wider audience. Suddenly we are seeing a whole new raft of pop-ups and supper clubs representing Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Congo and Togo and I suspect (and hope) we will witness those go on to launch as restaurants in the coming years. And it’s not just West Africa being represented – it’s a continent-wide food movement that’s taking place… and it’s incredibly exciting!


It’s important to note that I am not a trained chef, nor did I grow up with a Ghanaian grandmother pouring her cooking influence into me. I am self-taught, and that should encourage anyone who is new to Ghanaian food or wants to reconnect with it.


The point of this book is not to give a definitive guide to Ghanaian cuisine but to highlight Ghana’s great ingredients, subtle flavour profiles and cooking methods, and – most importantly – to make that food accessible and highlight how to incorporate those ingredients easily into everyday dishes.


Within these pages, I have sought to strike a balance in the recipes between paying homage to traditional cooking methods and styles, and my own interpretations of certain authentic dishes. I’ve also given some new ways to incorporate favourite Ghanaian ingredients into other dishes, for those already familiar with good home-cooked Ghanaian food.


How to Use this Book


⋆ I’d love to see more people incorporating West African ingredients and flavours into their everyday life without trepidation. I hope that recipes such as Chunky Yam Chips, Suya Steak Bavette, Jollof Fried Chicken, Savoury Fried Yam and Akara (bean fritters), for example, demonstrate how easy it can be to mix it up a little and bring those flavours into everyday cooking. The spice mixes, too, should encourage people to be adventurous with flavouring and marinating dishes in celebration of Ghanaian food!


You will no doubt be pleasantly surprised by the relative ease of cooking or preparing most of the dishes. Although there are some ingredients that may be hard to come by, they can often be substituted as I have suggested, and where they can’t, please refer to the list of stockists – the internet makes it increasingly easy to source these ingredients if you don’t have a local African grocer nearby.


That being said, these recipes are not didactic. The methods for most of the traditional dishes have been handed down orally and vary from region to region, and there are innumerable variations up and down Ghana on the ways of cooking and the ingredients used. This makes the recipes super-flexible, as you can take the basic principles and adapt them easily to what you have available in your cupboard or fridge. In any case, recipes that don’t adapt over time risk being lost completely.


This book is for anyone with an interest in food and an inquisitive palate, and there should be something for everyone within these pages.
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My Food Journey


⋆ My journey to and exploration of Ghanaian cuisine has been led by a very personal desire to make a connection with an aspect of my ancestry – a people and a culture that were largely distant in my upbringing – and it has been supplemented by the joy of bringing folk together over food.


Though I spent my early years in Accra, being weaned on ‘Tom Brown’ (toasted cornmeal) and cocoyam pottage, gurgling in baby Fante talk, it was a long time before I returned to Ghana in 2014. But food was my guiding point, leading me to be reunited with those people who first informed my palate.


At the time of my return to Ghana, I had already started a well-received supper club and pop-up called Zoe’s Ghana Kitchen and I was studying for my MA in Creative Writing at Goldsmiths, University of London, so the purpose of my trip was research, both for my portfolio and for my burgeoning food business. Prior to this, I had relied on the dishes that my dad had cooked while I was growing up, and my mum’s interpretations in his absences, to sate my craving for African food, and then on the kindness of my ‘aunties’, the Ridley Road Market Ghanaian grocery store owners, who were incredulous (me being light skinned) that I was anything to do with Ghana and bemused by my inquisitiveness about the ingredients they sold and what they used them for. I became a frequent flyer with these ladies, as they transported me to their various home towns in the Volta region, or Kumasi in the Ashanti region, to describe what their local dishes and delicacies were.


While I was born to a Ghanaian father, I spent the majority of my childhood holidays in Ireland with my mother’s family – all our summer and Easter vacations were spent building tree houses in rural West Cork, digging potatoes in my grandfather’s small field, and collecting mussels from the beach at Bantry Bay, which was idyllic in some ways.


Back at home in South East London, my dad often brought home weird and wonderful exotic ingredients I had never been formally introduced to. Often he bought them to cook for himself, and he didn’t seem to understand why I would be interested to know what they were, so I would have to quiz and bother him to gather as much information as I could.


My first (and only) cookery lesson was when Dad was cooking his chalé (spicy tomato) sauce. He had unceremoniously thrown into a pan his not-very-finely-chopped onions and his customary chilli and curry powder, and the smell and sizzle was fascinating. Next, his tomato mixture was sploshed in as I stood guard, and about 20 minutes later the splashback was splattered with hot tomato sauce. Concerned, I asked ‘How do you know when it’s done, Dad?’ He casually walked over to the hob, looked at the splashback and explained, laughing: ‘When it’s up there, it’s done!’


I remember standing next to him as he unwrapped kenkey (fermented corn dough) from its maize leaf casing and released that heady fermented odour, enquiring with an upturned nose, ‘What is it, Dad?’ I enviously watched him devouring the kenkey with tilapia and lashings of shito (hot pepper sauce) and wanted in. This is what started my food journey – connecting with my dad; connecting with my Ghanaian heritage.


I started cooking at home when I was relatively young and shared some of those dishes with friends. My school friend Lisa was the first fan of my peanut butter stew and other friends soon became eager for it. In fact, it was this particular dish, based on the traditional Ghanaian groundnut soup called nkatsenkwan (‘stew’ and ‘soup’ are interchangeable in Ghanaian cooking), that became the item that launched Zoe’s Ghana Kitchen back in 2011 during the Hackney WickED Arts Festival. It remains my signature dish to this day in its various forms.
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Regional Foods


Greater Accra


⋆ Kenkey with hot pepper & fish


⋆ Banku with fried fish & pepper; okra or groundnut soup


⋆ Red red or yo-ko-gari (bean stew) with fried plantain or tatale


⋆ Omo tuo (rice balls) with palm or groundnut soup


⋆ Typical Sunday treat: fried yam with chofi (turkey tails) & hot, fresh pepper sauce; kebabs (meat or liver) doused in spicy powder then grilled


⋆ Local drinks: asana or maize beer; palm wine; coconut juice; akpeteshie


Ashanti Region (all about fufu)


⋆ Fufu with light soup


⋆ Fufu with smoked fish


⋆ Fufu with groundnut soup


⋆ Chichinga (spicy kebabs by the roadside)


⋆ Banku & grilled tilapia


Western Region


⋆ Akyene (cassava based) served with avocado


⋆ Fufu & light soup with mushrooms or snails


⋆ Local drinks: coconut juice; palm wine; akpeteshie


Central Region


⋆ Fante dorkunu (kenkey with fish & gravy)


⋆ Fufu & palmnut soup


⋆ Jollof rice


⋆ Fante fante (palm oil stew with small fresh fish) & a side of tatale (fried plantain cakes)


⋆ Ampesi (boiled plantains) or oto (mashed yam & eggs)


Volta Region


⋆ Akpla with okra soup


⋆ Fufu with palmnut soup


⋆ Abolo with shrimps & one man thousand


⋆ Banku with okra stew or pepper


⋆ Red red & fried plantain


⋆ Tilapia (a speciality which can be found roadside or on the menu of any shop or bar along the length of the Volta)


Brong Ahafo Region


⋆ Fufu with nkontomire (groundnut) soup, plantain & cocoyam ampesi


Northern Region


⋆ Tuo zafi (known as TZ) a spicy fish stock made with green leaves (usually taro)


⋆ Omo tuo (rice cakes) with groundnut or green leaves soup


⋆ Tubaani beans or cowpea with sheanut oil & pepper


⋆ Koko (millet/corn porridge) with koose (fried bean cakes)


⋆ Local drinks: pito (a locally-brewed beer made from millet, zom kroom & toasted millet flour with water); fula mashed with water, ginger & sugar


Upper East & West Regions


⋆ Tuo Zafi


⋆ Omo tuo with groundnut or green leaves soup


⋆ Tubaani


⋆ Koko with koose


⋆ Local drinks: pito; zom kroom


Eastern Region


⋆ A melting pot of all the above with a rich & diverse diet, from fufu to omo tuo and all the soups & stews inbetween.
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Some Notes from My Kitchen


⋆ Sourcing ingredients responsibly I am aware of the carbon footprint in using ingredients imported from Ghana, and I am therefore an advocate of choosing organic, free-range, locally sourced and sustainably produced ingredients wherever possible. So I encourage you to cook with a conscience and refer to my list of recommended stockists when shopping for ingredients featured in the book.


⋆ Time-saving – when and when not to The fact that traditional farming and harvesting methods are employed in the production of Ghanaian food means that much of it is relatively unprocessed. However, if, for example, a recipe calls for you to soak and then boil dried beans, it is entirely acceptable to use the canned variety to save time and effort (but do choose organically farmed products whenever you can).


I’ve devised shorthand versions of many of the traditional recipes, but some Ghanaian dishes are a labour of love and you just need to make the time – it’s worth it! That said, I’ve also included a ‘cheat sheet’ that can help speed up cooking times (see Cheat Sheets), as we often simply don’t have the time to slow-cook something for hours.


⋆ Seasonings of choice Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper are my recommendations for basic seasoning. Try to use fresh herbs where possible. If you’re substituting dried herbs, halve the quantity stated, as they are more potent in flavour.


⋆ Choosing and using ginger I buy organic fresh root ginger and leave the skin on, as I find that it gives a stronger flavour. Try to buy the smaller African or Indian ginger rather than the huge, bloated stems that are common these days because, again, they have a more intense flavour profile.


⋆ Choosing and using yams and plantain See my tips on buying and using yams and plantains to make sure you choose the appropriate quality and degree of ripeness for what you’re cooking.


⋆ Cooking times I cook with gas, so be aware that the cooking times specified may vary if using other cooking appliances.


⋆ Rice Where long-grain white rice is used, cooking times relate to basmati rice for the purposes of consistency, but it’s perfectly OK to use other long-grain white or brown rice instead; just adjust the cooking times according to the packet instructions.


⋆ Oils I’m not a fan of fads in cooking, that said rapeseed oil has been a revelation for salad dressings and light frying. It can also be cheaper than equivalent quality olive oil, but wherever it appears feel free to use a good-quality olive oil instead.


There’s an ongoing question mark over palm oil - in terms of its healthiness, its impact on the environment, and its sustainability. Following an aggressive government campaign in Ghana against palm oil – thought to be a factor in high cholesterol among the population – there has been a decline in it’s use. But you can find evidence to support its antioxidant benefits also. I guess – as with all other oils – this is down to the quality and quantity of the oil you use. For me there are certain dishes that simply cannot exist without palm oil or a close equivalent such as carotene oil (Red Red Stew or Palm Soup for example). I know there are sustainable farming methods employed in Australia and New Zealand - please see the list of stockists and preferred suppliers for my recommendations on where to buy sustainable palm oil and equivalents.


Happy cooking!
Zoe x
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Spices & Herbs





⋆ I’m often asked what is the ‘holy trinity’ – the three basic ingredients – of Ghanaian cooking. In Spanish and Italian or South American cooking it is sofrito – onion, garlic and tomatoes – while in French cooking it is mirepoix: onion, carrot and celery. The answer is surprisingly simple for Ghanaian cooking, too: onion, fresh root ginger and chilli added to tomatoes. Since I have never come across a name for this killer combo of ingredients that underpins so much of Ghanaian cuisine, I call my own recipe Chalé Sauce. Think of it as a sort of easy-to-make Ghanaian tomato sauce that can be used as the base for hundreds of different recipes.


In Ghana, chalé means ‘friend’ or the equivalent of ‘mate’ to the British, but it’s also used as an expression of disappointment, regret or resignation: ‘Oh, chalé’. My dad’s name is Kofi, but his English name is Charles, so when I was younger and I answered the phone to hear his Ghanaian friends saying ‘Chalé’, I thought they were saying Charlie. It wasn’t until many years later that I realized they were saying ‘Hey, chalé!’.


Besides the relatively simple ‘holy trinity’ that flavours chalé sauce, there is an abundance of wonderful spices and herbs native to West Africa that are incorporated into cooking and used repeatedly. The problem for me has been in pinpointing their names, given that there are so many different dialects among the 250 languages spoken in Ghana. To take one example, for a long time I couldn’t get past the ubiquitous name ‘shito’ used to describe any sort of chilli or hot pepper, but some persistent enquiries among my family, and with Ghanaian market traders both in London and in Kaneshie, Accra, has allowed me to create a list of sorts (no doubt incomplete), which I now share with you.


You’ll note that almost every indigenous spice has both a cooking and medicinal purpose and also that there are many spices and herbs used in Ghana that are common to cooking worldwide.


You may be surprised to learn that many of the fresh herbs listed here are available in Ghana, as most are not indigenous. Since their introduction by European, South American or Asian traders, they have become incorporated into Ghanaian daily life and it’s not uncommon for most of them, along with vegetables, to be grown communally in compounds – something akin to allotments with homes dotted around them.


All of the ingredients listed on the following pages are available to buy in selected supermarkets and online (see Stockists).



CHILLIES


Shito, or shitor, is the catch-all name for any type of chilli in Ghana as well as for specific types of chilli or hot pepper sauces and dips – so not confusing at all!


Chillies, or hot peppers, appear widely in Ghanaian cooking, but not always to make dishes super-hot as some might think – they are often used to season meat and fish, stews and soups.


1 AFRICAN BIRD/DEVIL PEPPER (BIRD’S-EYE CHILLI) This easily recognizable member of the Capsicum family is more commonly known in the West as the bird’s-eye chilli or sometimes Thai chilli. As with most small chillies, these fellas pack a fiery punch, and unlike the citrusy sweet fire of the habanero or Scotch Bonnet, it’s just pure heat, so use with caution! Medicinally, these chillies are reputed to help reduce blood pressure, ease stomach upsets and aid digestion.


2 HABANERO CHILLI This is the less-hot cousin of the Scotch Bonnet.


3 KPAKPO SHITO (CHERRY) CHILLI A variety of Capsicum chinense Jacq, this chilli has its own distinctive taste. Don’t be deceived by its cute size and inviting colour – while slightly milder than a bird’s-eye pepper or Scotch Bonnet, it’s a little ball of sweet fire. It makes a wonderful zingy salsa that bears the same name as the chilli itself (see Green Kpakpo Shito Salsa).


4 RED ROCKET (ANAHEIM) CHILLI This chilli originates from New Mexico. It adds a mild, fresh heat to your cooking if you prefer to go low on the Scoville scale and is great for a garnish, too.


5 SCOTCH BONNET CHILLI This is my FAVOURITE chilli and used in about 70 per cent of my recipes. But for those who don’t like too much heat, don’t worry, as it’s optional most of the time. Scotch Bonnet chillies have a very specific smoky, sweet flavour and a heat that builds gradually when slowly cooked, without overpowering the dish. Eat it raw, though, and it will blow your head off!





[image: illustration]





[image: illustration]






1 BESE (KOLA NUTS)



Kola nuts are a common sight in Ghanaian markets in cities and villages, often sold by street hawkers. I once sat on a long bus trip up to Ho, the capital of Ghana’s Volta region, next to a man who was ploughing through a bag of kola nuts and he offered me one. Taking his knife to break it open and cutting it into easily chewable segments for me, the bitter-tasting ball of caffeine – like a strong espresso capsule – kept me awake the whole journey when I all I wanted to do was sleep!


Kola nuts are best known outside Africa as an ingredient in cola beverages, made famous, of course, by Coca-Cola’s commercial production of what was traditionally a simple West African recipe of water mixed with dried or fermented kola nuts (see my Homemade Kola recipe). In their raw form they are somewhat difficult to find outside of Ghana, though some specialist/import grocery stores sell them (see Stockists). High in caffeine, kola nuts act as a stimulant and antidepressant, and are also reputed to reduce fatigue and hunger, aid digestion and work as an aphrodisiac.



CALABASH NUTMEG (AFRICAN NUTMEG)



Calabash is Africa’s indigenous variety of nutmeg, so you might know it as African or Jamaican nutmeg, or ehuru (Nigeria). The fruits are collected from wild trees and then the seeds removed and dried. Inside, the fruit has a veined red helmet that resembles something from a comic hero’s costume! The seeds are sold whole or ground to be used in stews, soups, cakes and desserts.


The smell and taste of calabash nutmeg is very similar to the common variety, though it perhaps has a deeper woodiness, and its flavour is intensified when toasted.


Calabash is said to have many medicinal properties ranging from relieving constipation to repelling insects.



2 CINNAMON


Introduced to West Africa by European traders, cinnamon is a widely used spice and features in the favourite Ghanaian spice rub known as suya as well as the Nigerian spice mix called tsire for grilled or barbecued meat.



3 CLOVES


These are the dried flower buds of the clove tree, Syzygium aromaticum, which originates from the Maluku Islands (historically known as the Spice Islands) in Indonesia, from where the Portuguese transported it to the East African islands. Today, it’s a common spice in African cooking, and is also one of the ingredients in my Ghanaian Five-spice Mix.



4 CUBEB PEPPER (JAVA PEPPER/TAILED PEPPER)



Africa’s version of black pepper, cubeb pepper or tailed pepper (Piper cubeba), also referred to as Java pepper due to its Indonesian origin, has a woody pine tree aroma with a mild, peppery, clove-like flavour and a slightly bitter aftertaste. Once baked, cubeb pepper loses its bitterness and takes on a more rounded, complex flavour with hints of nutmeg and cardamom making it great for baking (see Cubeb Spiced Shortbread, although it’s most frequently used to flavour vegetables and meat stews.


Used medicinally, it is reputed to act as an appetite stimulant and relieve constipation and indigestion.



5 CUMIN


Cumin seeds are the dried seeds of a herb (Cuminum cyminum) that was first cultivated in Ancient Egypt. It was originally used in the cuisines of the northern region of the African continent but was later introduced to Central Africa. It is commonly used to flavour sauces to accompany chicken and other meat dishes.



6 CURRY POWDER


Curry powder is a mix of several spices widely used in Ghanaian vegetable, meat and fish dishes.



7 FENNEL SEEDS


When I last visited Ghana, I was surprised to see fennel seeds among the local market produce. A particular genus that is able to withstand extreme heat is imported from India, grown and harvested in Ghana – who knew?


Used in some fish stews, consumption of fennel seeds increases in the summer months of March to June, as they are cooling and refreshing in taste. This inoffensive seed is also a remedy for flatulence and indigestion in traditional medicinal practice. Amusingly, it is also sometimes called the ‘meeting seed’, as it is customarily chewed by congregations during long church services to keep them awake!



8 GARLIC


Again, surprisingly common and grown in small compounds, it’s origins lie in Asia but the early Egyptians were flagbearers of its use before it spread to the Mediterranean.



9 GINGER


This is another seasoning originating from Asia, in this case Southeast Asia, and was imported from India via Egypt by the Ancient Romans to become their favourite spice. The fact that ginger was a root, and therefore could be relatively easily shipped, meant that its use quickly spread to other parts of the world including the Caribbean and Africa, where it’s a commonly used ingredient in cooking. Non-alcoholic beer and other drinks are also made from ginger throughout the continent, but particularly in the west.



GROUND HOT PEPPER


This is referred to in a lot of my recipes. It’s an African chilli blend that is most like cayenne pepper, so substitute it with this if you can’t source any.



10 HWENTEA (GUINEA PEPPER/ETHIOPIAN PEPPER/GRAINS OF SELIM/SENEGAL PEPPER)



This spice comes from the fruits of a shrubby tree, Xylopia aethiopica, found in Africa. Its woody pods contain little black seeds that have a musky, aromatic flavour that reminds me of stepping into an aromatherapy session. Guinea pepper is commonly used in the making of Shito (Hot Pepper Sauce) but can also be infused into warming drinks (see Guinea Pepper & Ginger Tea).


The pods can be crushed or cracked open – with a little difficulty! – and added whole to soups and stews (see, for example, Nkrakra/Light Soup with Chicken, and Lamb Palaver), then removed before serving, while the smoked pods can be ground before being used as a spice rub for fish.



11 MESEWA (GRAINS OF PARADISE/ALLIGATOR PEPPER/MELEGUETA PEPPER)



Native to West Africa, this spice has the botanical name Aframomum melegueta and is a member of the ginger family Zingiberaceae. Its tiny, round grains reminiscent of miniature nutmegs are seeds, easily harvested from leafy plants. Commonly known as grains of paradise because it was claimed by medieval spice traders that these peppery seeds grew only in Eden, and had to be collected as they floated down the river out of Paradise.


Once crushed, the seeds release a pungent citrusy aroma with hints of jasmine and cardamom. If you bite into one, you’ll notice that the peppery heat slowly intensifies and develops on the palate. They are great used as a spice rub for fish, especially if you toast them in a dry frying pan before crushing (see Pan-roasted Cod Seasoned with Grains of Paradise). Grains of paradise are also said to have aphrodisiac qualities.



12 RED SORREL (DRIED HIBISCUS FLOWERS)



Red sorrel (Hibiscus sabdariffa) is a red flowering plant that grows abundantly in Ghana and bizarrely enough is a cousin of okra. The dried, prickly, intense red flowers make a wonderfully vibrant show, overflowing from huge woven baskets or sacks in the market places. Its most popular culinary use in Ghana is as an iced spicy ginger-flavoured drink called Sobolo.


It is traditionally used across Africa in the treatment of a number of health problems, such as to reduce blood pressure, stimulate liver function and as a diuretic. The red sorrel flower is high in essential vitamins and minerals, including vitamin C, calcium and niacin (a B vitamin used to increase HDL, the ‘good’ cholesterol), and modern research has shown that red sorrel contains powerful antioxidants that help rid the body of disease-causing free radicals. It has also been found to reduce the risk of heart disease, helping to prevent the clogging of arteries by significantly reducing elevated cholesterol levels.
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Pulses, Grains & Legumes


⋆ Some of the major staples of Ghanaian cooking include beans, lentils, rice and other kinds of grain.


BEANS


Beans are used in several types of dishes, such as soups, stews, rice dishes and salads, and as snacks. Those most commonly used are black-eyed, mung and red kidney beans.


ABORBOI (BAMBARA BEANS) bambara beans (Vigna subterranea), or bambara groundnuts, are grown widely across West Africa and known by many different names in each country, called aborboi by many in Ghana. The plant is ploughed out or hoed from the ground and the nuts then pulled off. Though they can be eaten raw, they are usually dried and boiled much like a pulse. Being a hardy plant able to thrive in tough, arid conditions also means that the beans take a long time to cook and usually require overnight soaking beforehand. The bean’s most famous use is in Aboboi – a bambara bean stew served with Tatale (see Plantain Pancakes). The beans are also roasted and milled to make flour, and as they are high in protein, are used as an affordable livestock feed.


BLACK-EYED BEANS also called cowpeas, are indigenous to the continent of Africa, where they are a staple food. Beans are generally grown on a small scale in compound gardens.



DRIED LENTILS AND PEAS


Nowadays lentils are imported from India and Asia into Africa and are used all over the continent, as in the rest of the world. They are usually soaked overnight, boiled and mashed together with other vegetables to be used as an accompaniment to a meat or fish dish.


YELLOW DRIED SPLIT PEAS These were surprisingly common in the kitchens I visited in Accra and Ho, added to stews and soups – check out my recipe for Ghana Dhal.



MILLET


While millets, a widely varied group of grasses with small seeds, are indigenous to many parts of the world, it is believed that they originally evolved in tropical Western Africa, as that is where the greatest number of both wild and cultivated forms exist. They are highly tolerant of extreme weather conditions such as drought, and are nutritious compared with the other major cereals like wheat and rice.


Cooked millet appears in the breakfast favourite of hausa koko – a millet porridge – and is also eaten widely in the northern regions as part of tuo zaafi, meaning ‘very hot’ (this dish is often shortened to ‘TZ’). Millet meal is used in the same way as rice balls, banku and kenkey as the carbohydrate component to a dish.


Also see Sorghum Leaves/Dried Millet.



RICE


Rice is an important staple in the Ghanaian diet. It is mainly grown in swampy lowlands under standing water on community or privately-owned fields, but also on a large scale on irrigated government, community or privately-owned plantations. However, much of the rice consumed in Africa comes from cheap imports or donations from Asia, which has resulted in basmati becoming the preferred grain.






Other Staple Ingredients & Flavourings


⋆ These make up the basis of many meal accompaniments and flavour enhancers most commonly used in Ghanaian cuisine.



1 AGUSHI/AKATOA (DRIED MELON SEEDS)



Full of protein and vitamins, these can be ground and added to soups or stews to create a creamy texture (see Kontomire & Apem Stew, Spinach & Agushi, and Lamb Palaver).



2 AMANE (SMOKED/DRIED FISH)



Smoked, dried fish or crustaceans, such as mackerel, prawns and crayfish are a very common food enhancer, most often ground into a powder to use as a seasoning in many dishes including Fetri Detsi.


Dried and ground smoked herrings and prawns or crayfish can also be used to flavour Shito, a very popular spicy Ghanaian condiment.



3 BANKU


This is fermented cornmeal that is cooked into a porridge-like dough ball and eaten as a side with soups and stews all across Africa, though it may go by different names. In the Caribbean it’s known as ‘turned cornmeal’.



4 DAWADAWA (AFRICAN LOCUST BEAN)



This is one powerfully odorous fermented ingredient and not for the faint-hearted, but African locust bean (Parkia biglobosa), also known as dawadawa, transforms into an effective flavour enhancer in many soups including Palm Soup. It’s mostly used in the northern regions of Ghana and is reputed to have innumerable health benefits, if you can bear the smell, including aiding the management of diabetes and hypertension, as well as being an antidote to snake bites – something to bear in mind!



5 DOKON (FANTE KENKEY)



This fermented corn dough is boiled and then wrapped in corn cob leaves (Ga kenkey), or plantain or banana leaves (Fante kenkey) and steamed for hours. A bit like banku, it is served as a side to stews, more commonly fish-based dishes. A similar dish in the Caribbean is called duckanoo.



6 FUFU


Everybody loves fufu – the Ashanti people say a man has not eaten if he hasn’t eaten fufu that day. It’s the name given to vegetables such as steamed, pounded green plantain, cassava or a combination of both, but you can also make it with pounded yam, which is common in Nigeria. The high starch content of these root vegetables and green plantain gives the viscosity needed for the fufu dough to form, which means that it works less well if you try using yellow (ripe) plantain for this purpose.


‘Instant’ fufu or fufu flour (as pictured) is readily available – just follow the instructions on the packet to prepare, or use my recipe.



7 GROUNDNUTS


Groundnuts are quite simply the ubiquitous and delicious peanut, used in all forms of cooking including in stews, soups, spice rubs, snacks and desserts, and of course to make peanut butter and groundnut oil.



8 KOOBI (DRIED SALTED TILAPIA)



This is another ingredient not for everyone, because of its very strong odour. Used in soups, it’s preferred over dawadawa (African locust bean) in southern Ghana. Just to be clear, this is not a matter of ethnic rivalry, it’s just that southerners are situated along the coast where fish is readily available, whereas northerners have the African locust bean growing around them.





[image: illustration]






FRUITS


⋆ Africa is not an arid continent and has an extraordinary array of ecosystems including mangrove swamps, savannahs and rainforests. Each offer up an abundance of medicinal plants and even the savannahs and deserts contain fruit-bearing trees that are packed with nutrients and therapeutic value. The West has finally caught on to the power of Africa’s traditional medicines and remedies that still effectively treat the great majority of the population. For example, you can now see moringa and baobab on the shelves of most supermarkets and health-food stores. Ghana’s got fruit – and it’s damn good fruit!


[image: illustration]



ADASAMA (AFRICAN STAR APPLE/WHITE STAR APPLE)



This fruit is associated with Christmas and New Year celebrations because it falls when ripe (rather than being picked) from December to March. Eaten as a snack, rather than being cooked, its tough, leather-like, skin is green to dark-orange and contains a reddish or orange flesh (depending on ripeness). It has a tart sour flesh that can be chewed with the sweet, white, latex-like sap as a sort of chewing gum to counterbalance the sourness.


A highly rich source of calcium, it also contains high doses of vitamins A and C and is rich in iron. The flesh of the fruit is said to possess chemical nutrients with similar properties to insulin, and so is believed to be effective in reducing blood sugar and cholesterol as well as helping to prevent and treat hypertension and heart disease.



1 BANANA


In its wild form this fruit is hard and full of seeds, but with domestication and cultivation it has become sweet and seedless. The Arabs began to grow the plant in parts of northern Africa in the Middle Ages, and the banana thus spread to the Iberian Peninsula. The Portuguese also ‘discovered’ the banana growing in Africa in the 15th century.


Bananas are commonly eaten without any special preparation and are mostly served at the end of a meal and often with peanuts.


Unripe (green) bananas are sometimes used as a green vegetable, mostly boiled with or without their skin.



BAOBAB (MONKEY BREAD)


Baobab is a 100 per cent natural and organic raw fruit from the baobab tree – or monkey bread tree, as it’s known in Africa. It’s the only fruit in the world that dries on the branch, producing a natural fruit powder that is packed with nutritional goodness, being both low in sugar and fat, yet high in fibre. It contains more than 12 minerals and vitamins, and just 1 tablespoon provides 33 per cent of your Recommended Daily Allowance (RDA) of vitamin C.
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