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I N G R E D I E N T S  A N D  E Q U I P M E N T

P A N T R Y

The African kitchen is not as foreign as you may

expect—many of the ingredients used in everyday

cooking are found in pantries around the world. There

are a number of ingredients, however, that either are

unique to Africa or are used in ways that you may not

be accustomed to.

Banana Leaves: The wide, striated leaves of the

banana tree are frequently used in West Africa to wrap

foods for steaming. The leaves are very long, measur-

ing 3 to 4 feet, and should be cut to the needed size.

They can be found in Latin, Asian, Caribbean, and

African grocery stores and are usually sold frozen.

Beans: Beans are a common source of protein

throughout Africa, particularly in countries like

Ethiopia, where a large number of religious fast days

are observed. I prefer cooking with dried beans rather

than using canned beans, which often have a metallic

taste. Cover dried beans with cold water and soak for

at least 8 hours, or overnight, before cooking them.

Brown Sugar: Brown sugar is manufactured through-

out the African continent. My favorite is an organic

fair-trade raw-cane demerara from Malawi, which is

sold under the Wholesome Sweetners brand at many

upscale grocery stores. It has an intense, multifaceted

flavor that really stands out in a recipe.

Bulgur: Arab traders introduced many foods to North

Africa, including bulgur, a type of cracked wheat. This

highly nutritious grain can be found in larger super-

markets, health food stores, and specialty stores, as

well as through online sources.

Cardamom: Tanzania is one of the world’s largest

growers of cardamom, a lovely aromatic spice used to

flavor soups, stews, baked goods, and, in Arabic coun-

tries, coffee. I suggest buying whole cardamom and

grinding it yourself rather than buying preground, as

the flavor is much more intense. This is true of all

spices, but the flavor difference is especially noticeable

for this spice. White and green cardamom pods are

available; I prefer white cardamom, which has been

bleached, because I think it gives a cleaner, truer

taste. Avoid brown or black cardamom, also known as

false cardamom, which comes from a different plant.

And use cardamom sparingly, as the intense flavor

goes a long way.

Cassava: Originally from South America, cassava was

brought to Africa by Spanish and Portuguese traders

and quickly became a staple food. Probably the most

well-known use of the cigar-shaped root is in West

Africa, where it is cooked and pounded into a mash

called fufu. In addition, the leaves are used as a green

vegetable, while the roots are also dried to make cas-

sava meal and tapioca. There are two main types of

cassava, bitter and sweet. Cyanide compounds occur

naturally in the bitter variety, making it poisonous

unless cooked, so only the sweet variety is approved 

by the USDA for sale in the United States; to be on the

safe side, I suggest rinsing any cassava thoroughly

before preparing it. Cassava, also known as manioc 

or yuca, is available in African and Hispanic markets.

Look for roots that are firm and even in color and 

texture.
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Chickpeas: Chickpeas were first cultivated by the

ancient Egyptians, and they have played an important

part in African cooking ever since. They are pureed

into a vegetarian paste like hummus, crushed and

fried to make falafel, or stirred whole into stews or

couscous. I prefer dried chickpeas, which need to be

soaked in cold water for at least 8 hours before using,

to canned. Look for whole, uniformly colored beans

with no cracks.

Chilies: Heat is one of the hallmarks of African cook-

ing, especially in West Africa, Mozambique, Angola,

Tunisia, and the Horn region, where a blisteringly hot

dose of chili peppers is added to many dishes. Chilies

originated in Mexico and were brought to Africa by

Spanish and Portuguese traders in the 1500s. The

variety of chilies available today is astonishing. For the

recipes in this book, I use the more readily available

serrano, jalapeño, bird’s-eye, and Scotch bonnet, but

feel free to experiment with any different varieties you

may find, varying the amount you use according to

your personal heat preference. Most of the heat in

chilies comes from capsaicin, a chemical found in the

seeds and ribs. It is very potent and can burn the skin

or your eyes if you rub them after handling, so be

careful not to touch your face, and thoroughly wash

your hands afterward.

Chocolate: Chocolate is as popular in Africa as it is

elsewhere in the world. Use a high-quality brand like

Scharffen Berger, Valrhona, or Callebaut, all of which

are made with the choicest cacao beans for a wonder-

ful flavor profile.

Cinnamon: A familiar flavor around the world, cinna-

mon has earned a place of importance in the African

kitchen, used in the tagines of Morocco, the Indian-

inspired stews of the eastern coast, and the Malay

dishes of Cape Town, among others. There are two

types of cinnamon. Cassia is the most common in the

United States, but I prefer Ceylon, or true cinnamon,

which has a milder, sweeter, more refined flavor.

When possible, buy whole sticks instead of ground

cinnamon, which is usually the cassia variety.

Clarified Butter: Clarified butter is the basis of nit’ir

qibe, the spiced butter used in almost all of Ethiopia’s

stews. Because all the milk solids have been removed,

clarified butter can be cooked over high temperatures

without burning and can be stored for much longer

without going rancid, an important point for cooks liv-

ing in Ethiopia’s scorching climate. To make clarified

butter, heat at least 5 pound of butter in a saucepan

over medium-low heat, without stirring, until the milk

fats separate and fall to the bottom of the pan.

Carefully skim the foam from the top, then pour the

golden liquid butter into a container, leaving the milk

solids in the pan. Tightly covered, clarified butter will

keep for up to a month in the refrigerator.

Coconut Milk: Coconuts are used throughout the

world’s tropical areas, and both the milk and meat are

common ingredients in many African recipes. Fresh

coconut milk is made by combining equal parts hot

water and coconut meat and blending the mixture in a

blender or food processor, then straining the resulting

mash through a cheesecloth. Canned coconut milk,

readily available in most grocery stores, can be used in

any recipe calling for coconut milk; just be sure to

shake the can vigorously before opening, as it sepa-

rates upon standing.
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Coffee: My birthplace of Ethiopia is also the birthplace

of coffee. Wild Arabica coffee beans originated in the

forest of the Kaffa region, where, according to legend,

a local goatherd named Kaldi noticed his goats frolick-

ing energetically after chewing on the berries and

decided to try them himself. To this day, coffee still

grows in the wild throughout Ethiopia, and its produc-

tion is a vital part of the country’s economy. The

Sidamo region produces one of my favorite coffees, a

full, earthy blend with great texture. Coffee production

is not limited to Ethiopia. Neighbor countries Kenya

and Tanzania grow some of the best coffees available

in the world.

Condensed Milk: Condensed milk—milk mixed with

sugar and heated until much of the water has evapo-

rated, leaving a sweet, sticky liquid—is used to add a

sweet richness to baked goods and desserts. In cans,

condensed milk can be stored at room temperature

for up to 6 months or longer; after opening, it can be

stored in the refrigerator in a tightly sealed container

for 3 to 5 days.

Cornmeal: Along with chilies and tomatoes,

Portuguese and Spanish traders introduced corn to

Africa from their colonies in the Americas. Today, corn

is a staple food throughout much of the continent,

particularly in Southern and East Africa, where corn-

meal is used to make a polentalike porridge that is

served for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. African corn-

meal, or mealie meal as it is known, is made from a

dry type of field corn; the closest equivalent available

in the United States is finely ground cornmeal.

Couscous: When it comes to North African cooking, no

other food compares in importance to couscous. Called

seksu in Berber, this pasta is still formed by hand into

tiny balls, then steamed in a perforated pot known as a

couscoussier throughout all of North Africa. Although

semolina flour is the grain most commonly used as the

base for the couscous sold in North America, through-

out North Africa it can be made with any variety of

grains, including barley, unripened wheat, or wheat

bran. A form of couscous made of millet flour is found

in western Africa, particularly in Mali.

Fenugreek Seeds: Pungent fenugreek seeds are best

known for their use in Indian curries, but they play a

starring role in the cooking of eastern Africa, particu-

larly in Ethiopian sauces. Look for seeds that are yel-

lowish brown in color, firm, and unbroken.

Ginger: Ginger is used both medicinally and culinarily

throughout Africa. This knobby tropical rhizome lends

a fresh, spicy zing to stews, soups, and beverages all

over the continent. Look for firm, evenly colored ginger

with smooth skin. Peel away the tough skin before

using. Store, tightly wrapped, in the refrigerator for up

to 3 weeks.

Lemongrass: The sour, lemony flavor and fragrance of

lemongrass is most associated with the cooking of

Southeast Asia, but it is an important component of

African cooking, too, especially along the eastern

coast, where the Asian influences are the strongest.

African cooks use the whole stalk, chopping and

crushing the root end to flavor meat and fish dishes

and infusing the top part in water to make a delicious-

ly refreshing tea.

Lentils: Lentils are popular all over the African conti-

nent, particularly along the Indian-influenced eastern

coast; the Horn region of Ethiopia, Eritrea, and

Somalia; and Egypt. Hearty and filling, they make
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wonderful vegetarian stews. Brown lentils can be

found at most supermarkets; red and yellow lentils

are available at Middle Eastern and Indian markets, as

well as many health food stores and supermarkets.

Mango: In recent years, the mango has become widely

available throughout the United States and it’s not

hard to see why it’s so popular: this beautiful golden-

fleshed fruit has a heady fragrance and bursts with

sweet juices. Choose mangoes that give just slightly

when squeezed; if only unripened mangoes are avail-

able, place them in a paper bag to speed up the ripen-

ing process. Following the Indian tradition, in Africa

green mangoes are used like a vegetable in salads

and savory side dishes. Green mangoes can be found

at Caribbean, Asian, and Indian markets. Mango pits

are very large; to pit the fruit, use a sharp knife to cut

the flesh away from the pit.

Merguez Sausage: Bright red merguez sausages from

Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco are made from beef or

lamb, rather than pork, in keeping with Islamic dietary

laws. They get their spiciness from fiery harissa.

These small sausages are typically grilled or fried or

cut into pieces and stirred into couscous dishes. You

can find them at ethnic markets and some specialty

butchers.

Morning Glory: Morning glory—also known as water

spinach, kang kong, and swamp cabbage—is a popu-

lar green in Africa, as well as in the Caribbean, Asia,

and the Philippines. Neither a spinach nor a cabbage,

it has small thin leaves and a delicate flavor that takes

well to sautéeing. Look for it in Caribbean, Asian, and

African markets.

Okra: I had always thought of okra as a vegetable of

the American South, so it came as a surprise to learn

that it originated in my native Ethiopia and is used

throughout Africa. It is used to thicken soups and

stews, and it is the prime ingredient in the gumbos of

the American South. Okra is available frozen or

canned, but when possible I suggest using fresh,

which you can find at specialty markets and some gro-

cery stores. When buying fresh okra, look for firm,

bright green pods.

Palm Oil: Also known as dende, palm oil is one of the

ingredients I most associate with West African cook-

ing. This bright red oil, which is much stronger in

taste than the vegetable oils commonly used in the

United States, is generously splashed over fish, poul-

try, and meat and lends its vivid hue to the red rice

dishes made along the Atlantic coast. I’ve substituted

the more readily available olive, canola, or peanut oils

in most of the recipes in this book, but a splash of

palm oil will add a touch of authenticity to any of the

West African–style recipes. You can find it in specialty

stores and through Internet sources.

Papaya: This delicately scented fruit is used in both

ripe and unripened form by African cooks. When ripe,

it is typically eaten as a snack or a sweet ending to a

meal; unripened, it is commonly used like a vegetable

in salads and savory side dishes. Like many other

foods that are now common in the continent, the

papaya was brought to Africa by Spanish and

Portuguese traders from their Central and South

American colonies. When purchasing ripe papayas,

look for fruit with golden-yellow skin that gives just

slightly when squeezed. Green papayas are firm with a

solid green skin.

4 T H E  S O U L  O F  A  N E W  C U I S I N E

06_569112_ch01.qxp  6/16/06  12:20 PM  Page 4



Peanuts: Though it may seem as American as baseball

and apple pie, the peanut (or groundnut, as it is known

throughout Africa) is believed to have originated in

South America and been introduced to East and West

Africa by Portuguese traders in the sixteenth century.

Today, peanuts are commonly used in stews and soups

across Africa, and peanut oil is used for frying. Peanuts

are usually sold roasted. For the recipes in this book,

you can use salted dry-roasted peanuts, but if you want

to buy them unshelled, look for clean, intact shells. In

some recipes I call for blanched peanuts, which give a

moister, meatier flavor to the finished dish.

Plantains: Plantains are eaten throughout sub-

Saharan Africa and in regions around the world where

African slaves carried their culinary traditions, includ-

ing the Caribbean and Brazil. Unlike their cousin the

banana, plantains are eaten both ripe and unripe.

Unripened green plantains are typically used in savory

dishes, while ripe yellow plantains are used for sweet

preparations. In recipes that call for plantains, I’ve indi-

cated whether to use the green or yellow fruit. Yellow

plantains can be peeled as easily as a banana, but the

skins of green plantains are thick and tough and cling

to the fruit, often breaking off in little pieces when you

try to peel it. The easiest way to peel a green plantain

is to cut off both ends, then make four evenly spaced

incisions with a sharp knife down the length of the

fruit. Pull off the sections crosswise rather than

lengthwise for a perfectly peeled plantain.

Rice: Rice is one of Africa’s most important foods and is

eaten throughout most of the continent, from the Malay

culture of South Africa, to the Indian-influenced eastern

coast, to the Arab-style dishes of Morocco, Algeria,

Tunisia, and Egypt. Rice is particularly important in

parts of western Africa, including Senegal, where short-

grain rice is an integral part of national dishes like

chep-bu-jen and jollof rice. In fact, it was slaves from

West Africa who brought their knowledge of rice cultiva-

tion to the Carolinas, where rice farming thrived for

more than three centuries. Broken jasmine rice from

Asia, which I find at many of the African markets near

my home in Harlem, can be used as a short-grain rice.

Shiro Powder: Shiro powder is one of the staple foods

at Ethiopian markets. Made from dried ground chick-

peas or yellow split peas, chilies, garlic, and berbere,

the signature spice blend of the region, it’s used to

make a filling vegetarian paste that’s served with

injera, especially during Ethiopia’s fasting period. Shiro

powder is difficult to find in the United States; I usually

purchase it from a local Ethiopian restaurant, but you

can easily order it from an online source.

Sumac: Sumac comes from the berries of a type of

sumac bush, which are dried and usually sold ground.

It adds a sour, acidic note to many Middle Eastern and

North African dishes. Most notably, it is one of the

principal ingredients in za’atar, the popular spice

blend. You can find sumac in ethnic grocery stores and

through online sources.

Tamarind: This sour tropical fruit—known for its use in

Indian curries and chutneys and in Worcestershire

sauce—is also a popular ingredient in northern and

eastern Africa, as well as in the African diaspora in the

Caribbean. The fruit, also called Indian date or

tamarindo, grows in knobby, brittle pods that contain a

sticky brown pulp and numerous seeds. You can find

tamarind at Indian and Indonesian markets, as a paste

in cans, as concentrated pulp in jars, or dried into
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bricks. To make your own tamarind paste, pour 5 cup

boiling water over 2 tablespoons dried tamarind, let the

mixture sit for a few minutes, and then stir with a fork

to make a thick, dark paste. If dried tamarind is

unavailable, you can make a reasonably similar substi-

tute by combining 4 cup each of chopped dried dates,

chopped dried apricots, and fresh lemon juice in a food

processor and pulsing until smooth; tightly covered,

this will keep in the refrigerator for up to a month.

Tapioca: Most Americans are familiar with tapioca

pudding and its small pearl-shaped pellets. Tapioca is

made from dried cassava, one of the staples of the

African kitchen. Pearl tapioca is found in any super-

market; tapioca flour is available in many Asian mar-

kets and health food stores. See Cassava on page 1.

Teff: This nutty, nutrient-dense grain grows in the

highlands of Ethiopia and is the basis for injera, the

bread served at nearly all Ethiopian meals. Once nearly

impossible to find in the United States, it is becoming

available in organic and health food markets, primarily

thanks to farmers in Idaho who have recently begun

cultivating it; it is also available from online sources.

Vanilla Bean: The humble-looking vanilla bean is

loaded with flavor that is anything but unassuming.

The best vanilla beans come from Madagascar, Tahiti,

and Mexico. Unripened vanilla beans, which I saw

growing at a spice farm in Zanzibar, are green and fla-

vorless, but after being cured in the sun for months,

they explode with familiar vanilla flavor. To use, split

the bean lengthwise with a sharp knife and scrape out

the seeds. Then use just the seeds, or both the seeds

and the pod, depending on the recipe. I often put the

scraped pod in the sugar canister for a week or so to

infuse the sugar with a light vanilla flavor. You can find

vanilla beans at larger supermarkets, in gourmet

stores, and via the Internet.

Yam: Yams have been cultivated in Africa for more

than ten thousand years. They are one of the staple

foods of the continent, particularly in West Africa,

where numerous feast days celebrate the nutritious

tuber. In fact, I learned that in Guinea the word for

“yam” is the same as the word for “eat.” Here in the

United States, sweet potatoes are often mislabeled as

yams; true yams are not widely available, though you

can sometimes find them at ethnic markets and spe-

cialty stores. If you can’t find true yams, substitute an

equal amount of sweet potatoes.
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E Q U I P M E N T

For the most part, African cooks make do with a few

basic tools in their kitchens, so specialty equipment 

is rarely needed to cook African-style. Here are a few

helpful tools, though, that you might consider 

acquiring.

Spice or Coffee Grinder: I always recommend buying

whole spices and grinding them yourself instead of

buying powdered or ground spices, which lose their

flavor much faster. A spice grinder is a handy tool that

makes short work of grinding—just a few seconds,

and even the toughest seeds are reduced to a powder.

Never use the same grinder to grind both coffee

beans and spices, though, as the flavor of the coffee

will linger and be picked up by the spices—or vice

versa.

Mandoline: For cutting paper-thin slices of fruits and

vegetables, nothing beats the mandoline, an efficient

slicer with adjustable blades. You can find them in all

price ranges, from the expensive French professional-

quality devices to the inexpensive Japanese slicers

sold at Asian markets and in some kitchen shops. If

you don’t have a mandoline, use a vegetable peeler or

very sharp knife to slice firm fruits and vegetables as

thin as possible.

Mortar and Pestle: One of my favorite kitchen tools is

my mortar and pestle, because it gives me so much

control over the consistency and texture of foods that I

prepare in it. A mortar is a bowl-shaped container that

comes with a pestle, a heavy tool for grinding and

crushing herbs, spices, and other ingredients to pow-

ders or pastes. You can find them made out of various

materials, including wood, stone, and marble, in all

price ranges.

Spice Jars: Spices keep their flavor best when stored

in a cool, dark place, and I recommend having a vari-

ety of small tight-sealing jars, preferably opaque.

Tagine: If you are really serious about Moroccan cook-

ing, you will want a tagine—a pot named for the dish it

is used to make. This deep stewing pot topped with a

conical lid is designed for the long, slow simmering

required to make an authentic tagine. Tagines are

available at specialty cookware shops; traditional

tagines are made of earthenware, but you can now

find them in a range of different materials.
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