
Africa’s fine flavours are deliciously 
diverse and epically ancient. Now, 
a new generation of chefs are 
offering innovative interpretations 
of the continent’s cuisine. In this, 
the first of a five-part series, we 
savour the splendours of modern  
West African gastronomy
BY ANNA TRAPIDO 

Never eaten à la West Africa before? You’re in for a treat. 
Remember how you felt the first time you tried Vietnamese, 
Thai or Malaysian cuisine? Think back to the thrill of finding 
flavours that were both fabulously foreign and utterly 
accessible. Well, that’s how it’ll be when you taste West 
African food. While there are many differences among the 
17 countries that make up the region, there are also culinary 
commonalities. And, although the names for specific dishes 

may vary by country, there are a few key flavours and ingredients to look out for…

Expect the opulent generosity of groundnut and palm-pulp sauces. Delight in the 
earthy, ancient-grain glories of indigenous red rice, fonio, sorghum and millet. Savour 
superb dried, smoked and fresh seafood set atop the sweet-savoury grace of 
plantains and the fleshy acceptance of yams. Add intriguing contrast with bitter-leaf 
and egusi (the seed of Citrullus lanatus, a type of gourd) paste. Sip soothing ruby-
hued bissap (a sweet drink made from hibiscus flowers) or invigorating ginger juice. 
Be enthralled by the piquant pleasures of an entirely new set of spices and spice 
blends – one bite and you’ll wonder how you ever ate without the likes of melegueta 
pepper, prekese (an aromatic pod in the pea family), sumbala (a condiment prepared 
from crushed and fermented seeds) and suya spice mix. 

Until recently, the gastronomic glories of West Africa were served as home food 
or at simple street stalls but seldom in posh-nosh restaurant settings. The good news 
is that chefs working within the New African Cuisine movement are increasingly 
introducing such flavours into their fine-dining fare. We met up with two of the region’s 
foremost chefs to find out more.
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Chef-patron at 
Midunu, Selassie 
Atadika, explains 
that, “Midunu is 
an Ewe word 
[Ewe being one 
of the 250 
languages and 

dialects spoken in Ghana] and is short 
for ‘va midunu’, which means ‘come, 
let’s eat’.” And, who could resist such 
an offer? 

Selassie describes her Accra-based 
epicurean empire as “a multi-faceted 
culinary lifestyle company that 
celebrates Africa’s cultural heritage 
through the use of local, seasonal, 
climate-smart, biodiverse and heirloom 
ingredients.” Midunu is not only 
sustainable but also super-stylish and 
attracting international interest. The 
December 2016 issue of Vogue US 
listed Midunu among its top creative 
hubs to check out when visiting Africa, 
while in June 2017 The Washington 
Post cited the restaurant among its  
“50 Best Places In The World To Eat 
Your Vegetables”. 

Chef Selassie’s focus on climate-
smart, culturally relevant, economically 

empowering cuisine was sparked by 
the decade she spent working for the 
United Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) undertaking 
humanitarian assistance across Africa 
and Eastern Europe. She then took her 
progressive, development-orientated 
food philosophy with her when she 
trained as a chef at the Culinary 
Institute of America in 2012. 

She returned to Ghana to start a new 
culinary career with the goal of cooking 
dishes that “have been passed down 
through generations, updating them 
and, in the process, documenting a 
New African Cuisine.” Her dream was 
realised when she opened Midunu in 
2014. “Beautiful food will attract people 
to the table and, once they are there, 
we can have a discussion that will 
alter and influence the conversation 
around African food at both a global 
and local level,” Selassie smiles.

And, so it does – Midunu’s pop-up 
nomadic dinners and lunches are the 
talk of the town. During these culinary 
experiences, Accra’s food lovers flock 
together for rich and diverse tasting 
menus that vary by season and chef’s 
whim but always include indigenous 
ingredients and traditional dishes like 

eto (mashed plantain), gari foto (a 
Ghanaian delicacy of fermented 
cassava granules), aprapransa (made 
with leftover palm-nut soup, this dish 
also comprises crab, beans and fish) 
and kofi brokeman (roasted plantain 
and groundnuts), which are reimagined 
in magnificent Midunu style. Whether 
you want cocoa-rubbed goat with 
cocoyam (tropical root and vegetable 
crops belonging to the arum family) 
and rosella (hibiscus) leaves or honey- 
glazed wagashi (a West African cottage 
cheese), fine flavour abounds. 

Selassie hopes her work will inspire 
Ghanaians to “support local ingredients 
that are grown by Ghanaian farmers 
rather than eating imported food”. 
“Many of my clients are middle class 
and have the purchasing power to 
create change, so I see it as part of 
my role to show them how our ancient 
foods can create solutions to very 
modern problems,” Selassie explains. 
“Going back into our culinary heritage, 
traditional grains like millet, sorghum 
and fonio are simply more suitable for 
our climate and climate change,” 
she elaborates.

The sweetest example of Selassie’s 
food philosophy is found in Midunu’s 
exquisite range of artisan chocolates, 
which she describes as, “A chef-
scripted love story about our continent”.  
She expands, “Our country [Ghana] is 
the world’s second-largest producer of 
cocoa after neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire, 
and we have a heritage of high-quality 
production dating back to 1879. Our 
traditional method of fermenting the 
beans in plantain and banana leaves 
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Regional relish reaches its height in 
Adwaa, a dark-chocolate shell 
embracing a magnificent milk-chocolate 
ganache infused with the fruity, peppery 
notes of a blend of West African spices 
including prekese. Prekese – the pods 
of which are traditionally used to flavour 
soups – is included in Slow Food 
International’s Ark of Taste, because it is 
at risk of extinction due to deforestation. 

By incorporating it into her culinary 
offerings, Selassie hopes the value of 
prekese and other local ingredients 
will be enhanced. “In showcasing our 
lost or forgotten treasures, we tell the 
stories of the culinary custodians,” 
she enthuses. “We honour those who 
keep our heritage alive, and this helps 
to preserve and share the delectable 
cuisine of the African continent.”
21, SIXTH ROAD, ACCRA, GHANA; 
+233-(0)243-316-580; MIDUNU.COM; 
MIDUNUCHOCOLATES.COM

instils a unique taste.” The beautiful 
hand-crafted Ghanaian truffles made by 
Midunu Chocolate (a division of Midunu 
also spearheaded by Selassie) reflect 
the glories of each African region. The 
complex flavour profile of West Africa 
is deliciously showcased in each bite 
of Ivie, an exquisite dark chocolate 
delight that enrobes intense tropical 
tastes of African star apple.  
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Chef and social 
entrepreneur 
Pierre Thiam 
(pronounced 
Chee-am) was 
born and 
raised in Dakar, 
Senegal. He 

arrived in America in 1989 intending 
to continue his studies in physics and 
chemistry at Baldwin Wallace College, 
Ohio, but he says, “During a stopover 
in New York, I had a disaster. All my 
money was stolen so, instead of 
returning home, I opted to find work 
as a busboy in a restaurant.” Over 
time, Pierre moved from clearing 
tables and washing dishes to cooking 
kitchen-staff meals. He says, “At first, 
I had very little cooking experience, 
so I cooked the home food I knew.” 
These Senegalese classics were so 
popular with his colleagues that 
some were ultimately moved onto 
the restaurant’s main menu. 

And so it was that scientific studies 
were swapped for a culinary career. 
Pierre underwent a decade-long, 
arduous apprenticeship that saw him 

cooking in the kitchens of numerous 
New York fine-dining establishments. 
Having worked his way up the food 
ladder (culminating as chef de cuisine 
at Soho’s Boom restaurant), Pierre 
opened the Brooklyn-based bistro 
Yolele in 2000. 

Although this iconic African eatery 
has since closed, Pierre continues 
to offer contemporary African-
influenced cuisine to the Big Apple’s 
diplomatic and business elite by way 
of Pierre Thiam Catering, as well 
as his fast-casual New York-based 
African restaurant, Teranga. He has 
also authored two groundbreaking 
cookbooks: Yolele! Recipes from 
the Heart of Senegal (which was a 
nominated finalist of the First Book: 
The Julia Child Award at the 2009 
International Association of Culinary 
Professionals [IACP] Cookbook 
Awards) and Senegal: Modern 
Senegalese Recipes from the Source 
to the Bowl (which was nominated 
for Best International Cookbook at 
the 2016 James Beard Awards).

In 2015, Pierre became the executive 
chef at Nok by Alara restaurant in 
Lagos, Nigeria. This super-stylish 
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space (which was designed by 
internationally acclaimed Ghanaian-
British architect Sir David Adjaye) 
serves modern reconfigurations 
of African culinary classics. Pierre 
says, “Our aim is to show that 
African food can be elevated and 
presented in a contemporary 
setting without losing its identity.” 

Mission accomplished. Africa’s 
epicurean elite (including patrons 
like Nobel Literature Laureate Wole 
Soyinka, the 14th Emir of Kano and 
the King of Morocco) savour signature 
dishes like palm-fruit soup with 
cocoyam dumplings, Yaji (a Nigerian 
suya spice mix) shrimp with a trio of 
ofada (a heritage rice variety grown 
in south-west Nigeria) balls and 
lamb mafé (a Senegalese stew). 

Sweet-toothed types adore the 
chocolate tart with salted caramel 
and baobab ice cream. Seemingly 
unlimited in his gastronomic energy, 
2018 also saw Pierre take on the 
role of executive chef at the Pullman 
Dakar Teranga Hotel in Senegal.

Pierre’s passion for social upliftment 
by way of African ingredients also 
manifests in his business, Yolélé 
Foods, which he describes as “a 
purpose-driven African food company 
launched in 2017 that specialises in 
African superfoods”. The firm currently 
concentrates on the ancient grain 
fonio, which is sourced by way of local 
NGOs and smallholder producers 
across West Africa. Pierre sees an 
international market for it. He says, 
“American consumers are getting more 
conscious about what they eat. Fonio 
is gluten-free, sustainable and rich in 
protein and nutrients.” It should come 
as no surprise, then, that his fonio-
focused Ted Talk has more than 
1 million views on YouTube. 

With so many plates spinning, Pierre 
now divides his time between Africa 
and the USA, creating moreish flavours 
and epicurean empowerment on 
both continents.
NOK BY ALARA: 12A AKIN OLUGBADE, 
VICTORIA ISLAND, LAGOS, NIGERIA;  
+234-(0)908-561-4815; NOKBYALARA.COM; 
PIERRETHIAM.COM 
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