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Introduction

Nestled along the Gulf of Guinea, where the Atlantic tides meet the rolling grasslands,
Ghana’s coastal savannah region harbors a culinary legacy as lively and multilayered
as its landscapes. Here, food is far more than sustenance; it is a tapestry woven from
history, migration, commerce, and the everyday heartbeat of thriving communities.
From the bustling markets of Accra to tranquil fishing villages near Cape Coast, the
smells of grilled fish, gently smoking cassava, and palm oil frying in open-air kitchens
drift through the air, inviting both locals and travelers into a world of vibrant flavors,
rituals, and meanings.

In this region, geographic abundance has shaped cuisine as potently as any tradition
or trade. The sea delivers a bounty of tilapia, sardinella, and prawns, while the earth
yields tubers—cassava, yams, cocoyams—and sun-drenched plantains. Over centuries,
the exchange of goods and peoples, from ancient trade routes to colonial encounters,
introduced new spices, crops, and culinary ideas. Fermentation, smoking, and
pounding are not just techniques but links to ancestral lore, ensuring that every meal
is a living connection to the past and a celebration of survival, adaptation, and
ingenuity.

Savannah’s Bounty is your guide to this living culinary culture. This book invites you to
taste the depth of Ghana’s coastal foodways through a journey that blends history,
anthropology, and the practical know-how of coastal cooks. You’'ll meet the women
who stir palm oil in brass pots at dawn, the fishmongers whose hands know the tides,
and the elders whose memories preserve both recipes and the stories behind them.
Each chapter weaves together real voices, tested recipes, and richly detailed
introductions to signature ingredients and dishes, offering both context and
approachable guidance for cooking at home.

Whether you are a seasoned traveler, a culinary historian, or a home cook eager to
recreate kenkey, fufu, or kelewele in your kitchen, this book aims to both inform and
inspire. Through these pages, you'll come to see food not only as a reflection of local
environment and tradition, but as a marker of identity, community, resilience, and
creativity. Learn how common dishes like banku and grilled tilapia tell stories of fishing
rights, climate change, and neighborhood innovation. Discover how markets remain
the pulsing center of daily life, and how festive meals mark milestones from births to
homecomings.

Today, Ghana’s coastal cuisine stands at a crossroads, shaped by modernity, global

influences, and ongoing challenges such as urbanization and sustainability. Yet, as
you’ll see in the recipes and stories ahead, its foundational spirit—rooted in seasonal
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eating, sharing, and respect for both land and sea—endures. To explore Savannah’s
Bounty is to enter into the warmth and generosity of West Africa’s Atlantic shore,
gaining insight not only into what Ghanaians eat, but why and with whom they eat it.

So prepare your palate: the aromas, stories, and legacy of coastal Ghana await you in
the pages that follow.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Foodways: The Origins of
Coastal Ghanaian Cuisine

The story of Ghanaian coastal cuisine is a tale as old as time, rooted deep in the pre-
colonial era, long before European ships ever dotted the horizon. Before the familiar
aroma of jollof rice or the sight of golden kelewele, the inhabitants of this fertile
stretch of West Africa were crafting their own distinct food traditions, shaped by
ingenuity, the bounty of the land, and the rhythm of ancient life. To truly appreciate
the rich tapestry of flavors found today, one must first journey back to these
foundational years.

Archaeological discoveries paint a vivid picture of early life in Ghana. Evidence of
human presence dates back thousands of years, with stone tools found near the Volta,
Dayi, Oti, and Birim rivers, as well as along a fossil marine beach near Tema. These
early tools, such as large, heavy Acheulean handaxes and U-shaped cleavers, weren't
just for defense; they were essential for hunting, gathering, and preparing food. As
human societies evolved, so too did their tools, with later periods seeing the creation
of more refined instruments like flake tools, knives, and arrowheads, adapting to
diverse environmental conditions, from savannah to forest.

Around 2000 to 500 BC, a significant shift occurred: people began to settle, moving
from a nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a more sedentary existence. This period,
often associated with the Kintampo culture, saw the emergence of early farming
practices. Archaeological sites like Kintampo and Hani have provided clear evidence of
this agricultural revolution. People began to cultivate crops like sorghum and millet,
which were well-suited to the savannah regions and became important dietary
components. These grains, resilient and tolerant of low rainfall, were some of the
earliest domesticated crops in West Africa and formed the backbone of food security
for millennia. They were transformed into staples such as tuo zaafi and various
porridges, and even used in traditional beers.

Beyond grains, early Ghanaians also cultivated indigenous root vegetables and tubers.
Yam, for instance, is an indigenous African crop, with evidence suggesting its
domestication as early as 5000 BC. Along with millet and plantain, yam was a
foundational element of Ghanaian cuisine, particularly before the 16th century.
Cowpeas and oil palm also featured in their diets. In the forest regions, the oil palm
was particularly significant, its fruits providing oil and palm wine. Excavations have
even revealed the presence of domesticated animals such as dwarf goats, cattle, and
guinea fowls from this period, suggesting a mixed economy of farming and animal
husbandry.
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The coastal communities, of course, leveraged their unique proximity to the sea.
Fishing was an ancient practice, providing a crucial source of protein. Harpoons and
fish hooks found at archaeological sites indicate sophisticated fishing techniques were
in use. The variety of marine life, including various fish species, prawns, and crabs,
would have contributed significantly to the diet of those living along the Gulf of
Guinea. This rich aquatic bounty, combined with the agricultural produce of the inland
savannah, created a diverse and sustainable food system.

Cooking methods in these ancient times were, by necessity, ingenious and adapted to
the available resources. While direct archaeological evidence of specific recipes might
be scarce, we can infer much from the tools and ingredients discovered. Pounding
would have been a fundamental technique, likely using mortars and pestles, much like
the preparation of fufu today, though the ingredients would have been indigenous
yams and perhaps plantains, before the widespread introduction of cassava. Roasting,
boiling, and perhaps early forms of smoking for preservation would also have been
common. The use of fire, naturally, was central to all cooking.

The role of women in these early foodways was undoubtedly pivotal. As gatherers and
processors of food, their knowledge of local flora and its uses would have been
essential for survival. Later, with the advent of farming and settled communities,
women would have been primarily responsible for cultivation, processing, and
preparation of staple crops. This traditional role as farmers and retailers of produce,
managing the household's sustenance, continues to hold immense cultural
significance even today. Their knowledge of plant behavior, seasonal availability, and
sustainable harvesting practices ensured the longevity of their food resources.

Pre-colonial Ghanaian societies were not isolated; trade networks, even in ancient
times, facilitated the exchange of goods and ideas. While extensive trans-Saharan
trade routes primarily impacted the northern regions, the coastal areas would have
developed their own localized exchange systems, sharing surplus produce and
specialized skills. This foundational period, with its reliance on indigenous crops,
resourceful hunting and fishing, and ingenious cooking methods, laid the groundwork
for the complex and vibrant culinary landscape that would continue to evolve over
centuries. The arrival of new crops and external influences would later add layers to
this existing framework, but the roots of coastal Ghanaian cuisine remain firmly
planted in these ancient traditions.
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