Introduction
Cookin dah Beenyah Way

Gullah cooking has been the center of my
beenyah soul for as long as I can remember, and long before my time. When I was
a child, no shortcuts or quick fixes would
do or replace what had to be done in the
kitchen (nothing is really complicated,
unless you decide to skin and musk a
raccoon and you don’t know where to
start—but don’t worry, that’s not in this
cookbook).
Cooking has been considered by Gullah
people as a priceless process that never
gets old . . . just better. Folks took what
little they had and made tasty meals to
feed their family and anyone who dropped
by. Bones that were almost meatless or
fatbacks added flavor and aroma to fresh
organic vegetables. Natives spent hours in
their fields, or doing many chores around
the house, while their pot slow-cooked on a
woodstove. For us this was called “cooking a
long pot.”
My cooking lessons were simple and
true: A good cook knows that there ain’t
but one way to do it and that is to give it
dah love while you are cooking. And if you
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don’t have all you need, then you work with
what you got. It’s called planning. Bringing main ingredients and spices together is
gathering, and combining them is connecting. Balancing the mixture by using the
right amount is preparing. And when you
have completed all of that, it will be time
for you to get out your cooking tools, your
pots and pans, and set your temperature to
your desired heat.
After you have combined all your ingredients and seasonings and placed your dish
on top of the stove or in the heated oven
for cooking, stay nearby to give it the love
it needs to taste the Gullah way. When you
are basting and stirring is also when you are
connecting the flavor and aroma for tasting, which is the most important part of the
process, because this is where you have the
last say and are making sure that the meal
has your name on it.
My momma didn’t believe in rushing
a meal, because she knew that patience
and loving what you do made all the difference in perfecting a good meal for the ones
you love.
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Gullah cooking has been passed down
through generations from great cooks who
never had any schooling or degrees. They
learned from paying attention to folk and
watching their every move. Cooking is an
art of fixing, mixing, texture, aroma, and
good taste buds. You will only get out what
you put in, so put a smile on your face and
feel the magic of combining a mixture of
great food and love.
Now, I want you all to remember that
when we used to prepare our food back in
the day, recipes were not from cookbooks
or about counting calories. Recipes were
just like our own history, passed down by
word of mouth through many generations.
Many can tell you that a Gullah person don’t
need a cookbook, they knows how to cook
because it’s in their head, and all they need
is the tools to prepare the food. That was
because, back then, African Americans were
not allowed to write or read, and our Native
American ancestors didn’t have a writing
tradition.
Also, counting calories or watching our
waistline was not something we worried
about, because, come time to eat, a bellyful
was a belly full; however, I have tried to cut
calorie corners all I could throughout this
book. Of course, when I was growing up we
worked hard—all day, every day—and we
burned off the excess calories . . . certainly
a good argument for exercise today. And
remember it’s not always what you eat that
makes you fat, but how much of what you
eat and what you do afterward. Our meals
came from things we grew in our garden,
raised in our yard, hunted from the woods,
and caught in the river, ocean, or creeks.

Many things we used were seasonal and
weather-based or, since we were on a sea
island, actually determined by the phase of
the moon and the cycle of tides: high, low,
or flood tide.
Timing was of the essence when it came
to knowing when we might get the biggest shrimp or crab catch (both among the
most important ingredients in Gullah and
lowcountry southern cooking), or even the
pecan harvest (we had six pecan trees on our
land). Some of our meals were not cooked as
healthily as we would cook them today; food
preparation was based on taste and what
was available—not, as I mentioned, calorie count. Nevertheless, our food was very
modern in the sense that most of the fruit
and vegetables were organic (our island had
lots of fruit and nut trees, and berries grew
wild along roadsides or near our backyard),
and our chickens and pigs, as well as wild
game like raccoons and deer, never knew
synthetic herbicides and pesticides and
were, obviously, free-range. We even used
the cooled ash from the wood burned in our
stove to sprinkle over our vegetable garden
to keep the bugs off. Also, some of our food
was cooked much longer than is fashionable
today. Try it the Gullah way and see if longer
cooking time doesn’t add a depth of flavor
that is lacking in quickly cooked food.
I learned to cook the beenyah way from
the time I could see over our wood-burning
stove in a corner of our kitchen. Momma
made sure we paid attention to her every
word and move, since measurements were
never written down and the woodstove temperature was not controlled by knobs. Our
way of cooking was pretty much measured
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by texture, smell, and taste. For these recipes, though, I have given you the benefit
of my lifetime of experience with cooking
times and ingredient measures and cooking
temperatures.
Finally, if there is some ingredient in
one of these recipes that you can’t eat or
don’t like, go ahead and use your common

sense to improvise. We made do with all
the things we had on hand back in the day,
because complaining didn’t help. If you
want crab and rice (page 135) but have only
shrimp or oysters on hand, they make a
great substitute. So I invite you to treat
yourself to some belly-fillin, lip-smackin,
down-home beenyah dinnas.
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