Thursday, August 31, 2006 

"The best and hottest damn hot sauce in the world"

Dedicated to
The Gorilla

Nestled within a population of Togo's five million was one man with whom B and I would eventually cross path. His name is Edmond Kodzo Alonyo Segbeaya, born in 1964 in Afagnan; a small village situated 90 kilometers away from Lome, the capital of Togo, West Africa.





Edmond lived and grew up in Togo, unfortunately under the supressive rule of Gnassingbe Eyadema who seized power in a 1967 coup and dissolved all political parties, thus resulting in a functioning dictatorship. Despite the confining conditions of the dictatorship (which was to last until February 2005, only to be furthered as a dynasty by Gnassingbe's son, Faure), he grew to be a promising young lad who later attended the University of Benin in Lome. This student of the University's Economic Department fared well enough to receive scholarships but was denied this priviledge because of his ethnic background; Only members of the ethnic group to which the President belonged were granted a scholarship or financial support, and he is not of that tribe. It was with this that his life took a turn, one of the many he would eventually encounter.

Not wanting to take this unjust treatment lying down, Edmond began to become engaged in a series of anti-government activities. As he became more politically involved, his felt his life slowly being taken away from him. Instead of sticking around and waiting for his life to be physically seized from him, he fled. On 7th August 1991, Edmond safely left for Germany to seek asylum.

It was here that Segbeaya further cultivated his family. However, after 7 years of living in Germany, the family was threatened with deportation. With his wife and Germany-born third daughter, he took to hiding in a Catholic Monastery for 3 years. The years were arduous and restricting, as it would be for any fugitive.

In 2001, A Canadian who had been living in Germany had heard of the Segbeayas' situation and offered them help. Susan Braun, with the help of Barbara Mason in Canada, rounded up 7 churches for an immigration sponsorship for the Segbeaya family. On the 28th of August, their immigration was finalized alongside that of his elder twin daughters in Togo. They were all to be relocated where Barbara and the Churches were, in Nelson, Canada, and the family finally reunited there on the 16th of November, 2001.

In this new yet familiar town, the Segbeayas built their lives, and influenced the lives of those who had been there before them. Although far away from their hometown of Afagnan and for most of the five of them, ten years away from having lived in their own culture, they retained whatever they could. They resolved to create a new home away from their old and did so in the most obvious way to them, in the foods they prepared.

One day, as Edmond was out on his usual Kootenay Co-op grocery shopping trips, the manager of the store approached him. The manager was puzzled about an outrageous purchase Edmond made on a regular basis - entire crates of habanero peppers; While the usual suspects of the town could only tolerate buying a couple of habaneros each time, Edmond purchased them in crates. This was puzzling yet fascinating to the manager of this small Canadian town. To this Edmond explained his culture's penchant to consuming hot (spicy) products at every meal. Over time, their African culture had built up a resistance towards normal hot products and gradually progressed toward products made only of the hottest anyone can bear, the resilient habanero pepper.

It was from this conversation that Edmond's present life came about. Fascinated and bought over by Edmond's habanero pepper sauce, the store's Assistant Product Manager, Ken Lister, encouraged him to promote, sell and distribute his product. Egged on by those-who-are-now-his-people's faith and his faith in the hot sauce, he officially set up his Awassi company on April 1st 2002 and the Ebesse Zozo hot sauce empire was borne.
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Ebesse is a hot pepper sauce made from a combination of many vegetables, the principle ingredient being habanero peppers. It is therefore an extremely hot sauce and is not to be taken lightly. All the ingredients are natural, and it is made without vinegar, sugar, MSG, and chemical preservatives. It should thus be refridgerated after opening. "Ebesse Zozo" is Togolese for "hot pepper", and it was with this hot pepper that his world opened up further.

In 2003, Edmond had taken a big leap to promote his hot pepper sauce - he entered a hot sauce competition. 



It was the Fiery Food Challenge Competition in Texas and Ebesse did extremely well, coming in 3rd place in the International Category. Edmond was ecstatic, so were his loyal followers and lovers of Ebesse Zozo. Ebesse Zozo did not stop there though. Ebesse went on to win 4 awards in the next two years, one of which was 1st place as the top People's Preference Hot Sauce.

With its flourishing popularity, Ebesse was to make appearances everywhere. In May 2006, Edmond was in Vancouver to attend the annual Eat! Vancouver Convention to further market Ebesse. It was this fateful day that we crossed paths.

My prevalent, and sometimes somewhat unhealthy, obsession with foods took me to Eat! Vancouver. I was a volunteer the previous year and had delicious fun attending the event with a good friend of mine. This event had been in my agenda for a whole year and the Good Friend and I were to attend it together but unalterable plans got in the way and she had to miss it. I however resolved not to pass it up even if that meant I had to be the solitary wanderer. Fortunately for me, I had not long ago encountered a boy, B, whose obsession with everything spicy was on the rise and nothing I introduced him to phased him, yet. He kindly agreed to drag his lazy ass out of bed on a Sunday to be my other stomach, my other army of tastebuds. I was ecstatic, and so was he when the event was over.

We arrived slightly late and slightly hungry. From previous experience, the samples on offer would be sufficient to fill our stomach and true this was. We arrived at the stadium at around lunchtime, alongside a throng of food-driven enthusiasts. The stadium was bustling and bursting with people - lines were formed everywhere, seats were squeezed into and [one-sided]conversations were being thrown into the air for random ears to catch. The atmosphere was rowdy but appropriately so. Overwhlemed yet excited, we shuffled our way through to one end of the stadium and tried to organizationally work our way through the booths. This lasted for about five minutes before we ran off in search of interesting-sounding booth names marked on our maps. Before we were aware, we had manouvred our winding way to a booth tucked away in an outer lane of the lines of stalls. It was the Awassi booth.

There he stood, a man of weighty stature, dressed in traditional African (Togolese I suppose) garb, projecting his deep manly and spice-ridden voice to the lesser throngs of enthusiasts. He was easy yet difficult to miss - easy because of his lesser-traffic-ed location, difficult because of his charisma and his unique image. Nevertheless we caught sight of Edmond and immediately approached him.
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The facade of his booth was lined with wooden shelves filled with the Awassi range of sauces, African souvenirs and African-pride-bearing goods, pamphlets detailing the life of Edmond, and Awassi, and opened bottles of hot sauce with small crisp sheets of crackers for sampling (this sauce was not simply a product, it represented his life). Scattered around the booth were multimedia equipment churning out reggae music and playing documented accounts of his previous competitions. He was in full promotion and sales mode.




I followed as B approached the sample area, carefully dodging the masses who flocked the table. We reached in and swiftly took a swab at the hot sauce. Being somewhat spice-snobs, we snubbed the mild and medium spices hot sauces and dived into the bottle labeled hot. The hot-sauce-skeptic-partial-to-cabai-rawet in me was expecting a mild hot hot sauce that would merely graze the surface of my tastebuds. Boy was I wrong.

As the hot sauce-coated cracker with my tastebuds, the strong aroma of the sauce lifted through my senses. The spicy aroma watered my mouth and permeated my nasal cavity. Its characteristic was like that of a curry but more intense with the slight spike of the spicy heat. The texture was coarse, and it looked somewhat like roughage when observed up close, with fibrous strands sticking out of the mixture. This mixture overturned my expectations. The initial taste of the mixture was mild, almost invisible save the aroma and the saltiness. But as the mixture works its wonders and as my glands rush to produce more of the substance named saliva to pass on the buck of the taste to my gullet, the spice intensifies, leaving a burning feeling that grows as you try to alleviate it - the more I swallowed my saliva, the more intense the flavour got. The burning sensation was so prevalent that it was beginning to manifest itself in my skin colour - I was turning beet red from my lips and I helpless in knowing that.

As the rush of sensations occupied most of my state of mind, I stole a look at B. B was beaming with red hot grins. The sensations not only made him blush, it also made him very happy. For B, if I have not mentioned this before, believes that spice is only good when it hurts. And it is supposedlywonderful when it hurts real bad. He was thus ecstatic. But that ecstatic feeling was not enough to ovecome the pain we were going through, we needed a remedy, and quick! All this while, Edmond, I could see from the side of my eyes, was keeping an eye on us, waiting for our reaction. He was pleased, I could tell, even though there was a non-chalance about him as we sampled the hot sauce. We loved it and we weren't hiding it.
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So we stepped away from the booth. My rational self voiced out to B that we first had to soothe our fiery tastebuds, and then walk around a bit more to sample other hot sauces before we decide to purchase any. B was slightly adamant but agreed - there could have been hotter hot sauces and he would have been damned if he missed those out! So our first plan of action was to walk past a yogurt booth and pretend we did not really want any although our flushed faces gave that away. Fortunately for us, the rice-pudding promoter shoved two cups of creamy rice pudding in our faces. We were saved!

We walked around for about half hour, surveying our maps as we walked along to see if any other names pop out to us. To our dismay, we had tried all of the hot sauces and none were as painful as Edmond's. When we had established this fact, B rushes like a kid to the Awassi booth to purchase a bottle of the devilish concoction. The visibly tired Edmond (from the three long days of the convention) was happy to see us return. As we waited on the reception ten-(CAD)dollar, 500ml bottle, something else catches B's eye: a hot pepper essence that was available for sampling.

B picks up the essence that was housed in a bottle with a dropper. He proudly shows it to me and proceeds to ask Edmond if and how he can taste it. We watched as Edmond carefully placed one drop in a small plastic cup and hands it over to B. As B was about to try it, I gave him a wary look which was lost on him. He was excited at the prospect of what the essence could do to him. He almost immediately downs the essence. As he downed the essence, I fixated upon his facial expressions. To my surprise his expressions were unaltered. I asked if it was hot and he answered with a negative and then a satisfied grin. Curious, I asked Edmond for a taste.

Edmond smiles and hands me a small cup. I sniff the odourless essence and bravely down the liquid. My expression was that of a consumer surprised at the lack of spice, and like B, my facial expressions were unaltered. That was until the deadly spear of the spice struck. The heat was so intensely piercing that my eyes start to water up and I involuntarily stick my tongue out to cool it down. B evil-ly laughs at my naive nature while I run off to slather on some more of the rice pudding.

So with our satisfied one-bottle purchase (the essence was too intense for us and we were not familiar with its method of usage) and a scarred tongue in hand, we left Edmond and the Convention. B was excited to head home to use his new product and I was happy to regain access to the jug of milk in the fridge.

For the next week and a half, we tested and intensified dishes with the sauce. B was pleased and always came away from the meals with a satisfied grin, and so did I. We abused the presence of the hot sauce so much it depleted quickly. It was then that a series of correspondences with Edmond began, always beginning with an email from B expressing his undying love for the hot sauce. B started off with a purchase of two bottles and then escalating to eight in the next, two of which were requested by me. Edmond's email address was soon on B's "frequently emailed" list, his website address in B's Favourites folder, and his number (which Edmond had taken to including it in the labels of his hot sauce - this, argues B, shows how dedicated Edmond is to his hot sauce, and how close to his heart the sauce is) in a page in B's notebook. Three months later, B is still as captured by the hot sauce. He is now unable to live without it. He had also started to rope family and friends into his hot sauce circle by making it compulsory for them to try it, almost always rendering the taster hot and wounded but craving for more - more information about the sauce and more sauce to consume, albeit in small amounts. This drug is addictive!

We talk about hot sauces rather frequently and it often revolves around him telling me about how his friends liked Ebesse Zozo and me informing him of the reactions of my family members. We have since been on the lookout for hotter, more painful sauces but this flamboyant African native has thus far emerged the winner and, we feel, will be our winner for sometime to come. As B exclaimed, it's "the best and hottest damn hot sauce in the world. It's soo good". That said, I miss B's homecooked foods that the sauce goes so well with.
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To learn more about the hot sauce or order, visit the Awassi website. 
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