

[image: ]



[image: illustration]

John Gregory-Smith is a best-selling author, presenter and food and travel writer who specialises in Middle Eastern and North African cuisine. He has published four books, including Orange Blossom & Honey, Turkish Delights, Mighty Spice Express and The Mighty Spice Cookbook. John appears regularly on Channel 4’s Sunday Brunch and has recently written for Condé Nast Traveller, Delicious Magazine, British Airways High Life, Grazia, Olive Magazine, Out There, Evening Standard and Sainsbury’s Magazine.



[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


CONTENTS

Introduction

MEZE

VEGETABLES

ROASTS & GRILLS

STEWS

RICE & GRAINS

BREADS & PASTRIES

DESSERTS & SWEETS

Index

Acknowledgements


How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


DISCOVERING LEBANON

When I was writing my first cookbook back in 2010, I went to work as a chef in a restaurant in Beirut called Souk El Tayeb. The owner, Kamal Mouzawak, had set up a space where he could invite women from different regions of Lebanon to come and share their home-cooked recipes with a wider audience. Thanks to Kamal, I worked with cooks from across the country and got to understand how unique the cuisine was. I adored the sour tang that the Lebanese palate is so partial to and the intricate use of herbs and spices, including za’atar, sumac and Lebanese 7 spice. During my time off, I explored the different neighbourhoods of Beirut and enjoyed feasting in each one. It was fascinating to be somewhere that during my childhood had always been associated with news reports about war and conflict. I got to make up my own mind about the city, its people and the food. And you know what? I was hooked.

On that first trip to Beirut, I was advised not to leave the city. I’m quite adventurous when I travel, especially if there’s a whiff of a new recipe in the air, but I trust my instincts and those of the people around me. If the locals say not to do something, I won’t. I went home with many fond memories, firm friends and a strong desire to return. It was the groundwork for this book. So when I decided to write Saffron in the Souks, I was thrilled to be told that Lebanon was now a different place. The country had settled down and it was safe for me to go and explore. I can’t tell you how happy this made me. Not just for my own research, but more importantly, to think that such a beautiful part of the world was blooming again.

I set off in a battered old hire car and drove around the country from the sun-soaked souks of Saida up to Mount Lebanon and over to Beqaa Valley, the agricultural heart of the country. I marvelled at the Roman ruins in Baalbek, picked fresh za’atar in Nabatieh and ate street food in Tripoli. I partied in Beirut, hiked through the cedar forests of Bsharri and learnt how to bake bread in a small Druze village in the Chouf Mountains. The whole time I felt completely safe and so well looked after. I experienced such generous hospitality and discovered a rich food culture. It would be foolish, however, to ignore the fact that Lebanon is in a very volatile part of the world. On a recent trip, British, American and French forces flew over the village where I was staying on a mission to bomb a chemical weapons factory near Damascus in Syria. I was only 80 kilometres from that city. Apart from a worried call from my family, I didn’t notice a thing. No one around me even flinched. It just goes to show that everyone’s norm is different, and when you are used to a fiery environment, 80 kilometres is a world away.

HIDDEN BEAUTY

Talking to people back home in the UK, whenever I asked what they thought about Lebanon everyone was enthusiastic about the food. People loved hummus, tabouleh, falafel and shawarma. What a great start. But when I went deeper and asked about the country itself, no one knew anything more than war. And yes, of course, this can’t be overlooked; it hangs over everything. But there is so much more to Lebanon than this. It’s truly beautiful, with landscapes unlike anywhere else in the world and food that’s quite simply divine. That’s what I want you to experience through my book, this positive side of the country that I have grown so fond of.

My first visit to Tripoli, Lebanon’s second largest city, was on a rather rainy spring morning. I started off in El Mina, the oldest part of town where the Phoenicians settled some three thousand years ago. The fish market was buzzing. Bright blue plastic tables groaned under the weight of shimmering octopuses, huge king prawns and anchovies that glistened like silver. I walked around to the harbour and ate ashta (clotted cream) ice cream in the rain, watching the boats bob up and down on the sea. By the afternoon the rain had cleared and the sun was scorching. I sought shade in the souk and feasted on bowls of hummus and tart pickles. I wound my way through narrow alleyways lined with piles of fresh fruits, vegetables, herbs and spices. There is quite an Arabic feel to the city; old boys were smoking shisha and drinking thick black coffee outside little cafes and the women doing their shopping were more traditionally covered than I had seen in Beirut. It all added to the essence of the city and I was utterly enchanted.
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After leaving Tripoli, I went hiking around Jezzine in the Lebanese mountains. An impressive waterfall cuts through the centre of the town, spilling down into the lush valley below. I walked through thick pine forests and across meadows strewn with purple irises, pink orchids, red poppies and white geraniums. The sweet scent of wild herbs wafted up through the verdant grass. Plump cherries, soft peaches and crisp pears hung from the trees. I climbed up onto the mountaintop and sat with my legs dangling over the edge. Hazy hills strewn with pretty villages rolled all the way down to the sea. I could make out quiet squares and little stone churches in each one. This was so far from what I’d imagined I would experience, more Tuscan than Middle Eastern, and a world away from Tripoli.

I called this book Saffron in the Souks because, for me, the name conjures up something exciting, exotic and mysterious. It encapsulates the hidden beauty of that vibrant souk in Tripoli and the quiet calm I felt in the mountains: positive, beautiful experiences that I wanted to communicate through every element of my book.

THE LAY OF THE LAND

The history of Lebanon is deeply complex. There has been so much bloodshed over the years. I’m neither a historian nor a political writer, and when I travel to a country to understand the food, I try as best as I can to put these factors to one side. That might sound rather odd, but taking things at face value and meeting people without any preconceived ideas helps me better understand the culture, especially in parts of the world where I might not agree with political and religious practices. Despite this, the fact remains that when writing about any country, it’s impossible to ignore its history and culture; after all, these aspects shape a nation’s identity – and its cuisine. So here is a very brief overview – and if you want to find out more, I urge you to dive in and get researching. It’s a fascinating country.

Since the third millennia, Canaanites (or, as the Greeks referred to them, Phoenicians) inhabited the region we know as Lebanon. The name Phoenicia derived from an ancient Greek word, phoinios, meaning purple, in reference to a dye the people were famous for extracting from a sea snail called a murex. Prized for its deep colour, the dye became the iconic purple worn by Roman emperors and their elite generals. By the ninth century BCE the Phoenicians had become one of the great trading powers of the ancient world, exporting cedar wood, olive oil, wine, dye and glass all over the Mediterranean region and even as far as the Atlantic coast of Africa. In Phoenicia they established Tyre, Sidon (Saida), Gubla (Byblos), Tripoli and Berytus (Beirut), all of which are still inhabited today.

The powerhouses of the ancient world all took control of Phoenicia. In the eighth century BCE the Assyrians ruled, followed by the Babylonians after them. In 539 BCE the Persian leader Cyrus conquered Phoenicia. Alexander the Great added the colony to his portfolio when he fought off the Persian Empire and in 64 BCE the Romans took control, connecting the country with a network of roads and building vast cities and beautiful temples along the way. In the sixth century CE a series of powerful earthquakes hit Baalbek and Beirut, which, coupled with religious disputes, weakened Rome’s control. Seeing an opportunity, invaders from the Arabian Peninsula swept in and by the first half of the seventh century conquered Lebanon.

The Crusades, which lasted for more than two centuries as Christian countries attempted to take the Holy Land from Muslim rule, began in 1095 CE, the first campaign sanctioned by Pope Urban II. Although the Crusaders never established a permanent foothold in Lebanon, great castles and mighty fortresses were built all along the coast, the largest being the Citadel of Raymond de Saint- Gilles that still towers over Tripoli today. After the Crusades finally ended, fighting began between Mongol warriors from Central Asia and the Mamluk army of Egypt. The Mamluks took control of the land, eventually falling themselves to the Ottomans. During the Mamluk reign, an Egyptian known as al-Darazi settled in southern Lebanon. His followers became known as Druze, a religion based on Ismaili Islam that believes in reincarnation. They still live in Lebanon today and are famous for their incredible baking skills. It was through two powerful Druze families that the Ottomans semi-autonomously ruled Lebanon until the twentieth century when the French mandate began after World War I.

Lebanon gained its independence in 1943, and over the following decades unrest built in the country and surrounding areas, culminating in the horrendous civil war that ripped Lebanon apart for fifteen years, ending in 1990. As things began to be rebuilt, wars in neighbouring countries caused a mass influx of refugees – over thirty thousand Palestinians and almost 1.5 million Syrians are living in the country today. Lebanon has a history of taking in refugees: in 1915 Armenians fleeing genocide settled in a district in Beirut, Bourj Hammoud, which is one of my favourite parts of the city, and in Anjar in Beqaa Valley. These events have shaped the Lebanon of today, a melting pot of cultures including Muslims, Druze, Christians, Armenians, Syrians and Palestinians, all of whom have defined the cuisine.

KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL

Lebanon has such a wide variety of exciting produce that makes its cuisine so interesting; coriander, parsley and mint are used in abundance. Garlic is lushly added to everything. Ground cherry pips (mahlab), rose water and orange blossom perfume decadent desserts. Kitchens will never run out of woody allspice or Lebanese 7 spice, a pungent blend made up of black peppercorns, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, nutmeg, coriander and allspice. If you can’t get hold of this, use baharat, which is more widely available. Sumac, a beautiful crushed red berry, along with pomegranate molasses and lemon add a sour freshness to the food, a flavour the Lebanese simply adore.

Seasonal ingredients – such as spring broad beans and autumnal pomegranates – dominate dishes at the right time of the year. Vineyards producing world-class grapes flourish the length and breadth of Beqaa Valley, an area also known for producing the best lamb in the country. Olives adorn every table and nuts garnish both sweet and savoury dishes. Tahini, a paste made from ground sesame seeds, enriches everything from hummus to salads. It’s also mixed with yogurt, lemon and water to make tarator sauce, which gives a decadent finish to many recipes.

In the Hezbollah-controlled south, Abu Kassem grows the finest za’atar in the world. Za’atar as we know it is a blend of sesame seeds, sumac and thyme. It is also the name of a fragrant herb that has grown wild in these lands for centuries.
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The fresh herb is used to make fattoush, or is mixed with tomatoes and onions as a simple side salad. It can be dried and combined with oil or used to make the za’atar blend with sumac and sesame seeds, which is slathered onto flatbreads called man’ouche. On his little farm just outside the village of Nabatieh, Abu was the first farmer to grow the crop commercially and now he supplies restaurants from Beirut to Boston. He told me that Lebanese mums tell their children to eat za’atar if they want to get smarter: a clever ruse and one that might explain why it’s such a popular flavour in the country. Lebanon is not a big country, just over 10,000 square kilometres, flanked by the Mediterranean on one side and great mountains on the other. The dazzling waters off its long coastline are rich with seafood. Calamari is on every meze menu and a dish called samke harra is found in different guises all over the country. It’s an ancient recipe for roasted fish served in a spicy tahini sauce. Wheat is grown across the mountainous regions and bread-making is an art form. I am particularly fond of the Druze flatbread called saj. Bulgur is eaten as a staple carbohydrate. A variety of grades – coarse, fine and extra fine – are used for different dishes: coarse to soak up all the flavours of a pilaf, fine to soften in a classic tabouleh and extra fine mixed with raw minced lamb or goat to make kibbeh nayyeh.

Kibbeh is a national obsession. It comes in different shapes and sizes, always using the same base of ground meat and bulgur, from the ultra pared-back raw kibbeh nayyeh to a tray-baked version or deep-fried kofta. I asked so many people about the origin of this dish and no one had an exact answer for me. The gist is that kibbeh is made with hearty mountain ingredients that are plentiful, and each region has a different style. It’s widely believed that the best kibbeh comes from Zgharta, a town in the northeast, where I was lucky enough to work with a wonderful local woman called Georgina Bayeh. She taught me how to make different versions of kibbeh, each using the same base of very finely ground lamb, almost whipped and bright pink in colour, mixed with extra fine bulgur. See here for one of her sensational recipes for kibbeh.

‘SAHTAIN’

In Lebanon, people say ‘sahtain’ before or after a meal. It literally means ‘double health’. What it really refers to is the shared bond of enjoying food. I guess it’s like saying to someone: ‘Love every mouthful of what you’re about to eat.’ I adore this concept. All too often we forget that food is a pleasure and should always be savoured. Saffron in the Souks is not the definitive guide to Lebanese cuisine in the traditional sense. It’s a snapshot of what’s going on in the country today. That’s why there’s a wonderful Iraqi-inspired kibbeh that my Lebanese friend Fadia taught me how to make using rice instead of bulgur and a wickedly good Syrian kebab, alongside very traditional home-cooked Lebanese dishes, like yakhni and moghrabieh, a pasta dish of sorts made with tiny semolina dough balls. I’m all about discovering new recipes and I try as much as possible not to run with dishes that are already widely available, which is why there is no recipe for classic tabouleh or hummus in this book. Instead, I have found a version of tabouleh made in the mountains during spring with no tomatoes or parsley. It’s incredible. As for hummus, which I adore, I have a similar dish called malezeye that has more texture and a fresher flavour. It’s delicious and I can’t wait for you to give it a go. I have, though, included the flatbread salad fattoush as it’s such an essential side.

I hope you enjoy using this book as much as I did writing it. Cook up a storm, flood the table with my recipes, love every mouthful and, as the Lebanese say, sahtain.
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BEETROOT, RADISH & TARRAGON SALAD

Meze is a popular way of eating in Lebanon, flooding the table with a dazzling display of small dishes to tuck into. These can be a prelude to a main course or served alongside as accompaniments. This is my version of a classic Lebanese beetroot meze, which I’ve turned into more of a salad with plenty of fresh herbs, beautifully soft beluga lentils and salty feta. This salad goes well with moutabal, also pictured here – you can find the recipe here.

SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZE

3 beetroots (about 320g), cut into wedges

3 tablespoons olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

2 spring onions, finely chopped

70g radishes, mandolined or thinly sliced

30g walnuts, bashed into a rubble

2 handfuls of roughly chopped tarragon leaves

2 handfuls of roughly chopped mint leaves

400g tin beluga lentils, drained and rinsed

½ teaspoon Aleppo pepper flakes

zest and juice of 1 lemon

40g feta

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Preheat the oven to 220°C/200°C fan/gas mark 7. Put the beetroots into a roasting dish and drizzle over 2 tablespoons of the oil. Season with a good
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