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I NAMED THE BAKERY LIBRAE AS A QUIET NOD TO MY STAR SIGN, LIBRA, BUT OVER TIME IT GREW INTO SOMETHING MORE EXPANSIVE. IT SPEAKS TO THE BALANCE OF MEMORY AND INVENTION – A SPACE WHERE BAKING FINDS ITS CENTER.

DONA
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Librae is a third-culture bakery in the East Village, New York. We celebrate Bahraini flavors using Danish baking techniques, in a place of unparalleled energy, New York City.

Memories of my childhood in Bahrain

Growing up in the Kingdom of Bahrain, my childhood memories revolve around daily moments and scents – rose water in my grandmother’s tea, cardamom as my mother cooked our after-school lunch, lightly spiced stewed chickpeas to be eaten with eggs, creamy labneh and fresh flatbreads collected from the local bakery by my father each Friday. Our house was always full of visitors and, like every Bahraini household, we would have a ‘house cake’ ready, in case any unexpected guests arrived. Bahraini culture is a culture of abundance, where hospitality and generosity go hand in hand. The story of Librae really starts with these memories, with food punctuating every moment. It is the thread that connects my life.

I was lucky to grow up surrounded by great cooks: all the women in my family – my mother, Chrystelle, my grandmothers, Matilda and Dai, and all of my aunts. My mother made all of our meals, regardless of how busy she was holding down a full-time job. She taught me that food is a vehicle of love. Food is, and always has been, my love language.

I remember sitting with my maternal grandmother, Matilda, making intricate marzipan flowers. She was a wedding-cake designer and her designs were detailed and impossibly beautiful. Her passion was passed down to my mother and they taught me that good food takes time – it shouldn’t be rushed, but it should always be beautiful – and this has undeniably influenced me.

Bahraini food is abundant and plentiful; we eat to celebrate and come together with those we love. Many of our celebrations are centered around feasts, meals cooked in a multi-generational setting and enjoyed together in large groups.

‘Gahwa’, Arabic coffee, is also a part of everyday hospitality – it is an indulgent celebration. Coffee, and tea, punctuate the day: they are offered when you have guests and after meals. When I left my corporate job and embarked on a career as a coffee roaster, it sparked my passion for sourcing the best ingredients. I was the first female coffee roaster in Bahrain when I opened my café.

It was in that café that I met my now husband, Andre. From our first meeting, to our union together and shared love of food and travel, this is where the Librae story comes together. Andre is French-Moroccan, but grew up in New York City. My mother’s roots are Indian and Portuguese and my father is Bahraini-Persian. The unity between my heritage and Andre’s heritage is what makes Librae what it is: a legacy of many cultures.

It is the memories of my childhood and love of Bahraini culture that led me on the journey to where I am now. A little bit of Bahrain is in everything that I do.

Danish influence

Andre and I discovered Scandinavia together while working in Copenhagen. We fell in love with the bakeries there and the quality of both the coffee and the pastries. The attention to ingredient sourcing and design of the Danish bakeries was very inspiring.

The Danish baking techniques are full of slow processes; they take patience and punish shortcuts. The pastries were more buttery, more salty and ultimately more delicious than anything we had tasted before.

The coffee culture and the viennoiserie were both of extremely high standards. I loved the idea that each could be equally important. This is the driving force at Librae, and something that we had not experienced in New York.

Librae was born

If love brought me to New York, it was luck that brought us to view the space in NoHo. We ended up in New York City visiting family post pandemic. Opening a bakery in New York was not something at the top of our agenda, but very quickly it became clear it was meant to be. An old family friend of Andre’s, Anand Bhatia, showed us around 35 Cooper Square and we knew right there and then that it was the spot for us. It isn’t too often that your intuition takes over quite like that, but I can honestly say that it felt like there was some magic in the air that day.

Cooper Square is a historic square in New York City, at the heart of one of the last neighborhoods where people born and raised in New York still live. We knew that we needed to become a part of that community and not risk becoming yet another business moving into the area without any connection to the people.

A family business

Librae has always been a family affair. In the first months when we signed for the space at Cooper Square and started the renovations, my mother and my in-laws were there with us painting the furniture. It was a co-operative effort by both our families.

At the start, Andre and I would stand together on the street outside the bakery and give away croissants and sourdough loaves from our recipe testing. New Yorkers are known for being fast-paced, so getting anyone to stop was a challenge at first, but over time we managed to create a community by being there every day from open to close.

[image: ]
[image: ]
We wanted to introduce Bahraini hospitality to New York City, which meant we needed to get people to sit down, slow down and engage. The challenge was to introduce a slower, more considered bakery experience. Coffee culture in the city is on the go: sip fast while running to your next meeting. We wanted New Yorkers to savor their coffees and croissants.

Inspired by ingredients from home

Bahraini cuisine is influenced by its geography. Positioned within the Arabian Gulf and historic trade routes meant that ingredients and traditions migrated. Bahrain is a small island with a rich tradition of seafood and spices. It has its own complex and incredibly unique set of ingredients, customs and traditions – which would require another book on their own!

This cookbook isn’t a definitive guide to everything Bahraini cuisine has to offer. I can only draw on the experience of my childhood and be thankful for the meals cooked and cakes baked by my family; they are my inspiration. Within Bahrain, in every town and on every street, each household will have their own unique traditions, each a little different from the next.

As we were setting up the bakery, we hired bakers and started to plan our menu. I had travelled from Bahrain with some of my most treasured ingredients. It was in those early days, before we opened, that we began to experiment with my suitcase of spices.

Those ingredients were our inspiration, and very quickly it became clear that they would be the elements that made us different.

We spread the ingredients out on the Librae kitchen bench and began pairing and combining flavors. Among the first products to emerge was the twice-baked Rose & Pistachio Croissants (page 60) and the Loomi & Lemon Curd Babka (page 103), made with loomi – lightly fermented sun-dried limes – a common Bahraini ingredient used to add flavor but rarely used in sweet dishes or baking. We added ground loomi as a powder with sugar between the layers of our babka knots. I deliberately used the Arabic name loomi on the display tag, to provoke curiosity. The loomi babka embodies everything that Librae has become. It is my heritage meeting Andre’s.

The bakery has an open kitchen and I love that customers can see the busy chefs. Having an open kitchen re-affirms that the bakery is a celebration of the hard work of our bakers and the effort that goes into every bite. We use the best ingredients and treat them with precision. There are no shortcuts. Absolutely everything is made from scratch and every element of our recipes is homemade. We bake throughout the day so that all our products are at absolute peak freshness. It is the small details that make Librae.

The Librae team

Librae is not about one person, or two. It is a celebration of everyone who has played a part in making it the success it is. It takes an (East) Village. It is about a team of bakers who helped us set up the bakery, many of whom are still with us four years later. It is about our families. It is about every pair of hands that has been in our kitchen and every guest that has walked through our doors.

Everyone’s contribution means something, and every chef, past and present, has played a part. We don’t just have my background or Andre’s to draw from. Our chefs’ cultures have shaped us too and you’ll see those influences throughout the book. Our bakery represents the true meaning of a ‘melting pot’ in that it is a reflection of the diverse backgrounds we all share.

Welcome us into your home

I want anyone cooking from this book to feel as though they have a little slice of Librae in their kitchens and emulate the hospitable culture of the Bahraini people. Making bread, yeasted doughs and laminated croissants are not quick or easy tasks and baking books are often intimidating. I wanted this book to be approachable and to encourage you to enjoy the process. Life is constantly becoming busier and time can feel so crammed with activity that it loses its value. Everything is instant; shortcuts are encouraged. I hope that these recipes inspire you to do the opposite. Savor these recipes with those you love.

While writing this book it became my obsession that this would not become just a coffee table book. All of the recipes have been painstakingly read, re-read and re-re-read to make sure each legitimately works for home cooks and kitchens. Making a croissant, for example, is challenging and requires a lot of patience. When I tested the recipes at home, I put myself in the position of a beginner to make sure each recipe has every detail.

Librae has always been about introducing Bahraini flavors and hospitality to New York; now it is about sharing that with you and bringing our third-culture cooking to your home.

[image: ]



EQUIPMENT

There are a few key items that are absolute must-haves when cooking the recipes in this book. I have also included a list of items that are less crucial but are useful tools to have.
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Digital scales



Vital for successful baking, you will need scales that are accurate to the gram to ensure reliable results every time.

Stand mixer



While it is not essential in every recipe, a stand mixer takes the effort out of creaming butter and sugar and gives you more aerated batters and doughs.

Ruler



Precision matters. A simple ruler ensures even layers, uniform cuts and neatly portioned pastries and doughs. This tool is essential.

Knives and blades



Sharp knives and a good serrated bread knife will be required. You’ll need a baker’s razor (lame) or a sharp blade.

Rolling pin



You’ll need a lightweight wooden rolling pin to laminate dough – without handles is preferable.

Dough scraper



Endlessly useful, a scraper is used for dividing, slicing, scraping and moving dough.

Digital thermometer and oven thermometer



Both of these are extremely useful to check ingredient temperatures, cooking and proofing temperatures.

Pestle and mortar or spice grinder



I recommend grinding your own spices throughout the recipes for improved flavor. Whole spices come alive when ground fresh; this unlocks their full depth and fragrance.

Baking trays



You’ll need these in various sizes but to make our focaccia, you will need a 33 × 23cm (13 × 9in) tray and for our buns, you’ll need a 23cm (9in) square tray.

Dutch oven



For the sourdough recipes, you will need a Dutch oven (casserole dish), banneton proofing basket and a glass jar for your starter.

Ovens



Your oven is the most important piece of equipment in your kitchen. Use an internal oven thermometer to be sure of the accurate temperature. Rotate baking trays halfway through, if needed, to ensure an even bake.

Fridges and freezers



Fridge temperatures should sit somewhere in the range 0–5°C (32–42°F). It is worth checking your fridge often, and turning your fridge temperature down before starting any lamination recipes. Freezers should be −18°C (−0.4°F) or lower.

OTHER USEFUL ITEMS

Baking spray

Cookie cutters

Cooling racks

Food processor

Good-quality non-stick parchment paper

Mandolin

Measuring spoons

Mixing bowls

Muffin tray

Pastry brush

Piping bags

Spatulas

Sprays for water and oil

Stand mixer or kitchen aid

Temperature probe




ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS

This is a basic list of ingredients needed to bring Librae into your home kitchen. These items are not hard to find, but the quality is very important. These simple ingredients, if given the right care and attention, can create magical results. I’ll explain in more detail in the next section on how to best prepare yourself and your surroundings for this alchemy to happen.
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Butter



Butter is the most important ingredient in our bakery – after all, we call the kitchen the butter HQ. Buy the best-quality butter you can with the highest fat content. This will really make a difference when making any of our laminated or enriched doughs. Better-quality butters will also enhance the flavor. We use unsalted butter as standard in this book.

Flour



The soul of a bake starts with the grain. Try to source the best-quality flour you can and buy organic. Ideally, you want flour with high protein content (look for this on the back of the bag). Each flour has a specific purpose, and will lend itself to the texture and gluten content that we are trying to achieve. For our morning buns, croissants and enriched doughs, we use plain (all-purpose) flour with 13% or more protein.

Yeast



Yeast is a temperamental ingredient and the true heartbeat of your dough. We use both fresh and instant yeast in this book and recommend sticking to the type of yeast we specify. Make sure you keep your fresh or instant yeast in an airtight container.

Eggs



We use large free-range eggs in the bakery, however if you prefer organic eggs, that works too. The mother dough recipes will give you the exact weight of egg needed in grams; baking is a science so please adhere to this. The weight we are referring to is the contents once cracked, without the shells. Large eggs (XL in America) are generally 55–57g (about 2oz). One large egg yolk is 18g (½oz). All eggs should be at room temperature (21°C/70°F), except when making scones.

Milk



Milk is always whole, full fat and it is worth trying to source organic or grass-fed if you can. Low-fat or skimmed milks are not suitable for our recipes as they have a much higher water content.

Salt



We use fine sea salt for baking and flaky sea salt for finishing and garnishes. In our dough recipes, salt is not only responsible for adding flavor, it also plays a part in the fermentation process. When we add salt in the other recipes in the book, we encourage you to taste as you go and feel confident to add according to your personal taste.

Chocolate



We use Valrhona white, milk and dark chocolate (page 241) at Librae for our laminated dough and cookies. This is a really high-quality chocolate brand, and so we recommend you use it too. We use their dark chocolate in our Espresso-Glazed Pain au Chocolat (page 57). If you don’t have access to Valrhona chocolate, try to source a tempered chocolate to ensure it doesn’t melt during the proofing process.

Olive oil



Olive oil is a foundational ingredient in our kitchen, lending a depth of flavor that is impossible to replicate. In our focaccia, dips and Za’atar & Labneh Morning Buns (page 82), the oil is far more than just a fat – it is a primary aromatic. It is always worth sourcing the most vibrant, high-quality oil you can find.

Nuts and seeds



Our nuts and seeds at Librae are meticulously labelled and displayed in the kitchen. The most commonly used nut is the pistachio. We source our gorgeous pistachios from Ziba Foods (page 241). Their mission is to empower Afghan women and farmers, and to help restore the agricultural sector in Afghanistan. These pistachios are very special; they grow completely wild on the mountainsides of western Afghanistan and have an incredible, intense flavor and color. They are ground in-house at Librae for our twice-baked Rose & Pistachio Croissants (page 60). Sesame seeds are also used throughout the book in tahini and halva. All can be sourced online.




THE BAHRAINI PANTRY

The Bahraini pantry is an ode to the deep legacy of trade and culture from neighbouring countries. In this list, you’ll see the significance of each and how they inspired some of the recipes at Librae. If possible, source these ingredients from brands connected to Middle Eastern or South Asian cooking. They often offer deeper flavor and great value.
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Cardamom



Green cardamom is one of the most commonly used spices in Bahrain. Its versatility allows it to be a flavor enhancer for desserts, coffee and rice dishes. Gently crush the pods and grind the small black seeds to make a powder. Black or smoked cardamom is used in our Carrot, Pecan & Cardamom Scones (page 167); it has a similar flavor to regular green cardamom but with a smoky edge.

Saffron



Saffron is used abundantly throughout Bahrain. It is a very luxurious ingredient that symbolizes generosity and celebration; the smallest pinch adds so much flavor. You should bloom the strands (or ground saffron) on a cube of ice. We use it in our Saffron Cardamom Babka Rolls (page 108) and our Saffron, Honey & Sesame Cookies (page 216) – both are delicious.

Spices and spice mixes



Gahwa (Arabic coffee), ghouzi and chai karak spice blends reflect the rich cross-cultural influences at Librae. These spice blends are available for purchase, but I’ve included the recipes for you to make from scratch on pages 98, 239 and 200. I recommend grinding your own spices as the flavor is more vibrant and complex. They will stay fresh in an airtight container for up to a month. We source most of our spices from Diaspora Co. and Burlap and Barrel for the bakery (page 241).

Loomi black lime



‘Loomi Aswad’, or ‘loomi’, are dehydrated salted black limes left to dry and almost ferment in the sun. Loomi is a staple in Bahraini dishes, often used whole in savory meals. For the recipes in this book we use loomi in powdered form. I recommend you buy whole loomi (they will be sold as ‘black limes’) and grind them yourself. Page 107 explains more about loomi and why it is such an important ingredient in Librae’s story.

Rose water and rose petals



Rose water and dried rose petals are used throughout this book and are deeply rooted in Gulf cooking. The petals are used as a garnish, and rose water is used in many dishes. Just a small splash can transform a dish.

Dates



Dates have deep cultural importance in Bahrain. This goes back over hundreds of years of date palm farming. They represent warmth and generosity, and play a key part in religious traditions, especially during Ramadan. There is an old proverb that says “A house with a date palm will never starve.” It symbolizes the holistic reverence we owe to dates. We use them in our Salted Caramel & Date Oatmeal Cookies (page 194) and date molasses as the sweetener in all our sourdough recipes (pages 110–129).

A note on fresh ingredients

Our ethos at Librae is to be hyper-seasonal. We only use fruits, vegetables and herbs when they are at their prime. All seasonal produce is only really worth buying when it is peak
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