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Transliteration

The modern Lebanese transliteration of the Arab words is to replace the letters that are difficult for Westerners to pronounce with numbers:


	7 is for ح, for a very deep h that is practically impossible for non-Arabic speakers to achieve.

	2 is for ق, a q that only the Druze pronounce, while the rest of us silence it.

	3 is for ع, another impossible letter for Westerners to pronounce; it comes from deep in the throat and has no equivalent in the Western alphabet.



I was going to use this transliteration, but then I decided not to because it is little known in the West. Instead, I tried to stay as close to the classical transliteration (i.e., ü for oo and é for a hard e, i for ee, and so on) as possible, and used the apostrophe symbol for both the letters ع and ق, as well as for making a distinction between letters that needed to be pronounced separately.
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Introduction
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Ilived in Beirut for the first twenty-one years of my life, in what would now be considered a foodie family. My strict and rather ascetic father was nevertheless a gourmet, and my beautiful mother was an amazing cook. She essentially made everything at home and, of course, she cooked for us every day. Because she came from a Christian Maronite family (her mother from Rechmaya, a beautiful hilltop village in the Aley district, and her father from Bhamdoun, a summer resort in the same district), her dishes were from this mountainous region. I never questioned whether they were anything but national dishes, mainly because our country is so small (about half the size of Wales). Until, that is, I started researching this book. When I wrote my first book on Lebanese cuisine more than thirty years ago, it was soon after the end of the civil war, when I had not been to the home country for more than ten years. That first book was all about my mother’s recipes, whereas this one, for which I travelled the country, is all about our regional culinary diversity.

As I crisscrossed Lebanon with my friend Dalia Khamissy, who took the location photographs, I realised that the size of the country had no bearing on the breadth of our cuisine. In fact, it is remarkable that such a tiny nation should have so many distinct regional specialties, not to mention different names for the same dish depending on where you are. There is a very good reason for this, which is that it wasn’t a country, at least not as we know it, until fairly recently.

The history of Lebanon is both complex and fascinating. It is mentioned in the Bible as the land of milk and honey, and its Arabic name, Lubnan, from the Phoenician root lbn, means “white,” an allusion to the snow-covered peaks of its two mountain ranges, the Lebanon and anti-Lebanon.

Its recorded history starts with the coastal Phoenician city-states of Tyre and Sidon in the south, Beirut (or Beritos as it was known then) and Byblos in the centre (the latter is claimed to be one of the world’s oldest inhabited cities), and Tripoli in the north. The Greeks came with Alexander the Great, then the Romans, followed by the Byzantines, under whom the region became a major centre for Christianity. The Muslims took over in the seventh century, soon after the birth of Islam, and after belonging to different Muslim Caliphates, the country reverted to Christian control under the Crusaders, who settled the County of Tripoli, from where they ruled over most of the country for nearly a century. Following their defeat, the Ayyubids took over, then the Mamluks, who were replaced by the Ottomans in the mid-fifteenth century.

Our modern history begins with the Emirate of Mount Lebanon, established as an autonomous region under the Ottomans in the late sixteenth century, a mountainous territory that had long been a place of refuge for persecuted communities, from the Druze (a secretive religion where the tenets are only known to the religious leaders), to the Christian Maronites, to the Alawis, an offshoot of Shiite Muslims.

The first meaningful ruler of the Emirate was Fakhreddine Ma’an or Fakhreddine II, who introduced the production of silk to the region and was often referred to as the Merchant Emir. Together with Druze feudal lords, he employed Maronites for farming as well as administrative work, and he was instrumental in displacing Shiites farther south, replacing them with Christians whom he had encouraged to move from the far north of Mount Lebanon.

The Shihabs brought power to Sunni Muslims until, that is, Emir Fakhreddine Shihab II converted to Christianity in the early nineteenth century, drawing closer to the Maronite church, already an impressive economic, social, and cultural institution. Shihab II proceeded to dispossess the Druze feudal lords, distributing most of their properties to Christian relatives. Following his death in 1850, the Druze rebelled and asked for their lands back. This eventually led to the conflicts of 1860, when the Druze killed around ten thousand Christians. Until then, the story was about displacement, with Shiites, Druze, and Christians vying for control of various parts of the Emirate, having lived more or less in harmony beforehand—the Sunnis were mostly in the coastal areas, both in the centre and up north. After the massacres of 1860, the Ottomans sent a governor to restore peace, following which the balance of power shifted in favour of the Christian Maronites.

The end of the First World War marked the fall of the Ottoman Empire, at which point the French took a mandate over the country and drew up its constitution in 1920, allocating different political powers to different confessions. However, it wasn’t until 1943 that the country became fully independent. Regardless, the confessional system was here to stay, another reason why our small country has so much diversity, both culinary and otherwise.

Not too long after independence, we had our first civil war, in 1958, which was quickly brought to an end with the help of the Americans. After that, the country enjoyed a dolce vita period where Beirut was called the Paris of the Middle East and the country as a whole the Switzerland of the region—a myth that was destroyed with the outbreak of the civil war in 1975, which lasted, with a few lulls in the fighting, until 1990.

Rebuilding and prosperity were brought to a halt when the Israelis attacked in 2006, trying to bring an end to Hezbollah, followed by the 2019 revolution, then the port of Beirut explosion and the subsequent economic collapse. This said, the country continues to function somehow and to be attractive to the Lebanese diaspora, which is as large, more or less, as those living in the country.

As I delved deeper into the history of my country, it made sense to me why such a young and tiny nation should have such a rich and varied culinary tradition. Apart from its complex history with successive invaders and refugees leaving their mark, the country was stitched together by a foreign power, together with their Christian allies, who never took into account the different confessions and factions, some of whom had been and, more importantly, had wanted to remain under those ruling them, with many Muslims, both in the north and the south, preferring to remain as part of Greater Syria within the Ottoman Empire.

In the south, I discovered dishes that were closer to those of Palestine than to those of Mount Lebanon, where my mother comes from, as well as a whole range of kibbés that neither Beirutis nor those in the north knew much about; not to mention mishtah, a spiced flatbread that is typical of that region. In Beirut, I uncovered many interesting Sunni and Greek Orthodox variations on familiar dishes together with specific dishes that were completely new to me. And in the north, I was told by the mother of one of our greatest artists, Akram Zaatari, about her Sufi family, who lived and practised their faith in the family takiya (Sufi lodge) in Tripoli, that is, until the government took it over. Farther up north, in Beino, a beautiful, unspoilt village near the Syrian border, I had meat cooked with fruit, which was a revelation. I had been convinced that no one in Lebanon cooked meat with fruit like they do in Syria, but I guess the proximity of the village to the northern part of Syria explains it.

[image: ]
Playing backgammon in the Mar Elias neighborhood, Beirut
Farther east in Baalbek, I spent a morning in a bakery watching a group of hulking hairy men make hundreds of dainty sfiha baalbakiyeh, mesmerised by how delicately they handled the soft dough and how in perfect sync they were, each concentrating on one task, whether it was dividing the dough, flattening it, adding the meat filling, or shaping the hand pies.

As for the Bekaa, our most fertile region in the southeast, it is there that I learnt about a superb range of dishes using bulgur wheat as a base, most of which were again new to me.

As I researched and wrote the book, I came to look at the food of my own country afresh, realising that it is far more fascinating to view a cuisine through a regional rather than a national lens, given that our national borders had been so recently drawn, and not by us but rather by the colonising powers who had taken over from the Ottomans. The recipes I have included reflect this. Of course, I could have included many more, but I didn’t want to be repetitive, notwithstanding the lack of space and time. As a result, I chose dishes that are most representative of their community or region, together with universal classics that you find throughout the country. I hope you will enjoy them as much as we do and that you will be inspired to share them with both family and friends.

Anissa Helou

London

July 2024
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Pantry

Müneh is the Arabic word for the foodstuffs that we keep in our pantry, that are meant to last us through the year, until the next season of plenty when we can replenish preserves such as awarma (lamb confit), pickles, and essential ingredients such as bulgur wheat, extra virgin olive oil, tahini, and nuts, to name a few. I have also included in this chapter a section on the fresh ingredients that we use the most, such as herbs, cheese, labneh, lemons, and so on, together with the seasonal delights that make us happy while their season lasts.

In the old days, most people made their own müneh at home and stored it in earthenware jars and canvas bags kept in cold rooms or cellars. Now things have changed. Instead of making their own, most source it from trusted suppliers and keep it in glass jars or bottles that they store in the pantry or fridge depending on how cool it needs to be. That said, many rural folk still make their own, but instead of preparing them at home, they go to communal kitchens to prepare the industrial quantities they need for their family. They do this toward the end of summer or early autumn—both ideal times for preparing müneh—because the produce is plentiful then and cheaper to buy.

I visited one of those communal kitchens, Matbakh Ors el-Shams (meaning the kitchen of the sun), up in Mükhtara in the Shouf Mountains, the seat of the Druze leader Walid Jumblatt. It is in the heart of Druze country, where both men and women still dress in traditional black with the men donning a white cap, while the women cover their head with a very large, light white shawl. The kitchen is run by the very lovely and welcoming Liliane Ghannam. It was first set up as an NGO, but when the grants dried up after a couple of years, Liliane and her partner decided to lease the kitchen and equipment on a daily basis to those locals who still prepare their müneh, charging nominal fees because they wanted to continue to help the community rather than prioritizing making a profit.

On the day I visited, the kitchen was buzzing. One lady had brought bucketloads of pomegranate seeds (she had deseeded the fruit at home) to juice in their industrial juicer before taking the juice back home to boil it down into pomegranate molasses. Another lady had trimmed an enormous quantity of tiny aubergines, which she boiled in the huge pots they had in the kitchen, before salting and pressing them using a remarkable large contraption made of a metal cylinder with holes in it and a flat metal disc that she slowly lowered onto the aubergines to press them and extract the excess liquid, which you could see seeping out of the holes. Not doing this would mean the aubergines, which she was using to make makdüss, would rot. She then took the aubergines back home to fill with a mixture of chopped garlic, walnuts, and red pepper before stacking in jars and covering with extra virgin olive oil. At the entrance was a wonderful Druze lady in traditional black and white making stacks of saj bread for locals who had commissioned them. As for Liliane, she was on the balcony, overseeing the winching up of crates of tomatoes that another lady had brought to make her year’s supply of tomato purée.

While Dalia was photographing the action, I started talking to the ladies. I was fascinated by their patience and endurance given that they could have easily bought their müneh from trusted sources, but they all told me the same thing. Apart from it being more economical, they loved the community spirit of the kitchen and the satisfaction they derived from making their own, the way their mothers and grandmothers had done. They actually reminded me of my grandmother in Rechmaya, not too far from Mükhtara. She also made her own müneh, with the help of my mother and aunt. I was also reminded of how in Sicily, where I spend much of my time now, many families buy large quantities of tomatoes in the summer to make their own passata and pelati (puréed and peeled tomatoes). Many families have their own olive groves, and when the harvest season comes, they pick the olives themselves or have workers do it before carrying them to



Concentrated

Verjuice (‘Asir Hosrum)
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The siblings’ müneh stored in between their beds, Ehden
Grape Molasses (Dibss ‘Enab)


Carob Molasses (Dibss Kharrüb)


Tomato Purée (Rebb el-Banadüra)
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Pomegranate Molasses (Rebb el-Rümman)
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Distilled

Orange Blossom Water (Ma’ el-Zahr)
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Rose Water (Ma’ el-Ward)
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Dried

Burghul/Bulgur Wheat
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Frikeh
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Dried Vegetables (Khodrah M’addadeh/Myabasseh)
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Kishk
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Mastic (Miskeh)


Lebanese Couscous (Moghrabiyeh)
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Sahlab/Salep


Semolina (Smid)


Sesame Seeds (Simsüm)


Soapwort (Shirsh el-Halaweh)
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Sumac (Summa’)
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Dried Figs (Teen M’yabass)


Za’tar
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Floral Tisane (Z’hürat)


[image: ]
Nuts
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Oils and Fats

Clarified Butter/Ghee (Samneh)


Tahini (T’hineh)


Extra Virgin Olive Oil (Zeyt Zeytün)
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Preserved

Pickling Solution (Khall al-Kabiss)
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Aubergines in Extra Virgin Olive Oil
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	Fill a pot with water and place over medium-high heat. Bring to the boil, then add the aubergines together with the salt. Cook for 5 minutes. Drain and leave to cool, then slit each aubergine down the middle, cutting halfway into the flesh—make sure you do not cut through to the other side—to create a large enough pocket to eventually take in the filling. Rub a little coarse salt inside each and place in a flattish colander. Put a large plate over the aubergines and either put a heavy weight on it or, with your hands, press on the aubergines to extract as much excess liquid as you can. Wipe dry inside and out and spread on a tea towel. Let dry.

	To make the filling: Put the minced garlic cloves in a medium bowl. Add the chopped walnuts and cayenne or chilli together with the fine salt and mix well.

	Take one aubergine and pry the flesh open. Press a teaspoon of the filling into the aubergine. Smooth the filling with your finger or spoon to level with the aubergine skin. Place on a plate and finish filling the rest of the aubergines the same way.

	Pack the aubergines in layers inside a 1 litre jar, filled-side up or against the sides—fit them quite snugly but without crushing them. Cover with olive oil. Close the jar and store in a cool, dark place. They will be ready after a month or so.
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	Put the tail fat in a large pot and place over medium heat. Let the fat melt, stirring occasionally, and bring to the boil. Let it bubble until completely melted and golden—there will be tiny crisp pieces of fat left but you do not have to worry about them.

	In the meantime, put the meat in a bowl. Add the salt and mix well. Then, add to the boiling fat and let it bubble gently for 20 to 30 minutes, until the meat is completely cooked. Turn off the heat and leave to cool for 15 minutes before transferring to sterilised glass jars. Eventually the fat will solidify and lighten in colour. Use for the recipes for the za’tar topping, kishk soup, and winter tabbüleh.
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Zeytun (Olives)







Spices
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Allspice (B’har Helü)


Cinnamon (Erfeh)


Mahlep (Mahlab)
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Feryal Osseyran in front of her mise en place for tomato kibbé, which is seasoned with her kammüneh
Seven-Spice Mixture
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Spice display at a müneh shop, Saida
Fresh Essentials

Lemons (Hamüd)
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Fresh vine leaves
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Fresh chickpeas
Seasonal Treats (Bil-Mawssam)
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Special Utensils

Vegetable Corer (Man’ara)
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