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Mummy mou,

The first person who ever loved me, who ever fed me.

Amongst many things, you taught me that food is love. And that there is always room for cake.

I can only pray that I am half as good a mother and cook as you were.

x
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MEDesque

    
As far back as I can remember, I have been referred to as ‘Mediterranean’, by way of an explanation for my being. Seemingly, it explains most things about me, from the loudness of my voice, to my close family and our mannerisms, to the chaos and openness of my kitchen and home. The word ‘Mediterranean’ doesn’t just refer to a geographical location, after all, but to a way of life. Far from being affronted, I always felt it was a pretty accurate description. The warmth it implies extends not just to the weather, but to the Mediterranean people and their generosity (plus a certain heat to our temperament, increasing in parallel to the climate of our particular country…). Growing up, friends would ask me, after overhearing a phone call to a Greek-speaking relative, why I was shouting. Did we have an argument? What had happened? I’d have to affectionately explain that I wasn’t shouting, or at all angry; that is just how we are. To be loud in a Mediterranean household is almost a given; it shows you are both passionate and present. If your hands are gesticulating wildly, even better: extra Med brownie points to you.

When I was a child, holidays weren’t varied. Any time or money we had was saved up and spent on going back to Cyprus, or at the very most, visiting Greece. And so my experience of beaches and seaside holidays was limited to either day trips to Southend-on-Sea or stints in the eastern Mediterranean. There was no in between. I was also raised to believe that a holiday wasn’t really a holiday if you didn’t return home crisped-up like a rotisserie chicken, or hadn’t spent every day by the sea. (A feeling I am only learning to shake off now; these days, I manage to resist the temptation to cover myself in olive oil before a day in the sun.) And as for the Med, well, what a sea to be raised with. I may be biased, but even after all these years and all my travels, I believe there is none better. When I asked my dad how he taught me to swim, he claims to have just ‘thrown me in the Mediterranean and that was that’.

After leaving home, one of my first big trips was a summer spent travelling around Italy with my then-boyfriend. We flew into Milan and out of Venice, with no plan or agenda. Our phones were bricks, we didn’t drive or speak Italian, we just overnight sleeper-trained it all the way down the west coast and then back up again, finding places to stay as we went and dining on 1€ roadside pizzas (the best) and whole ripe tomatoes from the markets. The most memorable part of the trip was down in Calabria, staying in a house directly on the beach that we had somehow found advertised in the back of a magazine in Naples. The owners spoke no English, but brought us homegrown fruit each morning. It’s a situation I can’t imagine happening now, but which had a huge and lasting impact on my future self. I discovered the joy of sweet pink Tropea onions and a taste for ricotta-filled cannoli. That I loved the wildness of the south far more than the manicured north. That Italy was somewhere I needed to be. Over the years, I’ve been lucky enough to work and travel all over the Mediterranean. I’ve returned many times to Italy. From lying down and making ‘snow angels’ in a room filled with hazelnuts on a nut farm in Piedmont, to making wedding cakes in Ravello and vongole with fishermen in Burano. Through work, cooking, food styling and TV, there have been other Mediterranean experiences I could only have dreamed of. I’ve baked fennel-laced biscuits with nuns in the hills of Málaga, harvested pistachios and collected honey in Aegina, and learned the painstaking, delicate art of handmade warqa pastry in Marrakesh.

In food terms, the word ‘Mediterranean’ is thrown around pretty liberally, whether it is describing the cuisine of a neighbourhood bistro that doesn’t want to be tied to a specific country, or emphasising the health aspects of a new diet book. There is no denying that food hailing from the sunny Mediterranean coastline has been placed on a pedestal for decades. It has not only versatility and mass appeal, but is also seen as healthy and nutrient-rich. While I am no nutritionist, I have spent years working alongside teams of them, and it is true that they consider food from the Med as one of the healthiest, most balanced diets on the planet. But is it just the food? Or is it a combination of the food and the lifestyle? Of course, a diet rich in fresh fruit and vegetables, nuts, pulses and legumes is always going to be a good idea. But food and eating in the Mediterranean is about more than that; it is about pride in weekly markets, respecting seasonality and searching for the best-quality ingredients.

Whenever I spend time in our Cypriot mountain home, I am always amazed at the way the older generations live. They buy their fruit and vegetables almost daily from the village grocery store, and stride up and down the bracingly steep cobbled streets to do so. Life is slower: beans are left to soak overnight, vegetables are seasonal, meat is a treat. And, of course, such seasonal treasures recur time and again throughout the Med; you see similarities in the cuisines of the twenty-plus countries that the sea kisses. I remember, when I was researching my book Nistisima, deep-diving into Lenten foods from Eastern Europe and the Middle East. I found that moussaka appeared in many countries, but, in each, it looked different to how I knew it. In Lebanon, it was cubes of aubergine, more like a stew than a baked dish. In Turkey, it started to resemble the Greek version I knew, but without the bechamel topping. Move west, and there is no denying the similarity between moussaka and Italian lasagne. In the same way, pilaf becomes paella as it moves from east to west along the Med. These recipes – and many, many others – travelled along with the boats, through the ports, changing along the way. But there are constants, too. Olive oil and wine are bountiful everywhere and tomatoes grace every kitchen. No Mediterranean kitchen is without an abundance of tomatoes. Fresh in the summer, preserved in the winter, just as it should be.

Writing this book has been a joy, and the recipes reflect exactly how I cook, day in, day out. I feel lucky to have been born into such a food-centric Greek Cypriot family, but the cuisine of my ancestors doesn’t define how I cook now. Sure, it has shaped me, I’ve been lucky to learn techniques from my yiayias and my mum. But I’ve also been fortunate enough to travel and cook with people far and wide. My tastes have changed and adapted along the way… and more than that, the reality is that life is busy. I wish I could visit a market every week, choose the plumpest, ripest fruit, slow-cook beans whenever I fancied and make fresh bread every few days. And I do incorporate these things into my everyday life as much as I can. But I also need to fit around the mundane, busy work-and-school days. I need one-pan dishes that my children will eat, such as the Everyday Marmitako (fisherman’s tuna and potato stew), and effortless dishes if I am having friends over after a busy day at work (see here and here for lots of ideas for snacks to have with drinks).
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Cooking should never feel like a burden, and the beauty of Mediterranean food is that it can be low key and simple, but still packed with flavour. Of course, there are days when labouring over a dish is a joy: I love throwing myself into making the Pugliese Parmigiana; it is a total labour of love and the perfect rainy-day activity. But equally, there is something just as beautiful in a throw-it-all-in-a-pan dish such as the Djuvec Rice or Tomatoey Greek Greens.

However you cook, I hope there will be an abundance of recipes in these pages that become part of your rotating recipe repertoire. And hopefully that repertoire will feature the basil Viennetta, because that, quite frankly, should not be missed.

Ingredients

Salt

I’ll usually specify in a recipe if it is imperative which salt is used. I tend to use a flaky sea salt to season savoury dishes (such as Maldon or Halen Môn), and a fine sea salt for bread and cakes, to allow for even distribution. Having said that, I do enjoy the Russian roulette aspect of using flaky sea salt in baked goods, such as chocolate cakes or cookies. When you get a salty chocolate bite… so good. Quantities are mostly to taste, but if I give a specified amount, be sure to check which type of salt I am referencing, because 1 teaspoon of flaky sea salt is much less salty than 1 teaspoon of fine salt.

Oil

My general rule is: if it is light in colour, it is good for frying. A regular olive oil is my go-to for almost everything in the kitchen. If I am deep-frying, I’d lean towards an even paler oil: vegetable oil, for example. Anything darker in colour should be saved for finishing, so I reserve good-quality peppery extra virgin olive oil for drizzling over dishes, or for salad dressings.

Eggs

All eggs are large, free range and at room temperature.

Butter

At the end of the day it is up to you what butter you use. Will your dish be ruined if you use a salted butter to cook with, when I have specified unsalted? Probably not, you’ll just season less later on. However, I do use unsalted butter as standard, especially in baking, then turn to salted butter for things like sandwiches. (Because using unsalted butter on toast or bread is a criminal offence.)

Herbs

While I tend to prefer the flavour and freshness (and size) of bunches of herbs bought in an international supermarket, I’ve used a standard supermarket bunch as a guide for these recipes, as this is what is readily available to most of us. (Unless a weight is given, as for the basil

Stock


Things in jars


Spices
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