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Traditional Palestinian cuisine oﬀers a rich variety of dishes characteristic of the eastern 

regions of the Mediterranean. At a crossroads between east and west, a strategic post on 

trading routes for centuries, Palestine has experienced more than its share of invasions 

and occupations. Yet its tumultuous history has only enriched the Palestinian culinary 

experience, conferring a cosmopolitanism that diﬀerentiates it from neighbouring Arab 

cultures, while strengthening its roots within the civilisations of the area. 

In the nineteenth century, Palestine’s population mostly worked the land. Agriculture 

in the region witnessed growth and modernisation as commercial agriculture expanded, 

to become integrated with the global market economy. ese developments brought 

wealth to Palestinians and impacted our consumer habits and food practices. Modern-day 

Palestinians lead every kind of lifestyle, from traditional nomadic ways to modern urban 

living. Palestine’s culinary tradition, embedded within the cuisine of Bilad as-Sham, has 

absorbed every inﬂuence. Today, Palestinians embrace fusion cooking and every kind of 

culinary innovation. 

In other words, Palestinian cuisine has met change with integration rather than rigid 

resistance. A striking expression of this is the fact that Palestinian dishes use rice as a 

main ingredient, when rice has always been an imported commodity. e cuisine of the 

Bethlehem area has evolved more dramatically than elsewhere due to its proximity to 

Jerusalem, an international hub since the second half of the nineteenth century. Bethlehem 

has itself been exposed to outside inﬂuences; still, it has successfully maintained rustic 

customs, reconciling the rural with the urban, because of the many villages that dot the 

landscape towards the south, with their close ties to the city; here, sophisticated and 

earthy cuisine are combined. 

e foreign communities who settled in the Holy Land in 

1855

, aﬅer the Crimean War, 

have also contributed to the present character of Palestinian cuisine, especially in urban 

centres like Jerusalem, Jaﬀa, Ramallah and Bethlehem. In the last century, the geopolitical 

and demographic changes sweeping the region have of course inﬂuenced culinary trends 

both directly and indirectly. Yet rituals around food preparation are still transmitted down 

the generations; food can be a marker of resilience, identity and memory. e twenty-ﬁrst 
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century has witnessed huge developments in Palestinian food culture; it is one of the 

pillars on which Palestinians everywhere are building their narrative. 

You will also ﬁnd a range of Armenian recipes in this book. e Armenian community 

has been part of the Palestinian cultural mosaic for centuries. e ﬁrst nation to adopt 

Christianity as its oﬃcial religion at the beginning of the fourth century, pilgrims from 

Armenia have ﬂocked to the Holy Land ever since and their presence has been continuous, 

swelling considerably aﬅer 

1915

. 

Lamb occupies the place of honour at every festive occasion. roughout the year, the 

slaughtering of a lamb is an important ritual act in celebrations which gird the social 

fabric. Lambs are slaughtered for weddings, recovery from an illness, the return of a 

long-absent family member or friend, the building of a new home, even the acquisition 

of a new car. Easter and Adha, two major feasts based on the concept of sacriﬁce for 

Christians and Muslims alike, are the culmination of this tradition. e extended 

family meets around the festive table where lamb takes centre stage. In the last three 

decades, this practice is less frequent due to several factors: urbanisation and changes 

in perceptions and lifestyles, closely tied to a marked rise in the cost of living, the loss 

of agricultural land and therefore access to certain products. However, it persists in 

conservative strongholds and, more particularly, in the northern villages of Palestine 

where adherence to traditional practices was one of the few means of cultural expression. 

It still takes place on solemn occasions, such as the loss of a family member or neighbour. 

If consumption of lamb has diminished in favour of leaner beef or white meat, especially 

chicken, it remains the basic ingredient in rich regional cuisine. No Palestinian would 

consider honouring a guest with anything but lamb. 

Samneh baladieh, or clariﬁed butter, features heavily in Palestinian cuisine. In spring, 

the only time of year when the hills and grazing grounds are green and the ewes have just 

given birth, ewe’s milk and ewe’s-milk cheese are sold door-to-door. During the process 

of making samneh, as the milk is being churned to extract the butter, a by-product, laban 

makheed, is produced. is buttermilk is leﬅ to drip through cheesecloth for a few days; 

the resulting pasty cheese is then kneaded with salt, cumin and turmeric, shaped into 

balls and dried over a wooden board in a dark room for a few days. It is then stored in 

cloth bags all year round. Individual balls of laban jameed, as this is called, are diluted and 

used when needed for sauces for many traditional dishes. Bedouins in the Bethlehem area 

substitute the cumin with fenugreek, a highly aromatic, somewhat bitter, spice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It’s a cook’s use of herbs and spices that will ultimately impart character to any dish. 

e range used in Palestinian cuisine has multiplied down the generations, but allspice, 

cinnamon, nutmeg, cumin and cardamom still deﬁne it. However, whether a cook adheres 

to traditional practices or experiments to elaborate their personal style, Chef Escoﬃer’s 

maxim to ‘stay simple’ remains as true for spices as elsewhere. Simplicity can be achieved 

in their quality. What is essential is choosing carefully – a reliable ‘attar’ or spice vendor 

is as indispensable as a good butcher – and shopping in limited quantities, two months’ 

supply at a time. Spices should be bought whole – as grains, sticks or roots – and preserved 

in tightly closed containers, away from sources of light or heat. en they can be moulded, 

chipped or grated as needed. Buying spices in jars from the supermarket is a luxury the 

Palestinian cook can do without. e same goes for herbs; a herb patch in the back garden 

is wonderful, a few plants growing in pots near the kitchen, because nothing equals the 

aroma of freshly picked herbs in a salad. 

A bowl of home-pickled olives is always at every meal in every home. e olive tree is 

the centrepiece of any garden, however small, and is a blessed provider, needing little care 

and as little water. It is also a vital source of nutrition for every family: the four trees in my 

garden are more than suﬃcient to provide for the needs of my family of six and the ﬂow of 

family and guests for a whole year. Formerly, preparations for the olive harvest stretched 

over many days of intensive work and involved the whole community, men, women and 

children. 

Until thirty years ago, it was still possible to tell the time of year just by looking at 

vegetable and fruit market stalls. Today, hardly anyone marks the months according to 

which vegetable or fruit is in season. I can still stand and stare, bemused, at cucumbers 

in the middle of winter when the weather is at its coldest. Mangoes in summer? Forget 

it. Modern agricultural techniques have erased the nostalgia of such moments. Until 

recently, the true harbingers of the change of season were a few remaining fallahat who 

came from the villages south of Bethlehem – Arroub, Battir, Hussan and Artas – and 

sold their produce out of baskets brought in on their heads. ese were tenacious village 

women who still believed in tilling their small plot according to methods inherited from 

their forebears, and they could rely on several private customers in Bethlehem, Ramallah, 

Hebron or Nablus. A lucky few households booked them months in advance for special 

vegetables and fruits, delivered to their doorsteps carrying the magical baladi label. 

Baladi, from ‘balad’ meaning country, refers to the produce of the land grown according 

to ‘authentic’ methods. In agricultural terms, it refers to products that grow in rainwater 
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and where traditional know-how guarantees the use of natural fertilisers (and minimal 

use of pesticides and insecticides) to ensure optimal ﬂavour. e baladi stamp is the local 

equivalent of the label ‘organic’ and was much sought-aﬅer in well-to-do circles in post- 

industrial societies. 

It has been mostly due to the housewives’ thriﬅy traditional practices that the baladi 

label has survived; their own menus are still largely determined by the natural cycle of the 

seasons. However, supply will follow demand, and the continual hike in baladi products’ 

prices has been frustrating for every conscientious cook keen to keep up tradition. It has 

also led to a racket that caters to culinary snobbishness: concerned environmentalists 

discovered that Palestinian farmers have been using four times the legal limit of pesticides 

and insecticides to secure a lucrative harvest; the concept of baladi is now relegated to a 

bygone age. 

But all is not lost. A cook is less upset by a sudden visit of cousins from America, since 

she no longer depends on the casual visit of Umm Issa bringing fresh lettuce and string 

beans from her plot at Artas. Nor must she listen out for the sporadic calls of Ahmad 

down the street, promoting the excellence of his prunes and apples from Battir. No one 

needs rush to the garden to check if by any chance there’s a bunch of Betuni leﬅ on the 

trellis. A vendor of fruits and vegetables stands on every corner; and failing that, the local 

supermarket has a frozen section. Modernity has its perks. 

is book introduces traditional dishes adapted to the tastes of a wider public keen for 

new culinary experiences, yet wanting to maintain a healthy, balanced diet. e recipes 

should be considered guidelines; once a recipe has been tried and repeated, each cook 

may experiment to create a more personal interpretation of a favoured dish. 

However, it is worth noting that when it comes to individual kitchens, nafs is 

essential. Nafs is what elevates plain home cooking to gourmet fare. No cook can claim 

any accomplishment without it. A derivative of ‘nafas’, meaning ‘soul’, nafs refers to the 

generosity of heart – or love – with which every meal shared with family and friends is 

prepared. Because cooking is not just about food but about people. A whole chain of men 

and women’s labour contributes to the ﬁnal serving of a meal, yet it is in the kitchen that 

the magic occurs. 

is collection of recipes is a tribute to all the Palestinian women who have embraced 

tradition while looking towards renewal, and whose cooking reﬂects the links between 

permanence and transition in a dynamic culture. 
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THE PALESTINIAN PANTRY 

Tahini 

Tahini is a rich paste made from ﬁnely ground sesame seeds and is one of the cornerstones 

of the Palestinian kitchen. It forms the base of creamy sauces, dips, salad dressings and 

many desserts. For the best ﬂavour, choose a smooth, good-quality tahini made from 

hulled sesame seeds. Unsweetened sesame butter is a good substitute. 

Bulgur wheat 

Bulgur wheat – cracked wheat that has been parboiled and dried – is a staple grain 

throughout Palestine. Essential for kibbeh and tabbouleh, bulgur wheat is oﬅen served 

with hearty stews in place of rice. Its nutty ﬂavour and satisfying texture make it an 

everyday pantry essential. Bulgur is widely available in supermarkets. ough the ﬂavour 

and texture will diﬀer, coarse couscous or brown rice can sometimes be substituted. 

Za’atar 

In Palestine, za’atar refers both to the wild thyme plant (

Origanum syriacum

) and to the 

beloved spice blend made from dried za’atar, toasted sesame seeds, sumac and salt. e 

fresh leaves can be pickled with garlic or used to ﬂavour dishes, while the dried blend is 

sprinkled generously over bread, labneh, salads and vegetables, or mixed with olive oil to 

spread on ﬂatbread. Most supermarkets now stock za’atar; however, a mixture of dried 

thyme, oregano, marjoram, sesame seeds and sumac oﬀers a good alternative. 

Samneh 

Samneh is clariﬁed butter prized for its deep, distinctive ﬂavour. Traditionally made 

from ewe’s butter and gently infused with cracked wheat, turmeric and aromatic spices, 

it lends richness to rice dishes, pastries and sweets. Good-quality ghee makes an excellent 

substitute. 

Laban jameed 

Laban jameed is dried, fermented buttermilk that has been shaped into hard balls for 

storage. Before use, it is soaked and blended into a smooth, tangy sauce. Indispensable in 

traditional Palestinian dishes, it reﬂects a centuries-old method of preserving dairy. As an 

alternative, Greek yoghurt mixed with a little buttermilk can provide similar acidity and 

creaminess, though it will not have jameed’s unique ﬂavour. 

THE PALESTINIAN PANTRY 
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Sumac 

Made from the dried and ground berries of the wild sumac shrub (

Rhus coriaria

), this 

crimson spice brings a bright, lemony sharpness without the use of citrus. Sumac is essential 

for musakhan, one of Palestine’s iconic dishes, and is also sprinkled over salads, dips, grilled 

meats and es. 

Gum arabic 

Natural gum arabic is traditionally kept in crystal form and ground as needed. Just a small 

amount helps improve the texture of festive biscuits such as ma’moul and ka’ak b’ajwa, as 

well as jams, puddings and confectionery, creating a delicate, smooth ﬁnish. It can usually 

be omitted, although pectin or a small amount of gelatin may serve a similar purpose. 

Whole spices and seeds 

A well-stocked Palestinian pantry always contains coriander, cumin, cardamom, allspice, 

sesame seeds and black cumin. Used whole or freshly ground, these spices provide the 

warm, fragrant ﬂavours that deﬁne everyday cooking as well as celebratory meals. All are 

available in most supermarkets and spice shops. 

Orange blossom water and rose water 

ese fragrant waters infuse many Palestinian desserts, pastries, syrups and refreshing 

drinks. A few drops add an unmistakable aroma that evokes the orchards and gardens 

of the region. Choose high-quality products made by distillation rather than artiﬁcial 

ﬂavouring. If unavailable, use a little vanilla extract or ﬁnely grated citrus zest. 

Olive oil 

Olive trees are central to the landscape, history and culture of Palestine. Extra virgin olive 

oil is used generously for cooking, dressing salads, dipping bread and ﬁnishing dishes, 

while cured olives are an everyday accompaniment to meals. Whenever possible, choose a 

robust, fruity extra virgin olive oil of the highest quality. 

Pine nuts, almonds and pistachios 

Nuts add richness and texture to savoury and sweet dishes. Pine nuts are especially popular 

in Palestinian cooking, used in rice dishes, stuﬃngs and ﬁllings, pastries and salads, while 

almonds and pistachios feature in desserts and festive recipes. Which nut to use oﬅen 

comes down to regional tradition and personal preference. Walnuts, hazelnuts or cashews 

can be substituted where appropriate, each bringing its own character. 
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MEZZE 
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Fresh produce is fundamental to good mezze. Herbs are used abundantly in mezze, 

especially mint, parsley, thyme, rosemary and coriander (cilantro), while garlic and 

onion are also essential. Olive oil is indispensable, adding nourishment and richness to 

dishes such as hummus or aubergine (eplant) dips. 

Some mezze recipes are simple and quick, while others require some elaborate ﬁne 

chopping and considerable time and labour. Don’t use a food processor: it produces a 

slushy parody of the real thing. e care invested in preparation is part of what makes 

these salads so reﬁned and full of ﬂavour. 

Mezze refers to the array of salads and dips, cooked dishes and 

mouajanat 

(pastries with 

savoury ﬁllings) traditionally served as a ﬁrst course. Sharing assorted dishes, scooping 

them up with bread and lingering over a meal is typical throughout the Mediterranean. 

e rise in the popularity of travel and people’s sustained exposure to diﬀerent cultures 

and foods have developed their palates and enriched the depth and range of local cuisine. 

New ingredients have been added and new dishes introduced, but their basis remains 

unquestionably Palestinian; no spread of mezze worthy of the name is presented without 

hummus, m’tabbal, beetroot salad or fried aubergines with labneh and pine nuts. 

A good mezze balances raw and cooked vegetable salads, grain salads, dips and 

mouajanat

, with enough variety to make a complete meal. Restaurants oﬅen provide only 

a small representation of what a skilled home cook with 

nafs 

(soul) can produce. Served at 

a seated or buﬀet dinner, mezze also allows all the dishes to be served together, giving the 

host plenty of time to enjoy the company of their guests. 
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HUMMUS 

Chickpea Dip 

500g (1lb 2oz) dried 

chickpeas 

1 green chilli (optional) 

2–3 garlic cloves 

170g (¾ cup) tahini 

80ml (₁⁄₃ cup) lemon juice 

1½ tsp salt 

Black pepper 

To serve 

2 tbsp ﬁnely chopped 

parsley 

Sprinkle of ground cumin 

60ml (¼ cup) olive oil 

Hummus has been a staple of the Eastern Mediterranean diet for centuries and can 

be eaten at any meal. Chickpeas freeze very well, whole or puréed; however, it is best 

to hold oﬀ on the seasoning until serving time. 

Wash and soak the chickpeas in a bowl of water for a few hours before 

cooking; I always cook them in the water they have been soaking in, 

for maximum nutritional value. Tip the chickpeas and their water into 

a deep pan and simmer for about 

1 

hour, or until they become soﬅ 

and have doubled in size. If the water is getting low, add a splash more 

to the pan. Drain, preserving some of the cooking liquid, and set the 

chickpeas aside to cool in the pan. 

Meanwhile, wash and dry the chilli (if using) and remove the stem and 

seeds, as they can be irritating to the digestion. Peel the garlic. 

Put half the cooked chickpeas with some of their juice (about 

3 

tablespoons) in the bowl of a food processor and then add half the 

tahini, half the lemon juice, the garlic, salt and pepper to taste. Mix at 

high speed until you have a soﬅ purée. Transfer to a bowl. 

Leaving aside 

70

g (

½ 

cup) for serving, add the rest of the chickpeas, the 

remainder of the tahini and lemon juice and blend again at high speed 

until you have a soﬅ purée. Add this to the ﬁrst batch in the bowl and 

stir until the hummus is well mixed. e consistency should be ﬁrm 

but not dry; it should also be easy to spread. Another tablespoon of 

the cooking water can be used to soﬅen, if needed. 

Serve the hummus on a round plate, spreading it all over while curving 

a groove into the centre for the oil. Add the remaining chickpeas to 

the middle, sprinkling with the chopped parsley, and lightly dust the 

whole dish with cumin. Finally, pour the oil (on the surface) into the 

groove. Hummus is best served at room temperature. 

SERVES 6–8 

Preparation time: 

20 minutes 

Cooking time: 

1¾ hours 

Vegan 
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M’TABBAL 

Aubergines with Tahini Dip 

SERVES 4–6 

Preparation time: 

20 minutes 

Cooking time: 

30 minutes 

Vegetarian 

Large and pulpy, Jericho aubergines (eplants), batinjan rihawi, are ideal for frying 

or grilling. ey taste quite sharp when grilled and intensify the ﬂavour of many of the salads 

that accompany meat dishes; the word m’tabbal is the masculine passive form of ‘spicy’. 

e pungent ﬂavour of the dish comes from the combination of grilled aubergines 

and garlic. Together with hummus, this dish is an indispensable element in mezze. 

It can be eaten as a dip and goes very well with barbecued meat and kibbeh. 

3 large aubergines 

(eplants) 

80g ( 

₁ 

⁄ 

₃ 

cup) tahini 

60ml (¼ cup) lemon juice 

80g ( 

₁ 

⁄ 

₃ cup) plain yoghurt 

2–3 garlic cloves 

1 chilli pepper, ﬁnely 

chopped (optional) 

Salt and black pepper 

To serve 

Parsley 

in slices of lemon 

Cherry tomatoes 

Olive oil 

First wash and dry the aubergines without removing the stems, then 

put them in a pan and fry on a high heat. Keep turning them until 

the entire skin becomes hard and blackened, making sure not to 

pierce in the process. Set aside to cool. Alternatively, you can grill the 

aubergines using the grill (broiler) function in the oven for 

40 

minutes 

until they are tender, but this way they do not acquire the smoky 

ﬂavour that makes this dish a special treat. 

In a glass bowl, mix the tahini with the lemon juice, adding if 

necessary 

2 

tablespoons of water to obtain a soﬅ paste. Add the 

yoghurt and mix well. Crush the garlic, then add it to the bowl along 

with the chilli pepper. Remember, the chilli is meant to add an edge to 

the salad but can be leﬅ out if preferred. 

Peel the aubergines carefully. e skin comes oﬀ quite easily, but make 

sure that none of it is incorporated with the now soﬅ interior. Mash 

the pulp, then season with salt and pepper. Add the tahini mixture to 

the aubergines and mix well until you have a soﬅ and slightly creamy 

texture. 

Spread the aubergine salad on a large plate and, with the back of a 

spoon, make a circular groove for the oil. Decorate the edges with the 

parsley leaves, lemon slices and cherry tomatoes, then drizzle with 

olive oil just before serving. 
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