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For my mother and late father, who taught me to love food.

Also for my late grandmother and Aunt Zahiyeh.

And for my siblings who were the first to share with me all those delicious dishes we grew up with.
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Soleil levant means ‘rising sun’ in French and ‘Levant’ – the land to the east, where the sun rises – is the word that came to describe the eastern Mediterranean at a time when the Mediterranean, which links three continents, Europe, Asia and Africa, was the centre of the world.

The term became current in the late sixteenth century with the creation of the English Levant Company that traded with the Ottoman Empire. A century later, the French set up the Companie du Levant for the same purpose and during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries ‘Levant’ became widely used by travellers in their accounts of the region, although not always referring to the same countries.

My Levant encompasses my own home countries, Lebanon and Syria, which were called the Levant States by the French when they had a mandate over them from 1920 to 1946 – as a child, I spent the school year in Lebanon, in Beirut, and my summers in Mashta el-Helou in Syria. The term Levant for me also includes Turkey, Jordan, Palestine and northern Iran. Inclusion of the latter may be controversial, but Iranian cooking is the mother cuisine of the region. The Abbassid caliphs, who ruled from the eighth to the thirteenth centuries, favoured Persian cooks, and as their empire expanded, they took them along, which explains the sweeping influence of Persian cuisine over the cooking of the Middle East and North Africa. This, I think, gives me licence to include some of Iran’s classic northern dishes. The non-inclusion of Israel may be construed as controversial too, but as everyone knows, Israel is a very young state and many dishes that are now described as Israeli were originally, and still are, Palestinian, Lebanese or Egyptian, and I prefer to give the original rather than the assumed version of a dish where I can. Another country I could have included is Cyprus, which some historians and travel writers regard as part of the Levant. I have chosen not to include dishes from Cyprus in this book simply because this is a personal compilation of favourite recipes rather than a scholarly work, and as such I have made my own, very selective choice.

Most of the essential ingredients – be they grains, pulses, nuts and spices or seasonal produce – are common to the region as a whole. Many dishes are also shared between different countries, while just as many are specific to one country or another. Equally, when dishes are shared, there is enough of a difference in the way they are prepared to single them out as belonging to a particular country.
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Even the dominant flavours can be defined from one country to another. There are no combinations of sweet and savoury in Lebanon where the emphasis is on tart, fresh flavours. By contrast, complex or intriguing flavours are preferred in Turkey, northern Syria and Iran where dishes combine meat with fruit, and in some cases fruit juice, to create enticing sweet-savoury mixtures. Jordan and Palestine favour more subdued flavours and their dishes tend to be higher in fat, as do those from southern Syria. And Iran is the only region where rice is king, whereas burghul and frikeh (‘burnt’ green wheat that is dried and either cracked or left whole) are the staple elsewhere.

The main staple in the Levant is bread, an essential part of meals, but this too varies from one country to another. In Lebanon, a very thin, large pita is the most common type, used to scoop up food and to make wraps. Even though the country is tiny, there are regional variations, including marqûq, a very large, paper-thin mountain bread baked over a saj (a kind of inverted wok), and mishtah, a flatbread from the south that is flavoured with spices and has added cracked wheat (jrish). Both are single-layered whereas further north you will find tabuneh, which is double-layered like pita but larger and thinner. Neither mishtah nor tabuneh tend to be found outside their region; indeed, I never knew them when I lived in Lebanon, discovering them only a few years ago when I was researching my book on savoury baking.

In Syria, the common bread, at least in rural areas, is tannur, a large, round single-layered loaf that takes its name from the tannur that was the original pit oven, built either below or above ground. Pita is common in cities and small towns where there are commercial bakeries. A few bakeries make marqûq although the bread is not as common in Syria as it is in Lebanon. Jordan and Palestine have more or less the same type of bread, including shraak, which is like marqûq, and tabûn, which is similar to tannur but baked in a regular wood-fired oven. As for Turkey, the choice tends to be between pide, a long, oval, spongy flatbread, and lavash or yufka, a cross between marqûq and tannur that is baked over a flat saj. Some regional Turkish bakeries offer a round flat loaf with deep indentations all over the top called tırmaklı ekmek, while many sell a fat, baguette-like bread that is used for sandwiches. Iran has three main types, all flat and each reserved for a specific meal. Nan-e taftun (similar to nan-e lavash) is the most common, a large, thin rectangular loaf that is used to scoop up food or to wrap around cheese and herbs or kebabs at lunch or dinner. Nan-e barbari, a thicker loaf resembling Turkish pide but made thinner and much larger, is normally eaten for breakfast, with cheese and omelettes or jam and butter. There is a sweet version made with milk and a little sugar which is served at teatime. My favourite is nan-e sangak, a large flat loaf made with a mixture of white and wholewheat flour and marked with distinctive indentations on the bottom as a result of being baked in a wood-fired oven lined with pebbles. It is found in dizi restaurants where they specialise in one meat and vegetable stew served in individual containers called dizi.

Each neighbourhood has at least one bakery, which is always mobbed just before mealtimes by customers eager to buy fresh bread to eat with their meals. The neighbourhood bakeries are also where people who do not have an oven bring their food to be cooked. Nowadays this applies more in small towns and villages but it can still be seen in large cities too. Not so long ago I stopped at lunchtime at a bakery in Gaziantep in south-eastern Turkey and noticed people collecting baked dishes that had been lined up in the window on the slats where loaves are normally spread to cool. One man walked away with a fabulous-looking dish full of anchovies while a woman picked up a baking dish brimming with the Turkish equivalent of ratatouille. I also saw a man bring in a dish of marinated chicken pieces wedged between vegetables to be cooked for the family meal that night.

Throughout the Levant the accent is on seasonality with cooks rarely using produce that is out of season. Meat is almost always an adjunct to vegetables rather than the other way round; it is only in dishes such as kibbeh or kafta or when it is being grilled that meat takes centre stage. Even then, grilled meat is always served with a mound of fresh herbs and salads to add freshness. And in almost all cooked dishes, especially one-pot meals, the ratio of meat to vegetables, grains or pulses is smaller. In winter, when people didn’t have easy access to transport or refrigeration, and with insufficient grazing to maintain their flocks, they ate or cooked with preserved meat (qawarma, a kind of confit of minced lamb). In summer, when there is bountiful produce, cooks have always made sure they don’t let any of it go to waste, preserving it – usually by drying or pickling – to use during the fallow winter months.
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Anissa’s maternal grandmother and aunt in their kitchen in Beirut.



In fact, there is a strong philosophy of no waste throughout the Levant. I still remember watching with fascination as my mother and grandmother prepared stuffed aubergines or courgettes, marvelling at their dexterity as they cored the vegetables and how careful they were not to waste anything. Once they had loosened the core inside each aubergine, they would gently squeeze it out in one piece and lay it on the bottom of the pan in which they cooked the vegetables. Once cooked, the stuffed vegetables would be arranged on a serving platter and the juicy cores gently scooped out to serve on the side. My mother and grandmother were less careful with the courgette cores, however, which they chopped up and squeezed dry to use in frittatas. I’m sure that if they could have thought of a way to use the stalks, they would have. My aunt in Syria was just as frugal, using every scrap of food, and when she couldn’t incorporate leftovers into a dish or make one out of them, she fed them to her cows or chickens. Sustainable living long before it became a buzzword.

But the philosophy of no waste is not the only reason why you should want to explore the food of the Levant. It really fits in with contemporary life being naturally healthy, economical, and on the whole simple to prepare. Some readers may wonder at all the specialist ingredients, but given today’s interest in global cooking, you will find most of these on supermarket shelves. Admittedly what is available in supermarkets may not be the best of its kind, but with Lebanese and Turkish cuisine becoming more and more popular, specialist shops offering a range of different and better-quality brands are popping up everywhere, not to mention online stores.

Another appealing aspect of Levantine cuisine is the vegetarian repertoire, which is both large and exciting thanks to the bountiful produce of the region and the wide range of vegetable dishes cooked in olive oil, the main fat used in cooking. Known in Arabic as bil-zeyt and in Turkish as zeytinyağlı, these are usually served as starters although they are also eaten as a main course by Christians during Lent and on Friday when good Christians abstain from eating meat.

And because the diet is vegetable-based, with meat playing a supporting role, you can produce a beautiful meal on a modest budget. You can also use minced meat without worrying about appearing cheap because minced meat provides the basis of some of the most elegant Levantine dishes. No self-respecting cook would buy it ready-minced, however. Instead, he/she will instruct the butcher to prepare a choice cut of meat, skinning it and trimming it of fat before mincing it to just the right degree.

It’s true that some dishes like stuffed vegetables or kibbeh are time-consuming to prepare, but many others like dips or even flatbreads are simple to make, and with today’s accent on casual eating what better than a meal made up of mezze dishes to enjoy with your family and/or friends. A proper mezze spread remains the preserve of restaurants, but you can still whip up an impressive mezze at home by preparing three or four dishes yourself – a dip, a salad, a savoury pastry and a vegetable cooked in olive oil and tomatoes, perhaps also some grilled chicken wings – then supplement the spread with shop-bought items like feta cheese drizzled with olive oil and sprinkled with fresh or dried herbs, toasted nuts (or fresh when they are in season), olives, crudités and bread of course. Much more convivial than a regular three-course meal. To finish, you can offer an amazing assortment of baklava or a sweet you have made yourself, although Levantines rarely conclude their meals with a sweet dessert, however fond they are of them – and they are famous for their sweet tooth. They normally end the meal with coffee or tea and fruit, reserving sweets to enjoy with more coffee or tea in between meals either on their own or when they have visitors.

Another advantage is that many of the dishes can be prepared well ahead of time and either served at room temperature – a very common way of serving most vegetarian dishes – or reheated to serve on the day, which makes Levantine food ideal for contemporary cooks with busy lives.

The Levant is changing fast, both because of the spread of modern technology and because of the Arab Spring, which in Syria has tragically led to the killing of thousands and the destruction of much of the country. I have not been back since the beginning of the uprising, which sadly morphed into a civil war owing to the government’s brutality and intransigence – their refusal to accept that people would want to liberate themselves from a repressive regime. One day I will return, although when I do I fear I may not find many of the people I describe in this book. Perhaps even some culinary traditions will have vanished too. This happened when I returned to Lebanon after the long civil war that tore the country apart. Other countries have escaped such violence and destruction, but things are changing elsewhere too. Iran is now an Islamic republic suffering under the weight of strict sanctions, while Turkey and Jordan are developing at great speed. Meanwhile, Palestine is being eroded and may eventually exist only in name. All these changes make it even more pressing for me to record Levantine culinary traditions that have either disappeared or are at risk of disappearing.
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When I started out in adult life, cooking was the last thing I wanted to do, but this book, which brings together my favourite recipes from the Levant, is in a way the culmination of my liberation from my former attitude to cooking which I equated with being domesticated. It includes stories from my childhood and youth growing up in Lebanon and Syria as well as anecdotes from my culinary travels throughout the region. I hope these accounts will inspire you to cook the dishes and visit the region itself, although you may have to wait before you visit Syria, and even Iran is not the easiest place to travel in, especially if you are a woman. The other countries I mention here are safe, however, and definitely worth exploring if you haven’t done so already.

Tasting the food in situ and seeing the ingredients in the markets – the vibrant spices and mounds of fresh produce – will make you appreciate the different cuisines of the Levant even more. All of which brings me to say a few words about the ingredients needed for the recipes. We are all aware now about the difference the quality of ingredients makes to a dish, especially if it is one that you haven’t made before. Many of the essential ingredients that I call for in the recipes will last in your kitchen cupboard and I would urge you to source them carefully to achieve the best results.

I would also recommend you follow the recipe carefully too. I still remember, when tabbuleh became fashionable, how many recipes advocated soaking the burghul. I couldn’t understand why cookbook writers would advise such a step as we normally rinse and drain the burghul and use it straight away. Later, I developed my own method of letting the burghul sit after rinsing and draining so that it fluffs up and absorbs just the right amount of dressing. Then I realised that the soaking instructions were because the writers were using coarse-grade burghul which we reserve for cooking only, using the fine-grade variety that doesn’t need any soaking for salads and kibbeh. In fact, soaking fine-grade burghul makes it mushy. This is only one example but it illustrates the importance of sourcing the ingredients properly. So, go to a specialist store, buy the best you can afford, having read the recipe carefully, and you will be rewarded with superior results that will impress your family and friends.

And finally a word about the transliteration and spelling of foreign terms. There are many different ways of transliterating Arabic and, browsing online or looking through other books, you will see different spellings for the same word or recipe name. I have relied both on a classic form of transliteration and a phonetic one to transcribe words as I would say them in Arabic, whereas I have used only the classic transliteration for Iranian. The Turkish alphabet has been used for words in Turkish.

Anissa Helou
London, February 2013
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My relationship with family meals has been one of love, hate, then love again. As a child, I loved eating en famille, sitting at our large, solid wood dining table in Beirut with my father at one end, my mother at the other and my siblings and I on either side.

We were four girls and a boy. I was in the middle with two older sisters, a younger brother and a baby sister. My two older sisters and I were very close in age, and we formed one camp on one side of the table while my brother and baby sister formed their own on the other side. Throughout the meal, we shifted between conspiratorial conversations within our camp, to silly arguments either within our camp or with my brother’s.

My father watched over us kindly while my mother busied herself with the food, telling us to eat if we didn’t (not something she had to do often) or to calm down if we got too excited. She also told our maid when to clear up, when to bring more water or the fruit, and so on. My mother was, still is, the most wonderful cook and she prepared delicious meals that we all ate heartily.

However, as much as I loved my mother’s food, I loved my grandmother’s better. She had been widowed early and lived with my aunt and four uncles in the Christian part of town – we were on the Muslim side – in a large airy flat with beautiful Art Deco furniture. We visited her often. Her kitchen was like ours, with lovely white marble counter tops. And although she cooked like my mother – she did after all teach her everything she knew, the way my mother taught me – she had little touches that made her food even more exquisite. For instance, the Lebanese always cook stuffed vegetables on a bed of bones for a richer sauce. My mother simply washed the bones and lined the pot with them, while my grandmother parboiled and rinsed the bones before using them. This, she said, helped get rid of the scum the bones release during cooking and made for a cleaner and more refined sauce. She had similar sophisticated touches for almost every dish she prepared.

Also, the meals at her house were jollier than at our own. My aunt and uncles were not that much older than us – people married very young in those days – and even though they were no longer of an age to be playmates, they were playful with us.

We ate in the kitchen unless sitto (granny in Arabic) had guests in which case we moved to the dining room. We often went there early and I would go straight into the kitchen to sit on the white marble counter, right by where my grandmother prepared our lunch. Sometimes, I helped with simple tasks such as bunching up the parsley for the tabbuleh but most times I just looked. My desire to be in the kitchen was not so much to help, nor really to watch the cooking, although I learned a lot by just being there, but rather because I wanted to taste everything. My mother never let me do this at home, insisting that I should wait for my meal, whereas my grandmother always gave us tastes of whatever she was preparing. I do the same, offering tastes to whomever is with me in the kitchen, not to mention my tasting everything as well.

My mother and aunt were in charge of setting the table and they always laid a selection of nibbles called ‘zinet el-tawleh’ (decoration of the table so that it looks appetising even before any of the prepared dishes are served). Their ‘decoration’ consisted of olives, cucumbers and carrots, cut into sticks and seasoned with a little salt and lemon juice, a bowl of hommus or labneh drizzled with olive oil, bright pink home-made turnip pickles (made that colour by adding raw beetroot to the brine), fresh nuts when in season or roasted ones when not, and of course bread. The meal itself consisted of a couple of salads, either tabbuleh or fattush plus a seasonal one such as tomatoes, purslane and meqteh (a kind of wild, pale ridged cucumber) and a main course, often stuffed vegetables, which we loved and which my grandmother regularly made for us. We always finished our meals with fruit.

If we happened to visit on a Sunday, she would grill kebabs. Sunday is barbecue day for pretty much everyone in Lebanon, and on those days, I would abandon my grandmother to be with my uncles on the balcony where they set up the manqal (Arabic for the small metal barbecue used throughout the Middle East) to start the charcoal fire.

When we finished eating, we moved to the drawing room for the grown-ups to drink their Turkish coffee but before that one of us girls had to grind the coffee in a beautiful brass grinder. After drinking the coffee, they all turned over their cups to let the dregs drain out, leaving patterns inside each cup that my aunt read to tell each their future. I loved listening to her interpretation of the various patterns. If the coffee dribbled down the side leaving a clear white line, it meant the person had an open road ahead of him/her. If the coffee was thick and the residue stayed on the bottom of the cup, it meant the person’s heart was dark and heavy, and if there was a big white patch on the bottom of the cup, there was marriage in the air, and so on.

My aunt was very beautiful with long wavy dark hair like Ava Gardner’s. She actually looked like her and when I met Ava Gardner many years later, she told me I looked like her sister; I didn’t say it but I immediately thought she must have been the family’s ugly duckling! In any case, once my aunt had done her coffee-cup reading, she played music to dance with one of my uncles. And despite my having no sense of rhythm, I would jump up to join them. They were very kind and never resented my interfering with their Paso Doble or Cha-Cha-Cha.

Those were our family meals in the city but I had just as many joyous meals in the mountains where we spent our summers, either in Mashta el-Helou, my father’s ancestral home in Syria or in Rechmaya, my maternal grandmother’s village in Lebanon. Sometimes, my parents rented a house in one of the Lebanese mountain resort towns for us to spend time on our own.

Then I grew into a moody teenager, and started spending all my time reading in my room. It was around that time that I began to hate family meals, often insisting on eating in my room, which for some reason my mother agreed to.

This antagonistic attitude lasted until I left Lebanon for London. Away from home, my relationship with family meals turned to love again, although not immediately. First, I went through a phase of wanting to eat out all the time and hardly ever cooked at home. Then I started cooking for friends, both European and Lebanese food but it wasn’t until I started writing about food that I became interested in family meals again, not only to soak up the warm atmosphere but also to learn more about the different dishes of each of the countries I visited and the customs that surrounded serving and eating them. What was interesting was that in many parts of the Levant and beyond, families gathered around the table pretty much the way we did when I lived in Beirut. Of course, the meals and the order in which the dishes are served change from one country to another but the conviviality, generosity and hospitality are the same, which is not surprising, really. The legacy of the Ottomans as well as common Middle Eastern traditions have yielded similar dining habits throughout the region, not to mention the common ingredients.

Lemony Swiss Chard and Lentil Soup

’ADASS BIL-HAMOD

I don’t like soup on the whole, possibly because my mother had this maddening habit of offering to make it whenever any of us were ill. That said, I do like some soups, especially those that don’t remind me of the diced vegetable and chicken soup that my mother invariably prepared for the invalid in question. I especially like the following soup and always make it when chard comes into season. We often had it chilled for lunch with not much else other than bread, but you could serve it as a starter followed by a simple roast. The Lebanese tend to resist modernisation in the kitchen and many still crush garlic using a wooden pestle and mortar; some have now adopted a plastic version, but that is their only nod to modern times! I prefer to simplify my life and therefore use a metal garlic crusher, even if the pestle and mortar do a more thorough job, crushing the garlic into a creamy paste that dissolves into the soup, whereas the crusher just pulverises the garlic into tiny pieces that don’t emulsify with the liquid in quite the same way.

Serves 4–6

200g (7oz) large green lentils

400g (14oz) Swiss chard

Juice of 2 lemons or to taste

10 garlic cloves, peeled and crushed

150ml (5fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil

Sea salt

Put the lentils in a bowl of water to soak while you prepare the Swiss chard, which you need to trim – the bottom of the stalks are often quite dirty and need to be cut off. Chop both leaves and stalks into thin strips about 1cm (½in) wide.

After they have soaked for about 30 minutes, drain the lentils and put in a large saucepan. Add 1.5 litres (2½ pints) of water and place over a medium-high heat. Bring to the boil then add the chard. Reduce the heat to medium, cover the pot with a lid and let it bubble gently for 15 minutes or until the chard has wilted, at which stage mix the chard in with the lentils and cook, covered, for another 30–45 minutes or until the lentils are tender.

While the soup is cooking, prepare the seasoning by slowly incorporating the lemon juice into the crushed garlic, then gradually mixing in the olive oil. When the lentils and chard are done, stir the mixture into the soup. Season with a little salt and simmer, uncovered, for another 5 minutes. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Serve at room temperature.

Mini Dumplings and Meatballs Soup

MANTI CORBA

Most people in Turkey make their own manti (dumplings) but you can also buy them ready made. They will not be as delicate, nor will they be as small, which is the sign of the best manti, but they will be good and you will save considerable time preparing this satisfying soup that is often served at large family gatherings as the first of many courses. I was lucky enough to be invited one day to eat with the in-laws of my friend Nevin Halıcı. Her elder brother, Feyzi Bey, is married to a wonderful woman, Bahar, who comes from a family of fine cooks and whose sister Lale, who made the soup, is considered the best of them all. I have adapted her recipe below.

Serves 4

For the filling

125g (4½oz) minced lean lamb

1 very small onion or a shallot, finely chopped

2 tsp pepper paste

Sea salt

¼ tsp black pepper

For the meatballs

250g (9oz) minced lamb meat

¼ tsp ground allspice

For the dough

75g (2½oz) plain flour

Sea salt

For the soup

½ tbsp extra virgin olive oil

½ tbsp pepper paste

½ tbsp tomato paste

½ tsp finely ground black pepper

½ tbsp dried mint

200g (7oz) cooked chickpeas (½ jar)

Juice of ½ lemon

15g (¾oz) unsalted butter

Put all ingredients for the filling in a bowl. Mix well.

Mix the flour and salt together in a bowl. Gradually add 3 tablespoons water to make a rather stiff dough. Divide the dough into two and shape each into a ball. Roll the first piece into a very thin sheet, then cut into small squares about 3cm (1¼in) square for very small manti, or 6cm (2½in) square for larger ones. Put ¼ or ¾ teaspoon meat filling (depending on the size) in the middle of each square. Lift the corners of the square and stick together to shape a neat pouch. Repeat the process with the remaining dough until you have used all the dough and half the filling.

Mix the remaining filling with the meat. Add the ground allspice and salt and pepper to taste and mix well. Shape into the smallest balls you can make, like large marbles, in proportion to the size of your manti. Place on a tray. Cover loosely with cling film and refrigerate to firm them up.

Put the olive oil in a big pot and place over a medium heat. Add the pepper and tomato pastes, the black pepper and 1 teaspoon dried mint. Stir for a couple of minutes then add 750ml (1⅓ pints) water and salt to taste. Bring to the boil. Then reduce the heat to medium-low and let simmer for 10 minutes before adding the cooked chickpeas, the manti and the meatballs. Add the lemon juice and let bubble for 20 minutes. Check the water and add a little more if you feel the soup is too thick – the manti will absorb some of it. Just before serving, melt the butter in a pan and add the remaining dried mint. Pour all over the soup and serve immediately.


Mixed Pulses and Grains Soup

MAKHLUTA

Here is an incredibly nourishing soup that we often had at my grandmother’s during Lent. She served it with a platter of pickles and bread, of course, and to start with we would have tabbuleh or a cabbage salad. I often prepare it for lunch and make enough to last a few days. Sometimes I flavour the soup with cumin, other times with cinnamon. I also alternate between using seven-spice mixture and allspice, depending on how spicy I want the soup to be; allspice gives it a more subtle taste while the seven-spice mixture makes for a stronger flavour. You can eat it hot in winter or just warm in the summer. It is both versatile and satisfying, and perfect for both vegetarians and vegans!

Serves 4–6

50g (2oz) dried cannellini beans, soaked overnight in cold water (enough to cover the beans by 2–3 fingers) and ½ tsp bicarbonate of soda

75g (2½oz) dried chickpeas, soaked overnight in cold water (enough to cover the chickpeas by 2–3 fingers) and ½ tsp bicarbonate of soda

150g (5oz) brown lentils, soaked for 30 minutes in cold water (enough to cover the lentils by 2–3 fingers)

150ml (5fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil

2 medium-sized onions, peeled and finely chopped

30g (1oz) coarse burghul, rinsed under cold water and drained

30g (1oz) short-grain white rice (bomba, Calasparra or Egyptian), rinsed under cold water and drained

2 tsp ground cinnamon or ground cumin

2 tsp ground allspice or Lebanese seven-spice mixture

½ tsp finely ground black pepper

Sea salt

Rinse the soaked beans and chickpeas under cold water, then drain and put in a large saucepan. Drain the lentils and add to the chickpeas and beans. Add 2.5 litres (4⅓ pints) of water, cover the pan with a lid and place over a medium-high heat. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to medium and let the pot bubble gently, covered, for 1 hour or until the pulses are tender.

While the pulses are cooking, put the olive oil and chopped onion into a frying pan and place over a medium heat. Fry the onions, stirring occasionally, until golden.

Add the burghul and rice to the pulses when they are ready. Tip in the fried onions with their oil and season with the spices and a little salt. Let the soup simmer for 15 minutes, then taste and, if needed, adjust both seasoning and consistency to your liking. If the soup is too liquid, boil for a little longer; if too thick, add a little boiling water and simmer for a few more minutes. Serve hot or warm. You can also serve the soup at room temperature.


Green Beans in Tomato Sauce

LUBYEH BIL-ZEYT

The traditional way to serve this dish is by spreading the beans and their sauce on open pita bread: you tear off strips from the dry edges of the bread and use them to scoop up the beans. When you have finished eating the beans, you roll up the sauce-soaked bread to eat like a sandwich with wedges of raw onion. It was my favourite dish of all the ones my mother and grandmother cooked, and in a way it still is, especially when I want to have a taste of home. I always ask my mother to make it for me when I am in Lebanon. Lubyeh bil-zeyt was the first dish I ever cooked. I was 16 at the time and we lived in a small building that my father had bought. My room was on the same floor as the kitchen and dining room, with my parents’ on the floor above and my brother’s and sisters’ on the floor below. I was always the odd one in the family, insisting on having my own room and not wanting to share anything! It made me feel quite grown up to have a whole floor to myself, and one night my two older sisters and I decided to have a midnight feast. I made the green beans while my sisters prepared a chocolate cake. We ate the beans – I kept a little for my mother to taste the next day – and we used most of the chocolate cake in a cake fight that took forever to clear up. We didn’t want my parents to be angry at the mayhem we’d created while they were fast asleep. My mother never knew about the cake fight but she was very proud of my culinary efforts and impressed at how, on my first attempt, I’d managed to prepare the beans almost as well as she did!

Serves 4

3 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

1 medium-sized onion, peeled and finely chopped

6 garlic cloves, unpeeled

400g (14oz) Helda beans or fine green beans

Sea salt

1 × 400g can of Italian cherry tomatoes, drained

Put the olive oil, onion and garlic in a wide saucepan. Place over a medium heat and fry until the onion turns golden.

While the onion is cooking, top, tail and, if necessary, string the beans. Then cut them on the slant in 5–6cm (2–2½in) lengths; if you are using fine beans, simply top and tail them. Rinse under cold water, then add the beans to the onions. Sprinkle with a generous pinch of salt, and cook, covered with a lid, for about 5 minutes, stirring regularly, until they turn bright green and become glossy.

Add the tomatoes and season with a little salt. Mix well and cover the pan, letting the mixture bubble gently for about 20 minutes or until the sauce has thickened and the beans are done to your liking. I like to keep them slightly al dente; my mother cooks them until quite soft. Serve hot, warm or at room temperature, with pita bread.

Tabbuleh

Tabbuleh is basically a parsley and tomato salad with a fair amount of mint and a smattering of burghul and spring onions. However, despite the salad having gone global, it is still rare to see it made properly in the West, with a lot more herbs than burghul. Somehow it is not natural for Westerners to regard parsley as an essential ingredient when they are used to it as a garnish. When I was a child I loved perching on the cool marble worktops in my grandmother’s kitchen to help her bunch up the parsley, being very meticulous about aligning the sprigs where the leaves started, so that my grandmother could chop the parsley in neat slivers with a minimum of stalk attached. I also helped my mother in our kitchen, where we had the same worktops – most Lebanese kitchens at that time had white marble work surfaces. And today I chop the parsley exactly as my mother and grandmother did all those years ago. I hate to say it but there are no short cuts. Using a food processor to chop the herbs is not an option because it turns the herbs to mush. You just need to hone your knife skills, which you’ll also need for dicing the tomatoes, plus a very sharp knife to avoid crushing them. As a final tip, drain the diced tomatoes before adding them to the salad. This will keep your tabbuleh crisp and make it last longer.

Serves 4–6

30g (1oz) fine burghul

600g (1lb 5oz) firm ripe tomatoes, diced into small cubes

50g (2oz) spring onions (about ½ bunch), trimmed

400g (14oz) flat-leaf parsley, most of the stalk discarded

70g (2½oz) mint, leaves picked from the stalks

¼ tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp ground allspice or Lebanese seven-spice mixture

¼ tsp finely ground black pepper

Sea salt

Juice of 1 lemon or to taste

150ml (5fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil

4 Little Gem lettuces, quartered

Rinse the burghul in several changes of cold water, then drain well and put in a bowl. Stir with a fork every now and then to help fluff it up.

Put the diced tomatoes in a separate bowl and set aside while you thinly slice the spring onions and chop the herbs. A word of warning: do not chop the herbs with a mezzaluna – this will only bruise them. Instead, use a razor-sharp knife and gather as much as you can handle in a bunch and slice them very thin to end up with nice, crisp thin strips.

Drain the tomatoes of their juice and put in a large bowl. Add the spring onions and herbs and sprinkle the soaked burghul all over. Season with the cinnamon, allspice (or seven-spice mixture) and pepper, adding salt to taste. Add the lemon juice and olive oil and mix well. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Serve immediately with the quartered Little Gem lettuces.


Mushy Lentils and Rice

MUJADDARAH

Mujaddarah is a typical Lenten dish and a great vegetarian option for those who do not eat meat. My grandmother, who was more religious than my mother, often made it on a Friday, when Christians traditionally don’t eat meat. I loved watching her fill white soup plates with the smooth brown mixture, then line them up on the white marble counter to let them cool before she handed them out to each of us with a big bowl of lemony cabbage and tomato salad. Like lubyeh bil-zeyt, mujaddarah was one of my favourite family lunch dishes. It is also a typical dish to serve for lunch on spring-cleaning days, when it is put on to cook early in the morning and left to cool while the women of the house set about washing floors and beating the dust out of carpets. I was reminded of this the other day in London when my neighbour’s housekeeper started beating the dust out of his drawing-room cushions on the loading bay opposite mine. It was a sound from the past!

Mujaddarah is normally served at room temperature with a salad, raw onion and Arabic bread – all classic accompaniments. You can serve it in one big dish or, like my grandmother, in individual soup plates, where it sets like jelly with a very even top. And you can vary the recipe by puréeing the lentils before adding the onions and rice to make mujaddarah m’saffayeh (‘sieved’ mujaddarah). Simply drain the lentils, reserving the cooking water, then put them in a food processor and process until smooth. Return to the pan with the cooking water and finish as below.

Serves 4

400g (14oz) brown lentils, soaked for 30 minutes in cold water (enough to cover the lentils by 2–3 fingers)

100ml (3½fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil

3 medium-sized onions, peeled and finely chopped

50g (2oz) short-grain white rice (bomba, Calasparra or Egyptian), rinsed under cold water and drained

1 tsp ground cinnamon or ground cumin

1 tsp ground allspice or Lebanese seven-spice mixture

½ tsp finely ground black pepper

Sea salt

Drain and rinse the lentils and put in a very large saucepan with 4 litres (7 pints) of water. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to medium – give the lentils a good stir in case some have stuck to the bottom of the pan – and leave the pot to bubble gently for 1 hour or until the lentils are tender and the water has reduced by two-thirds.

In the meantime, put the olive oil in a frying pan, place over a medium heat and when the oil is hot, fry the sliced onions until they become soft and transparent. Using a slotted spoon, transfer half of the softened onions onto a plate and continue frying the rest until they caramelise and turn a rich dark brown, without actually letting them burn. Remove with the slotted spoon and place on several layers of kitchen paper, spreading them out in a thin layer so that they drain well and become crisp.

When the lentils are cooked, add the rice to the pan. Tip in the softened onions and their frying oil, and season with the spices and a little salt. Simmer uncovered for 20 minutes, stirring regularly, until the rice is done and the mixture has thickened, but without letting it dry out. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Immediately pour the lentils and rice into a shallow serving bowl or into four deep plates, and allow to cool. Scatter the caramelised onions over the lentils before serving at room temperature.


Rice and Lentils

MUDARDARAH

The ingredients are more or less the same as for mujaddarah but the end result is very different – more like a risotto than a purée. I believe my mother learned to make this dish from my aunt Zahiyeh, with whom we spent our summers in Mashta el-Helou in the Syrian mountains. In those days, only members of the family lived there, but now it is an over-developed bustling summer resort where people flock from all over Syria, Lebanon and elsewhere to enjoy the cool mountain breezes, lush vegetation and beautiful views. As for my aunt, she is long gone but I still remember her when I make this dish, and many others besides. She often replaced the rice with burghul. If you decide to make mudardarah with burghul instead of rice, you need to use the coarse variety and reduce the quantity to 100g (3½oz) while increasing the quantity of lentils to 200g (7oz). The rest of the recipe remains the same.

Serves 4

150g (5oz) brown lentils, soaked for 30 minutes in cold water (enough to cover the lentils by 2–3 fingers)

150ml (5fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil

3 medium-sized onions (about 300g/11oz total weight), peeled and thinly sliced

150g (5oz) short-grain white rice (bomba, Calasparra or Egyptian), rinsed under cold water and drained

½ tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp ground allspice or Lebanese seven-spice mixture

½ tsp finely ground black pepper

Sea salt

Drain and rinse the lentils, then put in a large saucepan. Add 2 litres (3½ pints) of water and place over a medium-high heat. Bring to the boil then reduce the heat to medium. Give the lentils a good stir in case some have stuck to the bottom of the pan, cover with a lid and simmer for 30–45 minutes or until the lentils are nearly cooked.

While the lentils are cooking, heat the olive oil in a large frying pan over a medium heat. (To check that the oil is hot, dip in an onion slice; if the oil bubbles around it, it is hot enough.) Fry the sliced onions until they caramelise and turn a rich brown, but without letting them burn. Remove three-quarters of the onions with a slotted spoon and leave to drain on a double layer of kitchen paper. Spread them thinly so that they drain well and become crispy.

Add the rice to the lentils, then season with the spices and a little salt and bring back to the boil. Reduce the heat, stir in the onions left in the frying pan, and their oil, then replace the lid on the saucepan and simmer for 15 minutes. Turn off the heat, wrap the lid in a clean tea towel, put it back over the pan and leave to sit for 5 minutes.

Stir the lentils and rice before transferring to a serving dish. Scatter the crisped onions over the top before serving hot with a white cabbage salad. You can serve this dish tepid or even cold, in which case it’s best to garnish with the crisped onions at the last minute or they will go soft in the steam rising from the lentils.

Pumpkin Dip

MUTABBAL QARA’

This dip comes from my wonderful Palestinian singer friend Reem Kelani, with whom I cooked when I wanted to learn more about Palestinian food. Reem made the dip with pumpkin, although I prefer to use butternut squash because the colour is more intense and the texture creamier and less watery – she also does this now; we seem to have come to the same conclusion separately. If you are going to use pumpkin, however, be sure to buy the right kind and avoid the stringy type. Kabocha, a winter squash rather like butternut that is also known as Japanese pumpkin, is my favourite. Reem made a quick harissa to garnish the dip, using dried pepper flakes and a little tomato paste, but you can use regular harissa or, even better, Turkish or Aleppo pepper paste diluted with a little olive oil.

Serves 6

1kg (2lb 2oz) kabocha or butternut squash, peeled, deseeded and cut into chunks

1 garlic clove, peeled and crushed

125ml (4½fl oz) tahini

Juice of 1 lemon or to taste

Sea salt

To garnish

Extra-virgin olive oil

Few sprigs of flat-leaf parsley, most of the stalk discarded, finely chopped

Pinch of ground cumin (optional)

Pepper paste (optional)

Steam the squash for about 40 minutes or until very soft. Leave it to drain in a colander until cold, pressing down on it, if necessary, to get rid of excess liquid. Put the cooked squash in a food processor. Add the garlic, tahini, lemon juice and a little salt, and process until smooth. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary.

Transfer the dip to a shallow serving bowl. Make a groove inside the outside rim of the bowl and drizzle olive oil into the groove. Garnish with some chopped parsley and a pinch of cumin (if using). Spread a spoonful of pepper paste (if using) across the middle and serve with flatbread.


Cabbage and Tomato Salad

SALATET MALFUF WA BANADURAH

One of my favourite salads, this is often served with mujaddarah. You can make it just with cabbage, simply dressed with lemon juice, crushed garlic and olive oil, or you can add diced tomatoes, which my mother often did in summer when the tomatoes were at their best, and which I’ve done here, using cherry tomatoes for their more reliable flavour. I no longer add garlic to my dressing because I don’t want to impose my garlic breath on others, but I have left it in the recipe for those who prefer to use it. The best cabbage to use here is either pointed spring cabbage, which I buy organic, or the flat Middle Eastern variety, which is even more tender but which you can only find in Lebanese or Turkish shops. I often add a sprinkling of Aleppo pepper to the basic dressing because I like the slight heat it gives the salad.

Serves 4–6

1 pointed spring cabbage (about 500g/1lb 1oz), trimmed of any damaged outer leaves and finely shredded

Handful of cherry tomatoes, quartered

1 garlic clove, peeled and crushed (optional)

Juice of 1 lemon or to taste

50ml (2fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil

Sea salt

½ tsp Aleppo pepper (optional)

Put the shredded cabbage and quartered tomatoes in a mixing bowl. Add the crushed garlic (if using), lemon juice and olive oil. Season with salt and Aleppo pepper (if using) to taste and toss the salad, being careful not to crush the tomatoes. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Serve immediately.


Turkish Burghul Salad

KISSIR

Kissir is the Turkish version of tabbuleh, with burghul and tomatoes being the main ingredients rather than parsley and tomatoes, which form the basis of tabbuleh. I am convinced that kissir is at the root of how tabbuleh came to be misinterpreted in the West as a grain salad. A food writer must have confused the two recipes, giving a recipe for kissir as one for tabbuleh, and the mistake stuck until very recently when cookbook authors, chefs and ready-meal producers finally understood that tabbuleh is a herb salad and not a grain one. This is not to say that kissir is inferior to tabbuleh in any way; it is just as scrumptious and healthy, with an intriguing sweet and sour taste imparted by the pomegranate syrup dressing. You can use lemon juice instead, if you prefer, which will give the salad a more straightforward tart flavour. I have adapted this recipe from one in my friend Nevin Halıcı’s Turkish Cookbook, though there are many variations. If you want to make it with pepper paste, for instance, omit the Aleppo pepper and stir in 1–2 tablespoons pepper paste with the pomegranate syrup and oil before using to dress the salad.

Serves 4–6

200g (7oz) fine burghul

2 small Spanish onions (about 150g/5oz total weight), peeled and very finely chopped

5 medium-sized firm ripe tomatoes (about 500g/1lb 1oz total weight), deseeded and diced into 1cm (½in) cubes

½ small green bell or Marmara pepper, deseeded and finely diced

Few sprigs of flat-leaf parsley, most of the stalk discarded, finely chopped

4 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

1 tsp Aleppo pepper

1½ tbsp pomegranate syrup or 3 tbsp lemon juice

Sea salt to taste

Put the burghul in a large mixing bowl and stir in 200ml (7fl oz) of boiling water a few spoonfuls at a time. Cover with a tea towel and leave to sit for 15 minutes.

When the time is up, stir the chopped onions into the burghul. Add the remaining ingredients and mix well. Taste, adjusting the seasoning if necessary, and serve immediately.


Stuffed Courgettes and Aubergines

MEHSHI KUSSA WA BATINJEN

Mehshi is possibly my all-time favourite dish for eating en famille – a homely yet sophisticated recipe that is as delicious as it is utterly satisfying. My grandmother often prepared it for us when we visited for lunch, and my mother always makes it for me when I return to Beirut. It is important to use the pale green courgettes sold in Middle Eastern shops. They are less watery than the regular dark green ones. It is also a good idea to select aubergines and courgettes that are more or less the same size for an elegant presentation; and of course choose ones that are very fresh. In Syria, some people cook the stuffed vegetables in a tomato sauce, but I prefer water, as in the recipe below, placing ripe tomatoes on the bottom of the pan to add both colour and flavour to the resulting sauce. And like my grandmother and mother, I also line the bottom of the pan with bones to enrich the cooking broth, although this is optional. An interesting variation on the courgettes is to use ’ajur, a variety of gourd that appears in the spring for a very fleeting season. Slightly bitter and with a striped skin, it is used by Syrian cooks to make this dish, stuffed with either rice or frikeh (‘burnt’ cracked wheat – see here). Perhaps one day an enterprising gardener will start planting ’ajur here, in which case I urge you use it as it is more interesting than courgettes with a more distinctive flavour.

Serves 8–10

1.2kg (2lb 10oz) medium-sized pale green courgettes (about 20 in total)

1kg (2lb 2oz) small aubergines (about 20 in total)

3–4 lamb bones (optional), rinsed under cold water

300g (11oz) ripe tomatoes, peeled and sliced

1kg (2lb 2oz) plain yoghurt, to serve

For the stuffing

200g (7oz) short-grain white rice (bomba, Calasparra or Egyptian), rinsed under cold water and drained

300g (11oz) freshly minced lean lean lamb, from the shoulder or shanks (either ask your butcher to mince the lamb, or do it yourself using the fine attachment on a meat grinder)

1 × 400g can of Italian chopped tomatoes

½ tsp ground cinnamon

1 tsp ground allspice or Lebanese seven-spice mixture

1 tsp finely ground black pepper

Fine sea salt

First prepare the courgettes and aubergines. Cut off and discard the stem end of each of the courgettes and shave off the brown skin at the bottom. Cut off and discard the stem ends of the aubergines and remove any husks capping the skin. Next fill a large bowl with cold water in which to plunge the vegetables once they’ve been cored.

Holding one courgette firmly in your hand with your fingers wrapped around it and the cut top uppermost, insert a narrow apple corer (or a special Lebanese corer, if you can get hold of one) into the cut top and push down as close to the edge as possible (2–3mm/⅛in from the skin) and keep pushing until the corer is halfway down the courgette. Take out, insert the corer again next to the first incision and repeat until you cut a rosette all the way down the courgette, but leaving the bottom intact. Twirl the corer inside the courgette to loosen the pulp, and pull out the first piece. Slide it off the corer into a bowl (saving the pulp to make the courgette omelettes), then insert again and, with a circular motion, scrape the sides and bottom to remove as much pulp as possible, leaving walls 2–3mm (⅛in) thick. Do this gently and carefully, gradually extracting the pulp, or else you will split the top or pierce the sides or bottom of the courgette.

Plunge the cored courgette in the bowl of cold water, filling the inside with water. Finish coring the courgettes and leave to soak while you core the aubergines the same way. (You can use the aubergine pulp for a variation on the courgette omelettes, remembering to sauté it longer as it won’t cook so quickly.) Place the cored aubergines in the bowl of water and leave to soak with the courgettes while you make the stuffing.

Put the rice in a mixing bowl and add the minced meat and chopped tomatoes. Season with the spices and a little salt, and mix together with your hands so that all the ingredients are well blended. Pinch off a little of the mixture and sear in a hot pan to taste, then adjust the seasoning if necessary.
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