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  Introduction


  To boldly go where no aubergine has gone before…


  


  In this book I will take you to the Veggieverse: a whole planet (if not actual galaxy – yet) of marvellous meat-free food. It is of course an imaginary culinary federation rather than an actual must-visit intergalactic destination, but visit it we will…


  When my book Veggiestan came out in 2011, a lot of people casually wondered where this brave new nation was. I became adept at straight-facedly telling them that it was just to the right of Kyrgyzstan, a tad to the left of Pakistan, and just above Snackistan. In truth of course, it is an entirely fictitious entity comprising the kitchens of the Middle East, minus the meaty fishy bits. A collation of vegetarian delights gathered from the lands stretching east from Morocco, meandering through Egypt and down as far as Somalia, and then up through the Levant and Turkey, across Central Asia and down into Arabia.


  Two things happened when I finished writing it. Firstly, I had so much material that swathes of it got left behind (some of which are gathered on the eponymous website). And secondly, I managed to convince myself that it was actually a real and viable state. When we decided, Mr Shopkeeper and I, to broaden the remit of our Persian food business in Peckham and throw in a couple of random tables so we could feed hungry shoppers, it seemed only natural to breathe life into Veggiestan and make it a real republic – a landlocked café within the borders of Persepolis, the shop we have run together for nigh-on 16 years.


  Mr Shopkeeper was quite sceptical: who would want to come and eat sandwiched between the shelves of a corner shop? So we trod carefully, let the restaurant grow itself, one table at a time. But much to his surprise, people came and soon there were queues at the weekend. At least two tables got bashed together out of pallets and desperation (so don’t be surprised if you visit and your table wobbles somewhat). Now we have 9½ tables, and Mr S. has his eyes on the basement. Anyway, Persepolis has become a go-to destination for those looking for something meat-free and different, and so it seemed only natural to make this the book of the café of the shop* of the T-shirt of the same name. If you see what we mean...


  Bizarrely, the UK government was one of the deciding factors in the writing of Persepolis. Not that it actually issued an edict or anything. It went and announced that we all need to eat ‘seven a day’ (fruit and veg, that is). Sales for Veggiestan enjoyed a little fillip overnight, our shop was filled with people asking for vegetable help and several journalists contacted us asking for veggie ‘sound bites’.


  The fact is that the part-time vegetarian who was identified in Veggiestan has become a thing – a whole legion of things. Great swathes of the population are now eschewing meat for the best part of the week in favour of healthier, vegetable-based alternatives. The appetite for new ways to brighten your broccoli, add sparkle to your spinach and titillate your tomatillos has never been greater. We are collectively realising, to quote an ancient Mesopotamian saying, that ‘He that takes medicine and neglects diet, wastes the skills of the physician’.
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  I have been very lucky in the sense that the café has become my test kitchen, and my customers are now very much my guinea (soya alternative to) pigs. So I get constant feedback. There is no greater endorsement of a recipe than the sight of an empty plate coming back from the table. Previously I relied mostly on my long-suffering, but carnivorous, beloved husband for second opinions.


  In this vegetable-star-studded sequel, I venture a little further from the Middle Eastern shores, deserts and mountain ranges to other continents and beyond… The book still mostly draws on my experience in Mediterranean and Middle Eastern cuisine, but once again I have harangued my customers from all parts of the globe to share their recipes (and stories).


  Like all sequels, this is meant to be a stand-alone book. You do not need any working knowledge of my first volume to understand the thrilling plot twists and complex characters to be found on the following pages, nor have we graduated from beginner to intermediate: hopefully the recipes are just as simple and just as much fun. And once again I have, to a large extent, avoided tofu as a substitute for meat: my ethos is all about bigging up the vegetable rather than bemoaning the lack of meat and trying to replace it in food.


  This book really is a celebration of the vegetable. Although John Evelyn (the famous seventeenth-century gardener and vegetarian pioneer) was not remotely Veggiestani, I have given him the freedom of the land: his paean to the vegetable (and vehement criticism of the eaters of ‘shambles’ as he called meat) is as eloquent as it gets:


  ‘To this might we add that transporting consideration, becoming both our veneration and admiration of the infinitely wise and glorious author of nature, who has given to plants such astonishing properties; such fiery heat in some to warm and cherish, such coolness in others to temper and refresh, such pinguid juice to nourish and feed the body, such quickening acids to compel the appetite, and grateful vehicles to court the obedience of the palate, such vigour to renew and support our natural strength, such ravishing flavour and perfumes to recreate and delight us; in short, such spirituous and active force to animate and revive every faculty and part, to all the kinds of human, and, I had almost said heavenly capacity.


  ‘What shall we add more? Our Gardens present us with them all; and whilst the Shambles are covered with gore and stench, our Sallets escape the Insults of the summer-fly, purify and warm the blood against winter rage. Nor wants there variety in more abundance, than any of the former ages could shew.’


  And finally… Why did we call our shop Persepolis? Well, yes, there are several other thingamajigs of the same name. A 2,500-year-old palace/pleasure dome, AKA Iran’s most famous monument/tourist attraction, for one. And then there is the breathtakingly incisive comic book/film by Marjane Sartrapi (Mr S. swears down that this is the story of his childhood too). And there is a very popular football team too. Persepolis is actually a Greek word, meaning ‘city of the Persians’, and it was adopted during the conquests/antics of Alexander the Great. In Farsi, the ancient citadel is actually known as Takht-e-Jamshid, or Jamshid’s Throne, as it is (was) believed that the ancient warrior/priest/king Jamshid founded it (and ruled there for a rumoured 700 years). As Mr Shopkeeper’s name is Jamshid, and he is the undisputed king of this café/restaurant/shop, it seemed only natural to name our domain accordingly… So now you know.


  *

  the original book of the shop, Persia in Peckham, is still very much in print, but focuses uniquely on Persian food, meat and all.
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    The tax collector in Mullah Nasruddin’s town was famously as corrupt as hell.


    This fact came to the mayor’s attention, who duly asked that the tax collector should submit his records for examination. The mayor, swiftly realising that the records were all falsified, hollered with rage at the tax collector, ‘Not only are you fired, I also order you to eat these papers you have presented me, right here, right now!’


    The quaking tax collector did as he was ordered, chomping his way through sheet after sheet of fiddled accounts. It wasn’t long before the news of what had happened spread across the province.


    Shortly afterwards, the mayor appointed Nasruddin as the town’s new tax collector. When presently the mayor asked him to show his account books, Nasruddin instead handed him nan-e-lavash covered in the Mullah’s tiny scrawl.


    The mayor asked, ‘Why on Allah’s earth did you write your records on flatbread?’


    ‘Well,’ Nasruddin replied, ‘I saw what happened to the other guy, so I wrote these on bread just in case you made me do the same.’


    Bread (known variously as na’an – in Iran and Central Asia – or khobez to the Arabs) is the beginning of every meal in the Middle East. The region may be known for its elaborate rice dishes, but flatbreads and semi-flat breads have been eaten there for many thousands of years, since the world’s first farmers started cultivating wheat, and remain key to the enjoyment of breakfast, lunch and dinner (quite often being used in place of cutlery to dunk, wrap and scoop up food). Bread also works itself into any number of jokes, parables and folk tales, as per the tale of Nasruddin and his accounts, above, and ultimately stands as a metaphor for life itself.


    There is a bakery on pretty much every street corner in cities, and in outlying areas bread is usually homemade then baked in communal ovens (known as tanoor/tandoor). The good news for us is that most of the bread of the region is simple stuff and easy to recreate at home without actually having to build a clay oven in your garden.

  


  


  Dhokla


  VIKI’S STEAMED SPICED CHICKPEA BREAD


  Viki is one of our favourite customers. Favourite customers all have one thing in common: they smile a lot, and Viki never stops. She is also very kind, and as a vegetarian she has been tireless in helping us test recipes over the years.


  Upon discovering that I was no longer on speaking terms with wheat, our Viki came in brandishing a big wodge of dhokla as a gift for me one day. It is seriously weird at first bite (it is in essence a fiery, savoury sponge), but oddly addictive, and gloriously gluten-free. This is her neighbour’s recipe, and the recipe is just as odd as the end product, not least because the magic ingredient is actually Eno salts.


  MAKES 4 SMALL ROUNDS


  200g/7oz chickpea (gram) flour


  150g/5½oz (or 3–4 tbsp) plain yogurt (runny and sour rather than thick and creamy)


  250ml/9fl oz/generous 1 cup water


  2–3 green chillies, chopped


  4–5cm/1½–2in piece of fresh ginger, peeled and minced


  1 tsp ground turmeric


  1 tsp salt


  oil, for greasing


  2 tsp Eno powder* (effervescent health salts)


  FOR THE TEMPERING MIXTURE


  1 tbsp oil


  2 tsp brown mustard seeds


  6–10 curry leaves (fresh or dried)


  2 pinches of salt


  1 scant tsp sugar


  50ml/2fl oz/scant ¼ cup water


  ADDITIONAL SPRINKLES


  fresh grated or desiccated (dry unsweetened) coconut


  fresh coriander (cilantro) leaves


  The night before, mix the chickpea flour, yogurt and half the water in a bowl and beat well to get rid of any lumps, then stir in the remaining water to make a thick, smooth batter. Cover the bowl and leave on your kitchen counter overnight. This resting period is so the yogurt can sour slightly, and it really deepens the flavour.


  The next day, when you are ready to start cooking, set up your steaming equipment and get it boiling so it’s ready for the dhokla. Put a clean tea towel over the lid, to catch the steam drips, but be careful to keep the ends folded up so they don’t catch fire.


  Add the chopped chilli and ginger to the batter along with the turmeric and salt, and stir in well.


  Grease a 20cm/8in cake tin that will fit inside your steamer. Put one-quarter of the mixture (2 scant ladlefuls) in a small, clean bowl and sprinkle with one-quarter of the Eno powder. Stir the mixture gently, but thoroughly, in one direction, so all the mixture fluffs up. You need to be fairly quick doing this, to keep the mixture aerated while it cooks.


  Recipe continues overleaf.


  Pour into the greased cake tin and put in to steam for 10–15 minutes, or until well risen. You can test for doneness with a skewer, as you would for a cake. Remove from the steamer and leave to cool in its bowl for around 10 minutes before loosening around the edge with a knife and turning out onto a wire rack to cool.


  Once the dhokla is cooked, put the tempering oil and mustard seeds in a lidded pan over a medium heat and cook until the seeds start popping, about 1 minute. Add the curry leaves and cook for a minute longer. Next, add the salt, sugar and water, and cook over a high heat for another minute.


  Cut the cooled dhokla into diamond shapes around 5cm/2in long and sprinkle over the tempering mixture, turning the pieces over gently to ensure proper coverage. This mixture will give flavour and render the dhokla lovely and moist.


  Arrange prettily on a plate, scatter with coconut and coriander leaves and serve with a bowl of minty chutney (see bonus recipe below), if you like.


  The dhokla keeps in a cake tin for several days, although to be honest I can’t leave the stuff alone, so it lasts around 5 minutes in our shop-hold.


  * Note on Eno powder If it is unavailable, just make your own by mixing 60% bicarbonate of soda with 40% citric acid.
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  BONUS RECIPE: BALUCHI CHEATY MINT AND RED PEPPER CHUTNEY


  Chutney to me always suggests something that grannies make by means of a closely guarded recipe, a cauldron and a very strong desire to out-do Deirdre at the next bridge club fundraiser. It is in fact easy enough to make without witchcraft, comes in numerous varieties, and can be done in minutes with a blender (also see the Quick Cucumber Chutney).


  Place a huge handful of mint and a huge handful of coriander in the blender along with 1 large red pepper, cut into chunks, 1 small red onion, cut into chunks, 1 teaspoon ground cumin, 1 teaspoon ground coriander, 2 garlic cloves, 2 red chillies, 2cm/¾in peeled fresh ginger and the juice and grated zest of 2 limes. Blend for a minute or so, then add salt to taste.


  Note

  Adding oil makes this chutney more durable (if you want to keep it a few days in the fridge) and versatile (for use, say, as a salad dressing), while adding yogurt makes it a dip already…


  


  Matnakash


  ARMENIAN ‘SOURDOUGH’ BREAD


  Have I ever told you how rubbish I am at baking? I am the antithesis of the domestic goddess. I can’t sew either. Mr Shopkeeper married me full knowing these weaknesses, but when the topic of home economics strays into the conversation I do catch him smirking occasionally.


  Anyway, the point is that this recipe is really easy. It does not rely on a carefully cultivated hand-me-down starter, nor does it require you to spend a week cooching and coaxing it to do its stuff. It is made for the time-poor and the domestically challenged. This is because it’s a cheat, and sneaks in some regular yeast on the side.


  Matnakash is a fat bread rather than a flat bread, although it barely extends beyond the two dimensional as once it has been leavened it is stretched out into a flat oval shape. It is pretty much the national bread of Armenia.


  MAKES 2 MEDIUM LOAVES


  1 level tsp salt


  2 tsp sugar


  1 sachet (7g/¼oz) dried yeast (or 15g/½oz fresh)


  100ml/3½fl oz/scant ½ cup warm water


  1 tsp bicarbonate of soda (baking soda)


  125g/4½oz/½ cup melted, cooled butter


  250g/9oz/generous 1 cup super-thick, live, plain yogurt


  350g/12oz/2½ cups plain (all-purpose) flour


  1 egg


  1 tbsp poppy or caraway seeds


  Sprinkle the salt, sugar and yeast on to the water, stir once and leave to effervesce quietly together for 10–15 minutes. Meanwhile, beat the bicarbonate of soda into the butter, followed by the yogurt. Add the yeasty water to the butter mix, then sift in the flour, mixing well with a spoon until it comes together, then kneading for a few minutes with your hands. Roll it into a ball and cover the bowl either with a damp tea towel or some greased clingfilm. Now leave to rise somewhere warm for around 1 hour. It should more or less double in size.


  Next, split the dough into 2 balls, and pull them (whence the bread gets its name, as matnakash actually means hand-pulled) into flat oval shapes. Use your thumbs to form a thick rim around the edge, and the handle of a teaspoon to draw furrows (or birds, or noughts and crosses, or whatever – but the furrows are traditional) into the dough. Leave the dough to rise for another 30 minutes.


  Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4.


  Beat the egg and brush the risen dough with it before sprinkling over your seeds of choice. Bake on a greased baking tray for around 30 minutes, or until golden and firm.


  This bread is best enjoyed soon after baking, but will last wrapped in plastic wrap or greaseproof paper for up to 3 days.


  Vayelel! Which you have probably guessed means ‘Enjoy!’ in Armenian.


  


  EINKORN BREAD WITH SUNDRIED TOMATO AND NIGELLA SEEDS


  Einkorn and emmer are ancient wheat varieties, first grown in the area now covered by eastern Turkey through Iraq to western Iran (i.e. the fertile crescent). They were the first crops ever cultivated by mankind, and are now coming back into popularity, as they are more nutritious and less irritating to the gut than modern cultivars. I cannot eat wheat, but spelt, einkorn and emmer are all just dandy – if you have digestive issues you might want to give them a shot; just a thought.


  This is a soft, rich, nutty bread – one of those that are really quite dangerous when they are just out of the oven and the butter is nearby…


  MAKES 2 SMALL SWANKY DINNER PARTY LOAVES


  500g/1lb 2oz/4 cups einkorn flour


  1 tsp sugar


  1 sachet (7g/¼oz) easy-blend dried yeast


  350ml/12fl oz/1½ cups water


  2 tbsp olive oil


  1 tsp salt


  100g/3½oz sundried tomatoes (I use the ones stored in oil as they are more malleable), cut into small pieces


  3 tsp nigella seeds


  Mix the first 5 ingredients together in a bowl using a wooden spoon, then your hands to work it into a dough. Add the salt only after you have begun to mix the other ingredients – it will otherwise stop the yeast from working. Knead the dough for a few minutes, then roll it into a ball, cover with clingfilm or a damp cloth and leave somewhere warm to rise for an hour or so.


  When you are ready to bake, preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4.


  Knead the dough again and mix in the sundried tomatoes and nigella seeds. Divide the dough into 2 balls, and shape them into flat rounds. Mark a cross in the top of each, then bake on a greased baking tray for around 30 minutes, or until golden and firm.


  Cool on a wire rack. The bread is best enjoyed fresh, but will keep for a day or two if you wrap it in plastic. Like most bread, it freezes perfectly well.
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  Kubdari


  Stuffed Georgian Bread


  This is a lovely, slightly greasy stuffed bread; a baked sandwich and perfect anytime, anywhere snack fare. It is hardly surprising that it is one of Georgia’s favourite munches. It originates from a chocolate-box-pretty part of the country called Svaneti which is totally on my bucket list (this is just in case Mr Shopkeeper is reading, you understand).


  The authentic recipe uses a mixture of chopped meats, but I have subbed spinach, chickpeas, apricots and cheese.


  MAKES 6


  500g/1lb 2oz/3½ cups plain (all-purpose) flour, plus a little for resting and rolling


  1 tsp salt


  1 tsp baking powder


  250g/9oz/generous 1 cup softened butter + 2 tsp extra


  3 eggs + 1 egg yolk


  250g/9oz/1 cup thick plain yogurt


  FOR THE FILLING


  2 small bunches of spinach, chopped


  1 fat bunch of spring onions (scallions), chopped


  100g/3½oz/½ cup dried apricots, chopped


  1½ x 400g/14oz cans chickpeas, drained (keep the rest for a salad)


  200g/7oz sulguni (that’s Georgian cheese to you) or other soft feta-ish cheese


  2 eggs


  2 tsp sumac


  1 tbsp dried dill


  1 tsp ground black pepper


  To make the dough, sift the dry ingredients together in a bowl and chop the 250g/9oz/generous 1 cup of butter into the mixture, mixing firstly with a wooden spoon and then with your hands. Whisk the eggs and yogurt and stir them into the dough until it all comes together. Knead briefly before shaping into a ball, rolling in flour, covering with clingfilm and allowing it to rest somewhere warm for an hour.


  In the meantime, to the filling… just squidge all the filling ingredients together and set aside until you are ready to cook.


  After an hour, preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas mark 6. Place the rested dough on a floury board and divide it into 6 even balls. Flatten each dough ball and roll them out into 24cm/9½in or so discs. Spoon one-sixth of the filling into the middle of the first disc, leaving at least 6cm/2½in of dough visible all round. Fold this rim up into the middle and press the dough together, thus sealing the kubdari with the filling inside. Press down gently so that the bread resembles a small Frisbee and place on an oiled, floured baking sheet before repeating the exercise with the rest of the dough and filling.


  Melt the remaining knob of butter and beat it with the egg yolk before using it to glaze your 6 stuffed loaves.


  Bake for around 20 minutes, or until a shiny golden brown. Serve hot with pickles and baskets of fresh herbs, or cold as a really cracking picnic number.
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  CARAWAY SPICED AFGHAN NA’AN


  Across most of Afghanistan bread is pretty much all homemade. This has as much to do with geography as economics: the wild terrain means that a quick pop to the ‘supermarket’ could take up to a day. Bread is usually made from a sourdough starter retained from the previous day, and is almost always wholemeal. Loaves are baked in a tandoor, or clay oven: large or remote homes will usually have their own oven, but most villages have communal ones (nan-waee) where bread can be baked for just a few afghani (yes, the currency of Afghanistan is the afghani).


  I’m prepared to bet that even the most hipster dudes among you out there don’t actually have a tandoor oven in your back garden, but this bread cooks perfectly in a hot domestic oven.


  MAKES 3 SMALL LOAVES


  1 sachet (7g/¼oz) dried yeast


  2 tsp sugar


  325ml/11oz/scant 1½ cups warm water


  500g/1lb 2oz/4 cups chapati flour (or atta)*


  1 tsp salt


  1 tbsp vegetable oil


  2½ tbsp caraway seeds (or use poppy, or nigella seeds, or a mixture)


  Sprinkle the yeast and sugar on to the warm water and leave for 15 minutes while the yeast gets busy.


  Mix the dry ingredients in a bowl, then slowly add the wet yeast mixture. Stir well with a wooden spoon, then add the oil and half of the caraway seeds and start kneading the dough with your hands. After 5 minutes, roll the dough into a ball, cover with a damp cloth and leave somewhere warm to rise for around an hour, or it has doubled in size.


  Preheat the oven to 220°C/425°F/Gas mark 7, and pop 1–2 foil-lined baking sheets in to warm up.


  Now divide your dough into 3 balls, and punch them down into oval shapes of around 2cm/¾in thickness. Use the handle of a teaspoon to mark out some grooves (traditionally a male baker uses a knife for this, while a lady baker forges rougher grooves with her fingers – but no, I have no idea why), and sprinkle the rest of the seeds over the loaves. Remove the hot baking sheet/s from the oven and slide the na’an on to them. Bake for around 10–12 minutes, or until the bread is golden and firm.


  This bread doesn’t keep very well and is best eaten while still warm. If you do want to use it the next day, just wet it a little before heating it through in the oven.


  *


  This isn’t difficult to find, but you can always substitute a really finely ground wholemeal flour.


  


  Boulanee Katchalu


  HELEN SABERI’S AFGHAN POTATO PIE


  Fried potato pies – this has to be the ultimate Afghan comfort food, especially welcome during the long shivery winter. They are traditionally enjoyed hot, but add a garlicky yogurt sauce (see bonus recipe below) and they’ll stand up as picnic or buffet fare as well. Boulanee come in two flavours: the recipe for the leek variety is to be found in my earlier book, Veggiestan.


  This is the lovely Helen Saberi’s recipe. Helen, like me, is married to Veggiestan: she met her Afghan husband while she was working in Afghanistan, and he and his family gave her the keys to the Afghan kitchen door. She is to Afghan cuisine what Elizabeth David is to Italy: her book Noshe Djan remains seminal to the region’s food.


  MAKES ABOUT 15


  450g/1lb/scant 3¼ cups plain white (all-purpose) flour (or use ½ plain and ½ chapati flour)


  3 tsp salt


  225ml/8fl oz/1 cup cold water


  900g/2lb potatoes, peeled


  1 bunch of spring onions (scallions), finely chopped


  1 tsp ground black pepper


  oil, for frying


  Sift the flour into a bowl and add 1 teaspoon salt together with enough water to bind it all together into a firm dough. Cover with a damp cloth and leave for at least 30 minutes.


  Boil the potatoes in water along with the rest of the salt; when they are soft, drain and mash, then add the spring onions and pepper.


  Next, divide the dough into 4 balls and roll them out on a floured board – you are aiming for around 1.5mm/1/16 in in thickness. Use an inverted glass or tin to stamp out as many rounds of dough as possible: I found 10–12cm/4–4½in to be a good size, while Helen recommends 13–15cm/5–6in. Place a spoonful of potato mix on half of each circle, then fold over the other half and crimp the edges together to form a semi-circular patty.


  Heat a generous amount of oil in a pan and fry the boulanee, a few at a time, until golden and crisp-ish. They are best enjoyed fresh and warm, or cold with the dipping sauce below.


  


  BONUS RECIPE: GARLICKY YOGURT SAUCE


  There is no food more typical of Afghanistan than quroot, which is dried, salted whey or yogurt. Many say it tastes like old socks. Quroot is often used reconstituted in water to form a thick, moreish sauce, and it is this flavour which we are trying to recapture here. Beat 150ml/5fl oz/2/3 cup super-thick plain yogurt with 150ml/5fl oz/2/3 cup cream cheese, 1 tablespoon lemon juice, 2 teaspoons dill and 3 chopped garlic cloves. Season to taste and serve with just about anything.


  


  Sfinz


  LIBYAN BREAKFAST DOUGHNUTS


  Doughnuts for breakfast. What could be finer? If Homer Simpson was Libyan… er, no, that wouldn’t work. Anyway, these not entirely slimming snacks can be enjoyed throughout the day with a myriad toppings, so don’t let the breakfast tag put you off.


  MAKES 8–10 DOUGHNUTS


  150ml/5fl oz/2/3 cup warm milk


  150ml/5fl oz/2/3 cup warm water


  1 sachet (7g/¼oz) dried yeast


  1 tsp sugar


  450g/1lb/3¼ cups plain (all-purpose) flour


  1 tsp salt


  50ml/2fl oz/scant ¼ cup olive oil


  oil, for frying


  Place the milk and water in a bowl, sprinkle the yeast and sugar on top and leave for 15 minutes so that the yeast can get busy.


  Sift the flour into a bowl along with the salt. Make a well in the middle and slowly work the wet yeast mixture in, followed by the olive oil. Roll the resultant dough into a ball, cover with a damp cloth and leave to rise for at least 1 hour, if not 2.


  When the hour is up, knead the dough for a few minutes, then divide it into 10 little balls, and place them on a greased oven tray. Once again, cover them with a damp cloth and leave them somewhere warm for at least 30 minutes.


  When you are ready to fry your sfinz, press each one out into a round of about 12cm/4½in, leaving a slightly fatter rim around the edge. Heat at least 2cm/¾in of oil in a frying pan: once it is hot, fry the sfinz, 1 or 2 at a time, before draining on kitchen paper. Alternatively, you could fill them…


  The most common ‘filling’ is an egg, wherein the egg is fried inside the sfinz. Fry your doughnut on one side – as soon as the batter pops and becomes convex, flip the sfinz over and crack an egg into the bowl shape. Splash the egg with oil to cook the top: if you like your eggs sunny-side down, you can then flip the whole doughnut over again and brown it. Eat straight away with a big smile on your face: brown sauce optional. You can also fill them with date syrup or honey and cream, or with cheese and hararat*.


  *


  Hararat


  My new fave spice mix. It is a sweet-but-fiery five-spice mix – easy to make at home: mix 2 tablespoons ground cinnamon with 1 tablespoon ground coriander, 2 teaspoons ground cumin, 1 teaspoon ground fennel and 1 teaspoon ground chilli. It works well roasted with root veg and smuggled into cheese pies or snucked into Waldorf-type salad dressings.


  While we’re at it, you should also know about bzaar, if for no other reason than the fact that it is such a nice word. It is another Libyan mix worth having in your pantry – it spices up dolmeh and kufteh no end. Mix


  1 teaspoon ground turmeric,

  1 teaspoon ground ginger,

  1 teaspoon ground cumin,

  1 teaspoon ground black pepper,

  1 teaspoon ground cloves,

  1 teaspoon ground paprika and

  1 teaspoon ground chilli.
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  Su Boregi


  SPINACH AND ALMOND PIE


  This is basically a lasagne pie – soft pastry layered with vegetables and ‘cheese’ and topped off with crispy filo. Su boregi literally means ‘water pastry’. This because the sheets of pastry used to make it are dipped into cold water immediately after cooking. Not that we’ll be doing anything that fiddly.


  Because so much Ottoman stuff is super-rich, dripping with meat and cheese, I have deliberately made this vegan, with almond ‘feta’. I am rather proud of it. If you are on a wheat-free diet, just use some good gluten-free lasagne, and leave out the filo casing.


  VEGAN DINNER FOR 6


  200g/7oz/11/3 cups blanched almonds (or use raw cashews or Brazil nuts), soaked in cold water for 12 hours


  juice of 1 lemon


  1 tsp sea salt (or celery salt)


  2 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil


  FOR THE SPINACH FILLING


  2 leeks, chopped


  1 fat courgette (zucchini), chopped


  oil, for frying


  2 garlic cloves, minced


  1kg/2lb 4oz spinach, roughly chopped


  1 tbsp dried dill


  ½ bunch of fresh parsley, chopped


  1 tsp ground turmeric


  1 level tsp ground black pepper


  1 level tsp salt


  FOR THE PIE


  1 pack of nice lasagne sheets


  6 sheets filo (phyllo) pastry


  50ml/2fl oz/scant ½ cup oil


  200ml/7fl oz/scant 1 cup unsweetened almond milk


  Drain and rinse the almonds before blending them with the lemon juice, salt and olive oil: add a little water if it seems too dry. Spoon the ‘cheese’ into a clean cloth (muslin is ideal), squeeze it gently and either tie the cloth to a knife balanced across a bowl or wedge it into the top of a funnel suspended over a mug: you need to drain the cheese for around 6 hours*.


  Fry the leek and courgette in hot oil, as they start to soften, add the garlic, followed a moment or so later by the remaining filling ingredients. Simmer for around 5 minutes, or until the spinach is just cooked. Add the almond cheese and stir well.


  Cook the lasagne according to the pack instructions, plunging each sheet into cold water as it is cooked. Drain and reserve (spread the sheets out otherwise they will stick together).


  Layer 3 sheets of filo into the bottom of an oven dish, brushing with oil in between each sheet. Arrange some lasagne sheets on top, then spread with spinach and almond, followed by more lasagne. Repeat, aiming for at least 4 layers, and topping off with the remaining 3 sheets of filo (remember to brush with oil between each sheet). Pour the almond milk over the top, cover with greased foil and pop it into the fridge for around 30 minutes to chill.


  When you are ready to cook, preheat the oven to 190°C/375°F/Gas mark 5. Cook the boregi for around 20 minutes, then turn the oven down to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4, remove the foil and cook for another 20 minutes, or until the pastry is golden brown.


  Cut into squares and serve with tomato and onion salad.


  Note

  This recipe needs 18 hours of soaking and draining activity.


  *


  If you want to continue to make proper cheese-like-stuff, you can spread the almond mix thinly on a lined baking tray and bake it in an oven preheated to 150°C/300°F/Gas mark 2 for around 30 minutes. You do not need to do this for this recipe.
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  Sanbusak


  AUBERGINE AND ONION PIES


  Sanbusak have to be second only to falafel in the Middle Eastern snack popularity stakes. Every housewife spends hours making the things during Ramadan – they are a huge hit on the iftar (breaking fast) table.


  I say samosa, you say sanbousic – this is in fact one big happy pie family, stretching from the Levant to Southern India. Ultimately the word was derived from the Persian word sanbosag, but modern Iranians don’t do pastry, so any early tradition seems to have vanished under the shifting sands of time.


  Fortunately this is not the case in Iraq, where a gushing tenth-century ode written by Ishaq Ibn Ibrahim in praise of the humble sanbusaj has been preserved. Yup – it’s a poem celebrating pie. I kid you not. Recipe follows overleaf.


  ‘If thou woulds’t know what food gives most delight,


  Best let me tell, for none hath subtler sight.


  Take first .... an onion, cut in circles clean,


  A cabbage, very fresh, exceeding green,


  And season well with cinnamon and rue,


  Of coriander add a handful, too,


  And after that of cloves the very least,


  Of finest ginger, and of pepper best,


  Two handfuls of Palmyra salt; but haste,


  Good master haste to grind them small and strong.


  Then lay and light a blazing fire along,


  Put all in the pot, and water pour


  Upon it from above, and cover o’er


  But, when the burning flames have dried it quite,


  Then, as thou wilt, in pastry wrap it round,


  And fasten well the edges, firm and sound;


  Or, if it please thee better, take some dough,


  Conveniently soft, and rubbed just so,


  Then with the rolling pin let it be spread


  And with the nails its edges docketed,


  Pour in the frying-pan the choicest oil


  And in that liquor let it finely broil.


  Last, ladle out into a thin tureen


  Where appetizing mustard smeared hath been,


  And eat with pleasure, mustarded about,


  This tastiest food for hurried diner-out.’


  Translated by Arberry, 1939
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  Sanbusak


  AUBERGINE AND ONION PIES


  Our version of this recipe eschews the normal filling of minced lamb, using instead fragrant aubergine and spice. I am afraid I have mostly failed to make it rhyme (see previous page).


  MAKES 40–60 LITTLE PIES

  FOR THE FILLING


  750g/1lb 10oz aubergine (eggplant) (2 small ones), cut into 1cm/½in cubes


  salt


  2 onions, finely chopped


  oil, for frying


  2 garlic cloves, minced


  1 tsp allspice


  4 large ripe tomatoes, chopped (or use a 400g/14oz can chopped tomatoes)


  FOR THE PASTRY


  125ml/4fl oz/½ cup olive oil


  125g/4oz/8 tbsp melted butter (preferably clarified – i.e. strained through muslin or robust paper towels)


  125ml/4fl oz/½ cup warm water


  1 tsp salt


  500g/1lb 2oz/3½ cups plain (all-purpose) flour


  1 large egg, beaten with a splash of water


  Sprinkle the aubergine with salt and arrange


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Bourekakia


  LITTLE CHEESE PIES


  

  

  MAKES 40–50 MOUTH-WATERING LITTLE TREATS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Shishbarak


  CHICKPEA AND MINT DUMPLINGS IN YOGURT SAUCE


  

  SUPPER FOR 6

  FOR THE DUMPLINGS


  

  

  

  

  FOR THE FILLING


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  FOR THE YOGURT SAUCE


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  


  

  


  Semit


  SESAME BREAD RINGS


  

  MAKES ABOUT 12 RINGS
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