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On Lugma

I’ve always believed that the Middle East should be its own continent. Each country has its unique personality, its own cultural nuances, traditions, dialect and cuisine. It’s impossible to paint the whole region with one brush when its history is so rich, its stories so colourful, its offerings so vast and generous. I tend to stick to the battles I’m best equipped to fight, however, which – to no surprise – are food-centred.

The first battle begins with hummus, and the simple fact that I didn’t grow up eating it. It was around, sure, but it definitely wasn’t part of the family buffet spread. It was saloonat dajaj, mathrooba and machboos. It was mehyawa, balaleet and luqaimat. These are dishes you might not have heard of, but they’re also dishes I very much deem to be Middle Eastern. As my grandfather rolled up his sleeves and dug into his rice he’d say, ‘tabeen lugmat aish [do you want a bite of rice]?’. The classical Arabic word for rice is actually aruz, but in Bahrain it’s called aish, which means ‘living’. In Bahrain there is no table setting without rice because, well, rice is living.

On the other hand, there was Mum’s walnut cake. It was made with ground nuts and whipped egg whites and completed with a dusting of icing sugar. In theory it should have lasted a few days between us, but this was never the case. One sliver with tea would become four throughout the day; this cake was impossible to resist as it sat there in a non-compete with the fruit bowl. This is true for all of Mum’s baked treats – her Victoria Sponge, her classic scones or her very popular Christmas cake, made in October and spoon fed Brandy every 2 weeks so it’s lovely and moist come December – her English roots permeating every single one of her delicious creations. The smell of Mum’s cooking is, for me, on par with the smell of rice; her head was always tucked into another cookbook, where she’d conjure up new finds or old favourites from Delia Smith, Ken Hom or Anissa Helou. After-school lunches were always a surprise, but my favourites were her mushroom risotto, her once-a-year Pancakes and a good Bolognese. Mum, in her self-taught years of practice, would cook from every corner of the world, except for one distinct territory. She would never, for the life of her, cook the food of the Gulf.
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Looking back I suppose this is what fuelled my curiosity. Many Middle Eastern cookbooks back then, and to this day, were centred around the foods of the Levant, which are delicious but also very different. The only way to learn about Gulf food was to eat at other people’s houses, learn how so-and-so makes it, which is different from how someone else from another home would make it. It’s a battle of the households, a well-kept secret of the families, a word-of-mouth cuisine that is passed over from one generation to the next. It’s a measurement of the eye, a seasoning of the tongue, a technique of practice and instinct. Growing up, I felt I was severely lacking in this department, but islanders are very generous (and super-keen) when it comes to feeding others. As I asked around, visited, tasted and conversed, I jotted down all the tales and stories, all the memories and experiences, all the spices and know-how I needed to put these recipes into print.

Lugma is an ode to the food of my childhood, a mash-up of food from Bahrain and the surrounding countries, with a slightly Westernized take, thanks to my English roots. On the food front, Bahrain is unique in that it pulls on different cultural influences: on the abundance of herbs, dried limes and sour flavours from Iran; on the liberal spice and chilli heat from India; on the elaborate rice dishes which the region is so famous for; and on the foods of the Levant that the world is more familiar with. There are therefore lots of recipes that call for cardamom, dates, rice, lamb and legumes. Alongside are plenty of vegetarian dishes, which I feel aren’t included enough in the regional diet, as, being an arid desert, historically the options were limited. Nowadays though, you can find all sorts of vegetables in the local supermarkets, and so I’ll often take Middle Eastern flavours and use them to amplify vegetarian meals. Dotted throughout all of this are stories: some of them my own and some of women you may never know but may relate to regardless. These are all women who call Bahrain home, despite hailing from different parts of the world. Their voices are a melting pot of nostalgia, emotion, memory and all the warming foods that they have become attached to.

The journey to Lugma wasn’t always smooth sailing. It took me a year of upheaval, reflection and a proper deep dive into my own relationship with food and cooking to put it all together. I often questioned how to approach tradition, if I should land left or right, if it would be okay to tamper with a classic and, if so, how far could I push it and, when inevitably I did, because I always do, would it still be okay? The questions I asked myself, with every single dish, every resounding success or ultimate disaster were: would I eat/cook this for myself and my friends? And, if so, does this fit into Lugma? Two yeses was all it took, but you’d be surprised by how many nos I gave way to. The recipes needed to remain true to who I was, an honest mirror reflection, in a way I haven’t had to do with my cooking professionally. In this respect, Lugma has been my lifetime in the making, plates upon plates of Middle Eastern foods meeting Western foods and finding their place on the same table. Lugma is multiple bites – a great many delicious mouthfuls – of all that I know.
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ON RICE

I often try to describe the smell of rice cooking. It smells of vanilla and pandan. Of butter and sweetcorn. Of musk. If comfort had a smell, it would be of steaming, simmering, bubbling rice. If comfort had a look it would be of families sat cross-legged on plastic-lined flooring, a big, glorious rice platter perched proudly in the centre, hungry hands reaching forwards to grab one generous bite – a 2:1 ratio of rice to lamb – scrunched skilfully in the right hand, the perfect lugma.

Lugma is Arabic for a bite, or a mouthful. Which seems fitting really, as I feel like my whole career has been centred around taking bites of things and analysing them: more acid here, a pinch of salt there, missing sweetness overall. As a recipe developer, you learn to become decisive, to rely on your tastebuds and your instincts. Inevitably it comes down to whether or not there’s a second bite, or a third. If it’s a dish you want to keep eating, it’s probably really good. If it’s a dish you can’t wait to make for others, then you know it’s a winner. In our brainstorms about food I’d often ask my colleagues to tell me about what they grew up eating, what excited them, what they wanted to eat, really, in that moment. This would always spark a few inspired ideas and inevitably, some very delicious dishes – cooked purposefully and with a lot of heart. Eventually I began to direct those questions inwards.

At the time it seemed nothing really excited me any more. No foods surprised me. No books inspired me. Social media felt like this big, dreadful overwhelming vacuum and I was in free fall.

But it wasn’t always this way. Culture wasn’t always so divisive. Identity wasn’t always so black and white. Boxes weren’t always formed to place us. Once upon a time I was just a girl from Bahrain, born to an Arab dad and an English mum. Life was slow and calm, the island was sunny, and the smell of rice cooking wafted all the way up to my bedroom.

ON SAMBOOSAS AND MARMITE

Fridays were my favourite day of the week growing up. Being a Muslim country meant our weekends were on Thursdays and Fridays (it’s since changed to Fridays and Saturdays), with Fridays being a holy day of prayer, observance and family time. I didn’t come from a particularly religious family and I often found this conflicting, with faith being such an integral part of the Muslim Arab existence. I felt that I wasn’t as I should be, but I didn’t know what this meant at the time, or what it would continue to mean into my adult years.

But Fridays were the best days because I’d often wake up to the sound of Mum fiddling about in the kitchen, and Dad’s car no longer outside – which could only mean one thing: samboosas were en route. If I woke up in time I’d eagerly go with him. We’d drive down to his favourite samboosa spot, which was basically just a haphazardly made shack with a gas burner, a vat of oil and a massive slotted spoon. Come to think of it, the whole setup was a safety hazard, but none of that really mattered because these were next-level samboosas. One rubya, the equivalent of 20p, would give you 5 deep-fried triangular pastries filled with spicy potatoes, spicy mung beans, or cheese. Dad was a potato man so that’s what we often had, eating them greedily in the car from oil-stained paper bags, burning our mouths and making a mess in the process. We’d get a second bag to take home, just so Mum wouldn’t know that we had already eaten, but she always knew. I used to think it was a mum’s super-power but, in reality, the grease stains most definitely gave us away.

The day would continue to be food-centred, a lunch out as Mum was ‘off-duty’ on Fridays, followed by a walk in the desert with our dog, Max. I’d will these days to last forever while driving home into the sunset, nursing an ice-cold lemon and mint juice from a street vendor, the call to prayer filling the streets with beautiful, wondrous sound. Tomorrow would be another day in my school uniform, sitting uncomfortably with a Marmite sandwich and a Ribena, and wishing my lunchbox looked like everyone else’s.

Looking back now, I don’t really think that a Marmite sandwich should’ve caused as much of a ruckus as it did, but perhaps Marmite really is more divisive than we care to admit. Kids at school would peer at the thick, dark paste with a mixture of curiosity and slight disgust, whispers of ‘omha englaizya’ (‘her mum is English’), by way of explanation. I still ate the sandwich, though, because I am and always will be team Marmite.
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ON VINE LEAVES AND DISCO FRIES

I often say that I grew up in a bubble. The tiny island that is Bahrain I find hard to explain to anyone who wasn’t raised in, or at least exposed to, that part of the world. To some it’s just another country in the Middle East, landing somewhere between the whispers of Saudi Arabia and the loudness of Dubai. To others it’s part of the oil-rich Arabian Gulf, whose people are said to come equipped with a treasure chest of disposable income. These perceptions I cannot change but I do find redundant, and not particularly reflective of the world I grew up in. Bahrain is equal parts arid desert and high-rise city, salty sea and hot tarmac, stifling heat and calm waters. It’s loudly opinionated and quietly reserved, extraordinarily traditional and fleetingly modern. It’s small islanders with big dreams, transient opportunities with messy realities. It’s hard living for most and easy breezing for some. It’s big hearts, humorous personalities and unbreakable resilience. It’s every shade of complicated and every definition of kind. It’s a balancing act of all the above. The island, in its many guises, draws you in and holds you tight and, in your own time, you learn to love each and every one of its perfectly smooth corners and imperfectly sharp edges.

But as is always the case with small-island fever and the fierce independence of a defiant teenager, I was itching to leave. There had to be more to it, I was convinced, than this dichotomy of two cultures. Life felt structured and orderly and ever so planned and – just like every pair of jeans I’ve ever owned – it simply didn’t fit right.

The first time I stepped into a production kitchen I was 16 years old and had landed a summer job in hotel banquets. I remember it all being very loud, messy, unglamorous and unlike any environment I’d ever been in before. Naturally, I had absolutely no clue what I was doing, but something about it – the chaos of it all – stuck. As I went about rolling rows upon rows of vine leaves and being reprimanded for overfilling them, I made the abrupt decision that this was where I was meant to be. From that point on, life just got louder.

Four years spent in America transformed me from shy and reserved to abrasive and terribly opinionated, or, as my mum put it, ‘a proper New Yorker’. I went from attending a fast-paced culinary school to working in a fast-paced Manhattan restaurant, operating on little sleep, a sugar-fuelled diet and an absolute coffee addiction. Towards my last year I was exhausted; I yearned for the smell of the sea, the kindness of community and the sense of belonging that I definitely lacked. America helped me find my voice, fed me late-night milkshakes and cheese and bacon-loaded disco fries, but ultimately, America felt too much like West, and too little like East. I missed home.
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ON BLACK LIMES

It feels overly simplistic to talk about a ‘defining moment’ when, in reality, big life events are just a cluster of built-up moments, woven together the way skilful Bahraini hands weave palm leaves to form baskets. My early twenties spent back in Bahrain often felt this way, where each moment built on the next, weaving themselves quietly yet intricately, waiting patiently for that one definitive, catapulting moment.

When I was young I marvelled at the novelty of my name, Noor, which means light. I thought it was pretty fitting considering how much I loved the sun. I loved clear blue skies and the familiar heat scorching my skin. I loved the feel of cool fabrics, free-flowing dresses and slip-on sandals. I despised socks, boots, scarves, hats, snug puffer jackets and anything that constrained me. More than anything I dreaded the night, as it meant my night-owl friends were out and about and I would struggle to keep my heavy, drooping eyelids open. I didn’t consider then that with light there must come darkness, that the two go hand in hand like Marmite and fluffy white bread, like potatoes and crisp pastry. But the darkness came anyway: it showed up in missed work opportunities and male-dominated kitchens; it showed up in food restrictions and dreaded mirror reflections; it showed up in the Arab Spring that set the whole island alight with rage. I never thought it would show up in love, though. Love, for me, was indestructible. That was until I met my moment.

No one tells you just how tough divorce is. No one explains that there really is no remedy, no direction, no manual to picking yourself up and dusting yourself off. And as I hadn’t seen this coming, hadn’t planned for it, hadn’t written it on the to-do list of my life, I did what any impulsive being would do in these moments. I fitted my belongings into one case and bought a one-way ticket heading west. Six thousand kilometres should do the trick.

Winter in London felt cold, cruel and larger than I could wrap my little island head around. The dark days dimmed my soul, but a job as a chef de partie at one Ottolenghi deli felt like a distant – but very much attainable – tiny little light. The city’s greatest gift was anonymity; in this very loud kitchen, among these very loud chefs, wearing this very striped apron, I could lose myself.

I’d like to say I never looked back, but that would be a lie. I stole moments in the chopping of aubergines and the cooking of shakshukas. I stole moments in cold walk-ins and in crammed dry-stores. I stole every moment there was to look backwards while the days, months, years propelled me forwards. But I never really got a handle on time, and the more time passed the more disconnected I became from a past that once made sense to me. I clung on to the foods I knew and the flavours I loved – the rice dishes, the black limes and spice mixes, the herbs and the lemons and the one bit of identity I felt no one could take away. And in time, just like they said it would, the ache stayed but the pain dulled, the loneliness remained but the emptiness filled, the scar existed but the wound healed. I moved forwards. I took the black limes with me.
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ON DATES AND OTTOLENGHI

‘Noor, tabeen tamur [do you want dates]?’, my dad always asks, in the days before he flies to London. The answer is always a resounding yes, I’d never say no to Bahraini dates, but especially not ones cared for by my dad, and grown in our home garden. The most delicious dates around, in my humble opinion.

He will also bring other things: gahwa (Arabic coffee), loomi (black limes) or oud (my favourite fragrance). In fact, the longer I stayed away the more I craved these comforts, decorating my meals, my home and myself with things I once overlooked. It took some time, but London had begun to feel like home. To this day I don’t feel overly British, but I don’t feel overly foreign either. I also know that I’m not alone in this feeling, that so many of us come from multiple cultures, multiple faiths, multiple homes, who belong everywhere but don’t belong anywhere at all. In this there is a wonderful world of freedom, of individuality.

Then, of course, there was my career. My intention had always been to bury myself deeply into my work, but I never once thought that running the Ottolenghi test kitchen, or co-authoring Ottolenghi cookbooks, was written in my cards. Self-limiting beliefs had always been my downfall, but this time I decided to have a little faith, and with it came a whole world of opportunity. At the test kitchen, I was given the space to grow, learn and navigate my way through life in London, alongside colleagues who have now become lifelong friends, and are off doing magnificent things in the industry. For my years at Ottolenghi, I will forever be grateful; it was the hand that reached out to me when I needed it most.

ON BUKHOOR AT THE VERY END

There’s something to be said about Middle Eastern hospitality. A house visit, for example, doesn’t really have a set time frame. ‘Arrive at midday’ means ‘We expect you sometime between midday prayer [salat el duhr] and afternoon prayer [salat el asr]’, while ‘Stay for lunch’ means ‘We’re not sure what time we’re eating, but it’ll go on until dark.’ Then there’s the food and drink, which are only ever served with abundance and generosity, a buffet and never a set menu. There is a time though, towards the end of all this, where your belly is full and your heart content, where conversation has lulled and well wishes are often repeated. With this comes the familiar whiff of bukhoor, or Arabic incense, the aroma warm and intense and the message clear: It’s time to leave. And with that the visit ends, the guests shake hands and kiss, touch noses and close doors, the smoky scent of bukhoor following them all the way back to their own doorsteps.
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Author’s notes

Language

You’ll notice a lot of Arabic thrown into the mix here, starting with the title of this book. If you’re an Arabic speaker, you might even notice that the dialect is much different to yours. The reason I use Arabic throughout this book, and I might be terribly biased here, is because I think that Arabic is the most beautiful language in the world. The reason I bring up dialect is because it ties into one of my main purposes behind Lugma, in that it showcases the richness in diversity of the Arab world, so much so that even our dialects differ from one country to the other, or from one region to the next. What a beautiful thing to know and celebrate! The dialect here is mostly always Bahraini, except when conversing with Mama Hala on here, who’s Lebanese and therefore speaks slightly differently. I don’t tend to use classical Arabic, as although this is what we are all commonly taught at school, it’s simply not the way most Arabs will converse.

Black limes, dried limes and what’s the deal with loomi

Dried limes are the backbone of cooking throughout the Persian Gulf, Iraq and Iran. They’re basically exactly as you’d think: limes that have been dried out until they’re hollow. What makes them super special is their intense, slightly bitter citrus flavour that lends well to all sorts of dishes. Black limes are basically regular dried limes that have been heat treated to give them their dramatic black colour. Black limes and regular dried limes can mostly be used interchangeably except in specific dishes, such as traditional Bahraini Tikka, where meat is marinated in a black lime rub and then skewered and grilled over charcoal. You’ll often hear different names thrown around for dried limes, such as noomi basra in Iraq, limoo omani in Oman or loomi aswad in Bahrain. Throughout the book I often just call them loomi. Dried limes are extremely versatile and, yes, you’ll probably have to invest in a bag for Lugma, but I assure you that there are myriad ways in which to use them. They can be ground up to be used in a rub, such as with the Loomi Lemon Chicken, thrown into a dal or a stew, made into a tea (here) or used as a subtle flavouring in various rice dishes (here). They can even make their way into desserts, such as the Labneh and Loomi Flan.

Using dried limes:


	When using dried limes whole, use a small sharp knife to pierce them two or three times so that they can soften and subtly release their flavour into the dish. When used in a stew, soup or dal, you can squeeze them to extract some of their liquid before discarding them. You could also chop up some of the softened lime and throw it back into the dish once cooked, but this really depends on preference.

	To grind dried limes into a powder, press down firmly on the lime with the palm of your hand to crush it. Open it up and pick out and remove the pips if you can – these are quite bitter so you want to discard them. The best way to grind the dried lime is to use a spice grinder, but you can otherwise use a pestle and mortar and some perseverance. I will usually grind about 3 limes at a time and keep the powder in a small jar. That way I can use it when called for in certain recipes and only have a small enough quantity that it always remains fresh. In the Gulf, you can buy ground black lime in the supermarkets, but I don’t recommend anyone do this; as with any whole spice or aromatic, it tends to lose its potency as it sits.



Cumin, coriander and cardamom

Bahrainis are pretty vigilant with their spices. By this I mean, spices are often bought in their whole form, then washed of any dust, grit or sand, before being dried out very well in the sun. At this point they’ll be stored individually in their jars, the most commonly used ones are toasted then ground up to quantity. And certain spices are combined to create different homemade spice mixes: one for fried fish, one for meat machboos, one for fish machboos, one for saloona (stew) – but only chicken saloona because the prawn one is different – one for biryani, the spicy kind, and so on. I don’t think I’m as vigilant as this, but there’s something to be said about using a pestle and mortar to grind your own cumin, coriander and cardamom seeds as and when you need them. Not only is this more economical, but it’s also so much more flavourful and potent to do it this way.

What’s up with Lebanese cucumbers?

Also known as Persian cucumbers in the US, they are thin-skinned, slightly sweet, crisp, not very watery and have small seeds that can easily be scraped down the centre. They are used throughout the Middle East, mainly in delicious salads, or chopped up alongside a breakfast spread. I urge you to use them, if you can source them, throughout this book as they really are my favourite cucumber variety. You can, however, swap them out with regular English cucumbers if you wish.

There’s a whole chapter on rice

And, to be perfectly honest, it only just brushes the surface. Once rice was introduced to the Persian Gulf, it quickly became a staple dietary food alongside other grains like barley or jareesh, a type of cracked wheat similar to bulgur. Some say that bread still rivals rice in parts of the Middle East, and this is probably true. In Bahrain, however, rice consumption is high, and my own household is no exception. In my personal favourite carb ranking, rice sits at the very top.

You’ll notice that for the majority of the rice dishes, I’ll ask you to wash and soak the rice for a minimum of 20 minutes and up to 2 hours. This helps get rid of excess starch, so the rice grains remain nice and separated through the cooking process, and it also aids the digestion and absorption of minerals from the rice. A quick wash and soak while you prepare your other dinner ingredients will quickly pass by, and make your rice dish that much better.

Why Lebanese pita (khobez Lebnani)?

Not all pitas are created equally and when it comes to the bread used in Lugma, I’ll always direct you towards Lebanese pita. Lebanese pita is thin and flat, rather than thick and fluffy like some pita can be, which makes it perfect for frying into thin and crisp pita chips for fattoush or using as the crispy base for tahdig. It’s also perfect for recipes not included in the book, such as arayes, a meat stuffed pita, or shawarma, no explanation needed. You can find them sold in most Middle Eastern supermarkets. If you can’t find Lebanese pita, then you can use regular pita for things like pita chips (they won’t be as thin and crisp) or other flatbreads like flour tortillas for tahdig. As for shawarma, well, there should be a very generous filling-to-bread ratio, so a fluffy pita simply will not do.

Fenugreek seeds, a pestle and mortar and whether you should invest in a spice grinder

Someone once asked me what I think the most underrated spice is, to which I answered ‘fenugreek’. I use fenugreek seeds in quite a few recipes and their flavour truly is unmatched – sort of bitter, tangy and very fragrant. Combined with other spices and a little bit of sugar to balance it out, it creates the perfect spiced framework for stews (here), slow cooked meats (here) and burnt aubergines. A word of caution though: fenugreek seeds are hard and therefore hard to grind. I don’t often recommend specific kitchen equipment but if there’s one piece I’d say every keen cook should own, it’s a spice grinder. They’re small and compact and therefore easy to tuck away into your cupboards, but they’re also just perfect to create your own spice mixes, grind your black limes and, if you’re a coffee fanatic, grind your own beans as and when you need them. Pestles and mortars are a close second to this, although they require some might and, of course, a little bit of patience.

Tamarind pulp

I use tamarind pulp (from a block) as opposed to jarred paste or purée as it is basically the tamarind fruit pulp, stripped of its outer husk and then compressed with more pulp to create a block. It is ideal to use when you need to create your own paste or tamarind liquid, as you can control how concentrated or not you want it based on how much liquid is added. It also lasts for a long time in your cupboards if well sealed.

Wheat vermicelli

Not to be confused with rice vermicelli, which is more commonly found but also very different. Wheat vermicelli is often broken and toasted, to be used in soups, rice dishes and the iconic breakfast dish of sweet vermicelli and salty eggs, aka Balaleet. You can find it in most Turkish, Middle Eastern or Southeast Asian grocery stores, but if you can’t find it, then you can just as easily use broken-up pieces of angel hair pasta. It’s not exactly the same in terms of thickness, but it will do.

The lack of hummus, and how dare there not be any shawarma

Yes, it is a Middle Eastern cookbook without hummus, a shawarma, a falafel or even a shakshuka in sight. And yes, I absolutely have done this on purpose. It’s not that I don’t enjoy all of the above, or that I don’t have strong opinions on hummus or how random vegetables don’t belong in shawarma (they really don’t). It’s simply because these foods are well-known, abundant and have a really great PR team. But there’s more, so much more, and I’d love to push the more obscure dishes and ingredients forwards, so that Tomato Achar becomes your favourite condiment or that Machboos makes it onto your family dinner table, or that black limes become as familiar as za’atar or sumac.

Why I think lugma is the ultimate form of love

Someone you know goes to make you a sandwich. But it’s not just any sandwich. They tear off a piece of bread from their plate, fold it in half and stuff it with a small piece of kofta, a slither of raw onion, some garlic yoghurt, a dash of hot sauce and then they hand it to you. It’s one bite, one mouthful, delivered to you from their heart to their hand, from their hand to your soul. This is lugma, and it’s the ultimate form of love.
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Baith oo Tamat: Eggs and Tomatoes

I used to think that, with so many variations of eggs and tomatoes – Tunisian shakshuka, Turkish menemen, Chinese tomato egg stir-fry – there can’t possibly be room for much more. But there is. There always is. In Bahrain we literally call this breakfast dish what it is: baith (egg) and tamat (tomato). But even within this very simple scope there isn’t one actual way to make it: some people add spices, others simply refuse, some like more egg than tomato or vice versa, some are saucier, some drier. Pretty much everyone will agree that the eggs should be scrambled into the tomatoes at some point. I hope I’ll be forgiven for not adhering to any of these rules. I’m reintroducing my favourite turmeric-fried eggs, and this easy, buttery tomato sauce for them to sit on. Serve with your bread of choice.

Serves 2

20g (¾oz) unsalted butter

300g (10½oz) Datterini or large cherry tomatoes

¾ tsp cumin seeds, roughly crushed using a pestle and mortar

2½ tbsp olive oil

⅓ tsp ground turmeric

4 large eggs

8 fresh curry leaves

1 tbsp roughly chopped coriander (cilantro) leaves, to serve

fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Add the butter, tomatoes, cumin, 3 tablespoons of water, ½ teaspoon salt and a generous grind of black pepper to a medium, lidded sauté pan. Top with the lid, then place over a medium-low heat and leave to cook undisturbed for 10 minutes, to soften the tomatoes. Remove the lid, turn up the heat to medium-high and cook for 4 minutes more, or until the tomatoes have burst and collapsed very slightly and the sauce has homogenized. Keep warm over a very low heat while you fry the eggs.

Add the oil and turmeric to a large frying pan (skillet), stirring to combine and place over a medium-high heat. Once hot, but not smoking, crack in the eggs and sprinkle with a pinch each of salt and pepper. Use a spatula to separate the whites so the eggs are not joined together and fry for 3–4 minutes, spooning some of the oil over the whites. You want the eggs to be crispy around the edges and the yolk to be runny – fry them for longer if you like your eggs more cooked.

When ready, spoon the tomato mixture onto a medium serving platter, then use a spatula to transfer the fried eggs on top, leaving the oil in the pan. Quickly return the pan to a medium-high heat and add the curry leaves, frying for just 30–60 seconds, until translucent. Spoon these over the eggs (plus any of the oil, if you wish), and sprinkle with the coriander. Serve right away.
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Arabic Baked Beans

Quick dinners as a kid were often baked beans on toast, smothered in cheddar and stuck under a hot grill until all melty. I could never be patient enough to wait either, and would burn my tongue on hot cheese lava and tomato sauce (worth it). It’s not uncommon to find some kind of white bean at a Middle Eastern breakfast table, stewed in a tomato-based sauce. This recipe is a happy amalgamation of the two. You can scoop it right out of the pan with warm pitas, or spoon it onto sourdough or baked potatoes and serve it for breakfast, lunch or even dinner.

Serves 4

3 plum tomatoes (350g/12oz)

3 tbsp olive oil

1 onion, very finely chopped (180g/6¼oz)

4 garlic cloves, finely grated

25g (1oz) fresh ginger, peeled and finely grated

1 green chilli, finely chopped, seeds and all

2 tsp cumin seeds, finely crushed using a pestle and mortar

2 tsp coriander seeds, finely crushed using a pestle and mortar

1 tsp paprika

3 tbsp tomato paste (purée)

1 tsp sugar

2 x 400g (14oz) cans cannellini beans, rinsed and drained (480g/1lb 1oz)

25g (1oz) fresh coriander (cilantro), finely chopped

120g (4½oz) labneh, bought or homemade (see here, made without the garlic), or cream cheese

120g (4½oz) mature cheddar, roughly grated (shredded)

fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

For the topping

3 tbsp olive oil

3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

15g (½oz) fresh ginger, peeled and finely chopped

3 spring onions (scallions), green parts only, finely chopped

Use a small knife to cut around and remove the tomato stems then make a small ‘X’ incision on the opposite end. Place in a medium heatproof bowl and pour over enough boiling water to cover by a couple of centimetres (an inch). Leave for about 2–3 minutes, or just until the tomato skins visibly start to peel off. Drain, then carefully remove and discard the skins. Cut the tomatoes into quarters and set aside.

Preheat the oven to its highest setting, placing a rack on the top shelf.

In a large, cast-iron pan (or ovenproof sauté pan), heat the oil over a medium-high heat. Add the onion and ⅛ teaspoon of salt, turn down the heat to medium and cook for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally, until softened and very lightly coloured. Add the garlic, ginger, green chilli, spices and tomato paste and cook for 2–3 minutes more, stirring often, until deeply red. Pour in 450ml (16fl oz) of water, then stir in the sugar, beans, tomatoes, ¾ teaspoon salt and a good grind of pepper. Bring to a simmer and cook for about 12 minutes, stirring occasionally, or until the tomatoes are only just starting to lose their shape and the sauce has thickened just slightly. Stir in the coriander and remove from the heat. Top evenly with spoonfuls of the labneh (or cream cheese) then sprinkle with the cheddar. Bake for 12–15 minutes, or until browned and bubbling.

Meanwhile, make the topping. Add all the ingredients plus a tiny pinch of salt to a small frying pan (skillet) and place over a medium-low heat. Cook gently for about 12–15 minutes, stirring occasionally, or until softened and fragrant. You don’t want it to colour at all, so if it starts to bubble too much, turn down the heat to low. Transfer to a bowl.

When the beans are ready, spoon the topping all over the beans and serve warm.
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Balaleet: Sweet Noodles and Salty Eggs

Balaleet is ingrained into the breakfast offering throughout many of the Gulf countries. I’ve often felt like this dish needs to come with its own caveat, something along the lines of: ‘I know it sounds odd but I promise it’s really, really delicious’, but with a much punchier tagline. It’s not a combo you’d often think of, but it works, if you’re open to straddling that line between slightly sweet but also savoury. I’d serve this on weekends or special occasions, where there’s plenty of time for a cup of tea afterwards. If you can’t get hold of wheat vermicelli noodles, you can use angel hair pasta instead – less traditional, but still okay.

Serves 4

180g (6¼oz) wheat vermicelli noodles, broken into 4–5cm (about 2in) pieces

40g (1½oz) unsalted butter

seeds from 12 cardamom pods, finely crushed using a pestle and mortar

¼ tsp tightly packed saffron threads, finely crushed, soaked in 2 tbsp hot water

1 tsp rosewater

45g (1½oz) caster (granulated) sugar

4 large eggs

¼ tsp ground turmeric

4 tsp olive oil

2 tbsp finely sliced spring onions (scallions)

fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Place a large, lidded sauté pan over a medium heat. Once hot, add half the vermicelli noodles and toast, stirring occasionally at first then more frequently until deeply browned, about 6–7 minutes. Transfer to a plate, then repeat with the remaining noodles. Don’t worry if some are more coloured than others – this is the desired effect. Return all the noodles to the pan, increasing the heat to medium-high, and pour over enough water to cover by a couple of centimetres (an inch). Top with the lid and cook for just 4 minutes, or until the noodles are just cooked through but not overly soft. Drain through a sieve (strainer). Return the pan to a medium-high heat (don’t worry if some of the noodles are stuck to the base), add the butter and cardamom and cook until the butter has melted. Add back the noodles with the saffron mixture, rosewater and sugar and cook, stirring occasionally with a spatula, until the sugar has dissolved and the noodles begin to caramelize in places, about 5–7 minutes. Transfer to a large platter while you quickly make the eggs.

In a jug beat together the eggs, turmeric, ½ teaspoon of salt and a very generous grind of pepper.

Heat a medium, non-stick frying pan (skillet) with 1 teaspoon of the oil over a medium-high heat. Once the oil is hot, add a quarter of the beaten egg mixture, swirling to cover the base and cook for just 30 seconds, or until nicely browned on the bottom and starting to dry around the centre. Use a spatula to flip the omelette over and cook for about 20 seconds more. Transfer to a plate and continue with the remaining oil and egg mixture to make 4 omelettes in total. Loosely scrunch each omelette as you would a tissue and place them over the noodles. Sprinkle with the spring onions followed by another good grind of pepper and serve warm.
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‘Cheese and Olives’: Halloumi with Spicy Olives and Walnuts

This works really well for brunch, alongside soft-boiled eggs, but can just as easily be eaten as a light lunch or dinner. Feel free to make this vegan, by swapping out the halloumi for fried and salted tofu.

Serves 4

For the salsa

4 tbsp olive oil

3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

2 tsp coriander seeds, roughly crushed using a pestle and mortar

1 tsp Aleppo chilli flakes

70g (2½oz) jarred red (bell) peppers, very finely chopped

1 tbsp rose harissa

2 tbsp apple cider vinegar

2 tsp maple syrup

50g (1¾oz) walnuts, well toasted and roughly chopped into 1cm (½in) pieces

70g (2½oz) pitted Nocellara olives, roughly chopped

5g (⅛oz) mint leaves, roughly chopped

10g (¼oz) parsley leaves, roughly chopped

2 tsp pomegranate molasses

For the halloumi

2 x 225g (8oz) blocks of halloumi, drained

2 tbsp olive oil

2 tsp maple syrup

Make the salsa by adding the oil and garlic to a small frying pan (skillet) and placing it over a medium heat. Cook until beginning to bubble and smell fragrant, about 1½ minutes, then add the coriander seeds and chilli and cook for about 30 seconds more. Stir in the peppers, harissa, vinegar and maple syrup and cook for 5 minutes. Set aside to cool to room temperature, then transfer to a large bowl, add the remaining ingredients and mix to combine.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/400°F/Gas mark 6.

Halve each of the halloumi blocks lengthways (so they are the same shape, but thinner now) to give you four rectangular pieces. Pat them well dry. Use a small sharp knife to make a criss-cross pattern
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