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Introduction



“From my father, I learnt that food can summon the past – every pot on the stove a quiet tribute to places and people we have lost to time.”

suzanne zeidy



I grew up in Cairo, the daughter of an Egyptian father and an American mother, and from childhood, food was the bridge between these worlds – a way to understand where I came from and who I was becoming. My earliest memories are scented with aromas of our kitchen, where my father – born and raised in Port Said – cooked the dishes of his youth from instinct alone: no recipes, no measurements, only memory and longing. He improvised constantly, tasting and adjusting until each dish became uniquely his. From him, I learnt that food can summon the past – every pot on the stove a quiet tribute to places and people we have lost to time.

My mother’s kitchen taught me something different. While my father improvised, she found joy in the patient craft of baking, shaped by the generous hospitality of her upbringing in the American South. From her, I learnt the value of a well-written recipe – the satisfaction of precision, the pride in doing a job well, and the pleasure of sharing it. Between these two influences – my father’s intuition and my mother’s discipline – I grew a lifelong passion for food and hospitality, and a fascination with the stories behind traditional dishes and how recipes travel through generations.

Even outside our home, food in our close-knit family took centre stage. The family business in manufacturing Egyptian staples such as ful, tahina and halawa rooted me further in the culinary heritage of this land. Later came culinary school, followed by two intense decades in Cairo’s restaurant world – founding La Bodega, then Cilantro, then Cairo Kitchen – years that placed me at the heart of the city’s evolving food culture. My first book, Cairo Kitchen, was an attempt to capture this on the page, inspired by research that brought much-loved dishes from street stalls and family homes into our restaurant. These recipes were never born on the page, but carried in memory – kept alive in the warmth of everyday kitchens and passed from one cook to the next. That work sharpened my focus on Egyptian cuisine more deeply than ever before.

Egypt has changed dramatically since my childhood – Cairo has expanded, hospitality has grown more ambitious and global flavours have entered our kitchens. Yet one truth 7endures: the finest Egyptian food is still found in the home. Here, dishes are stirred from remembrance and shaped by lineage, served quietly and with love to those who understand their meaning.

This book continues that journey. With Rawah, our aim was not only to uncover delicious recipes, but to explore the wider context of people and place – how recipes carry the weight of Egypt’s memory, its history and migration, how a pharaoh would recognize the bread we eat today, an Italian delight in the macaroni simmered with tomatoes, lentils and rice in koshary, or an Alexandrian Greek see traces of pastitsio in our beloved macarona béchamel. Each time I step into someone’s kitchen, I am reminded that this land still holds countless untold stories. Even after a lifetime of loving Egyptian food, we have only begun to uncover its layers.
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“In that moment, I saw that Egyptian cuisine was not a single tradition, but rather a rich mosaic formed by thousands of years of dazzling civilizations, conquest and exchange.”

rawah badrawi



My childhood in Kuwait City plays out in my head as memories around a table, where meals are savoured with thoughtfulness and reverence. On weekends, my parents would always take us to their beach cabin – a place to connect with nature and spend quality time together. My father transformed Friday lunches into something sacred, spending most of the day preparing a meal sourced from our surroundings and cooked slowly over an open fire. His gentle spirit derived ultimate joy from life’s simplest pleasures: family, friends and great food.

Kuwait’s location between Iran and Iraq meant our cooking was an intersection of two ancient food cultures: Persian saffron and rosewater and Iraqi grilled fish and kubbah were woven into our everyday food. In the pre-oil era, pearl divers – my paternal grandfather among them – returned after long months at sea carrying spices and recipes from exciting cities like Mumbai and Hyderabad, adding new richness to Kuwait’s culinary landscape. Chutneys, chilli sauces and achaar became loved staples of every household.

My maternal grandfather settled in Kuwait in his twenties after travelling extensively around the Middle East. Always elegantly dressed and able to recite classical Arabic poetry 8at will, he ensured that his kitchen produced the flavours of the entire region. During our weekly visits, we ate Egyptian molokheya, Levantine fatteh and Turkish kebab. The menu at his table told the story of a passionate traveller and intellectual, for whom every dish was nostalgic, taking him back to one of the cities he so loved – Cairo, Beirut, Baghdad. During his tenure as a cultural ambassador in the 1960s, Egypt’s Um Kulthoum and Abdel Halim Hafez would join him for special lunches at home to celebrate their debut performances that he had helped arrange.

At home, my mother – a scholar and teacher – filled our shelves with books about faraway places and evocative cultures, instilling in us a deep love of reading from an early age. Through manuscripts of travellers like Ibn Battuta and Çelebi, my fascination with history and travel writing began. Years later, at Georgetown University, history would become a central part of my academic life as well.

Few gifts could be greater than the chance to settle in a country with the historical and cultural gravitas of Egypt. When I moved to Cairo from London in 2001 with my Egyptian-British husband, I lost myself in the city’s old quarters, its ancient monuments and fin-de-siècle heritage. My first home-cooked meal was at his grandmother’s apartment in Garden City, where she sat at the head of a long table, several generations seated down from her. We feasted on classics from the Nile Delta and Valley, alongside French, Ottoman and Greek favourites. In that moment, I saw that Egyptian cuisine was not a single tradition, but rather a rich mosaic formed by thousands of years of dazzling civilizations, conquest and exchange.

Not long after, we settled in a rural town outside Cairo, overlooking the ancient Abu Sir pyramids. The atmosphere was so magical that I had to show it to Suzanne and, as I expected, she fell instantly in love. We were privileged to live side by side there, raising our children together and creating a tradition of shared meals with friends and family.

When I wrote my first book, Siwa, in 2011, I began documenting the hidden gems of Egyptian cultural heritage, focusing on the beauty, art and architecture of this ethereal Saharan oasis. I hoped to continue that work if the opportunity ever returned. It did – 12 years later, when Suzanne was living in Berlin and I in London. Over a pub lunch, we decided to write this book to discover and share the long-overdue story of Egyptian food. We had come full circle.

[image: ]
9

“Egyptians opened their homes and hearts, generously sharing meals, stories and traditions with a warmth that speaks to the essence of the country.”

suzanne and rawah



Though we arrived at this project from different beginnings, we share a deep love for Egypt – its food, its landscapes and its people. Close friends and neighbours since our twenties, our lives were intertwined with food, family and conversation in Abu Sir. In many ways, this partnership began decades ago, in kitchens, around tables, through shared meals and laughter. Writing this book together was a natural continuation of that story.

Our different skills complement one another in ways that enriched every stage. We combine a deep connection to Egypt’s culinary traditions with a historical perspective shaped through years of exploring the country’s layered past, allowing us to approach this work with curiosity and sensitivity. We also kept each other company on those long drives from one corner of the country to another, sharing discoveries, conversations and delight.

Our method of working needed to be both structured and organic. We divided Egypt into regions and tackled each one firsthand – researching, reading and visiting. We formed connections, nurtured relationships, cooked and ate with those who knew the food best.

We later returned with photographer Jonathan Gregson, to document not only the recipes, but the hands that prepare them, the homes that hold them, and the histories that flavour every dish. Driving across the country, we were continually humbled by the hospitality we encountered. Egyptians opened their homes and hearts, generously sharing meals, stories and traditions with a warmth that speaks to the essence of the country.

This book is an invitation to step into kitchens across Egypt with an open heart. Here, food is more than sustenance – it is geography, history and remembrance, expressed through the hands that knead and shape, stir and season. We do not claim to have captured everything: Egypt’s culinary landscape is too vast and alive for that. But the stories and recipes we share offer a window into Egyptian hospitality, where food is an expression of identity, love and connection.

Cook in the way that feels natural to you – improvise as most Egyptians do, trusting your intuition, or follow the recipe closely. If ingredients are hard to find, we offer substitutes. Adjust spices to your liking. Make the dishes your own. Above all, we hope you experience what we did: the warmth of being welcomed into someone’s home, the privilege of hearing their stories and the profound connection that arises when we break bread together.
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Sea


Alexandria – Damietta – Port Said – Marsa Matruh
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The largest city on the Mediterranean Sea is Alexandria: brainchild of Alexander the Great, capital of antiquity, home of the ancient library and lighthouse, centre of high culture. Egypt’s last pharaoh, Ptolemaic Queen Cleopatra, ruled from her throne in Alexandria, preferring to take her life there rather than surrender to Rome. The Greco-Roman era that followed, which lasted 975 years, came to a dramatic end when Arab Muslim armies under Amr ibn al-As captured the city in 641 CE. Despite the new chapter in its history, Alexandria’s Hellenistic origins ran deep, leaving a lasting imprint on the city’s character and spirit. Intertwined with its Greek sensibility, Alexandria was many other things through time: Jewish, Egyptian, Italian, Levantine and Ottoman. When it comes to exploring this Mediterranean jewel, the Alexandrian table emerges as the greatest storyteller of its provocative history.


The Khedive, Kings, Generals and Montazah

During its belle époque from 1850–1956, Alexandria sparkled as a cosmopolitan, elegant metropolis with a vibrant café culture and a glamorous society scene. The food that would develop from this was an extravagant mosaic of flavours, always underpinned by a simple Mediterranean palate. In 1892, Egypt’s ruler Khedive Abbas II built Salamlek Palace as a hunting lodge and residence for his companion in Montazah, a massive sanctuary of lush Mediterranean greenery overlooking a stunning stretch of Alexandrian coastline. King Fouad followed suit in 1932, building Haramlek Palace, a Moorish–Florentine architectural masterpiece. The complex went from being the royal family’s private estate during the monarchy to the summer playground of the nation’s elite during the Republic. President Gamal Abdel Nasser had turned it into a public resort in 1952 with over 800 cabins built across its six beaches, and later President Anwar Sadat renovated Salamlek Palace as an official presidential residence. The privileged Montazah beach community, flanked by the famous Semiramis and Palestine hotels, would gather every summer for daily sun, swims and a beach cabin feast. This feast encompassed everything: Greek and Egyptian mezze, fresh seafood, Ottoman classics and European desserts, especially sablé; Alexandrians love their sablé.



The Grande Dame of Café Culture

We visited Alexandria to retrace the steps of the residents who lived there in its golden era. Cafés, restaurants, hotels and markets all gave us a glimpse of the past. Maison Baudrot, 16established in 1884 on Fouad Street by a French family, once led the pack as the best pastry shop in town. They had purchased it from Swiss pâtissier Giacomo Groppi, owner of the indelible Groppi tearoom in downtown Cairo. Sadly, Baudrot closed its doors in 1962, but in its heyday it was the scene of exclusive gatherings and lively parties. Concerts were often organized for the patrons, which included the likes of E. M. Forster and Lawrence Durrell. Madame Arianne Baudrot’s grandson, Tarek Saifi, showed us black-and-white photos of that unforgettable period when his grandmother hosted the country’s glitziest soirées. In one photograph, she stands tall and regal in a strapless floor-length gown sporting a chic blonde bob and showing off jaw-dropping diamond jewellery. The high-end patisseries of Alexandria were more than just cake shops; they were the creative kitchens and social spaces of fine society.

Alexandria’s heritage hotels are deeply nostalgic storytellers of history; every corner and detail evokes the intrigue and beauty of a bygone era. We visited Le Metropole Hotel, a glamorous property that doubled up as an office for Greek poet Constantine Cavafy (1863–1933), known as “the Alexandrian”, for 25 years. With ornate ceilings and its original antique gilt 1920s elevator, it still boasts one of the most breathtaking views of the city’s waterfront. Trianon Café (established in 1905 by two Greeks) takes up the ground floor of Le Metropole, serving strong espressos made in antique Gaggia coffee makers alongside a decadent selection of savoury and sweet treats. We perched ourselves on their retro leather bar stools and devoured a few buttery croissants with our coffee, the scent of fresh pastries wafting through the hall like a warm hug.

In the same square as Le Metropole is the recently renovated Cecil: a romantic property reminiscent of the world-class hotels of the Côte d’Azur. Built by Jewish–French–Egyptian family Metzger in 1929, it was the hotel of choice for Somerset Maugham, Winston Churchill and Al Capone. The British Secret Service kept a station at one of the hotel’s suites, while its restaurants and bars were regular haunts for Alexandria’s intelligentsia. Just outside the Cecil Hotel at the square’s centre stands the statue of Egyptian anti-colonialist statesman Saad Zaghloul, his head tilted upward in proud defiance.

Nestled between both hotels is Patisserie Délices, a tearoom established in 1922 by Cleovoulos Moustakas, where once upon a time machines churned out dragées and dandourma. A side room houses the patisserie’s vintage equipment: windup phones, cash registers, Singer sewing machines, Remington typewriters, gas lanterns, vinyl records, a sign that reads “Bar”. Every Christmas, Délices produces traditional French and Greek cakes and cookies typical of the festive season. In Ramadan, they focus on Egyptian 17and Levantine classics like lokmet el kady, konafa and qatayef. For Easter, they delight the crowds with traditional chocolate eggs, made in the same way since 1922, thanks to Ioannis Antoniou, the owner’s grandson, who vowed to keep Délices’s original spirit alive despite all the patrons who left. We bought cassata ice cream and sat outside watching passers-by and the occasional horse-drawn carriage, the misty sea air swirling around the rocky shores ahead.



From Rabbi Binyamin to Mohamed Ahmed

For an Egyptian breakfast of champions, crowds congregate at Falafel Mohamed Ahmed near Ramleh Station. Originally it went by the name Binyamin after its Rabbi owner, who wanted his shop to be on the ground floor of his home and on the same street as his synagogue. Like the rest of Alexandria’s Jewish community in 1956, he had to leave the city with barely any time to sort out his affairs. The restaurant continued its legacy as the city’s best breakfast under the name Mohamed Ahmed, the man who happened to take over after the Rabbi’s departure. Drawing patrons like Egyptian Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz and Queen Sofía of Spain, it remains a street-food favourite. We were welcomed warmly by the owner’s daughter, Dina, and a handful of bubbly waiters serving mezzestyle breakfasts in a small, crowded space packed with vintage photos. We feasted on Alexandrian ful, pickles, falafel, eggs with basterma (spiced, cured beef), hummus, tahina, garlicky aubergine (eggplant) and loads of hot Arabic bread. As we ate, Dina played an episode of her father’s appearance on a popular Egyptian talk show, where we see him standing over a grazing table displaying the best of his restaurant’s specialities. The talk show host struggles to ask him coherent questions; her mouth is always full of food.


Iskendireya Lei?

Alexandria . . . Why?

movie title by alexandrian filmmaker youssef chahine





Lady of the Dew

We made our way to Halaet el Samak in the Anfoushi neighbourhood near Qaitbay Citadel – a one-storey fish market built in 1834 where every morning from 5 to 6am the best of the day’s catch is sold in a wholesaler’s market. A carousel of horse-drawn carriages deliver prized seafood in wooden crates, as they did for nearly two centuries, while buyers and sellers engage in the melodrama of Egyptian-style haggling. We lost ourselves in the 18non-stop action of the hour, investigating the fabulous rows of Mediterranean fish and shellfish lining the display tables. Vendors noted our presence with mild curiosity, their assistants keen to know if we were on Facebook, or what two women could be doing in a place like this. Before we could answer, the attention shifted to the commotion at the columned entrance of the market – a massive tuna fish, no doubt the catch of the day, was making its approach on the shoulders of beaming fishermen.

A stone’s throw from the fish market is the famous Greek Club. Established in 1906 as a social gathering place for the Greek community of Alexandria, it became a food institution in its own right. The original club was destroyed during Nazi air strikes in the Second World War, then rebuilt on an exclusive beach. The terraced restaurant captures a panoramic view of Alexandria’s curved coastline, with fishing boats sprinkled over an endless stretch of the Mediterranean. We ordered coastal mezze: bessaria (fried whitebait), tarama (a dip made from cured roe of cod), grilled octopus, calamari, herring and salads. Greek heritage lives on in Alexandria and can be felt in every corner of the city’s old quarters. Cavafy spent most of his life in the city and died in 1933 in its Greek Hospital. Today, the Cavafy Museum in the poet’s former apartment serves as a touching memorial, housing his books, letters, photographs and furniture.


You’ll find no new places, you won’t find other shores. This city will follow you.

greek alexandrian poet constantine cavafy



Our evening ended at the Sheikh Ali Bar, formerly known as the Cap d’Or. Established around 1900 by two Greeks and a Frenchman, it was the watering hole of businessmen, bankers, pashas and politicians. When the European owners were forced to flee the country in the 1950s, an Egyptian entrepreneur, Ali, bought it for £500. He mostly catered to the employees at the Cotton Exchange nearby, who would pour into his bar for after-work drinks. Since everyone had Friday off, the bar would be closed that day. Customers who visited the bar on Friday and found it closed assumed the owner was at the mosque for Friday prayers, so they dubbed the bar Sheikh Ali. When we passed by, we found Ali’s son manning the bar, and a hilariously rambunctious Egyptian hostess, Om Omar, posing with everyone for selfies.

Alexandria is a wondrous meditation on history and memory. Mahfouz must have felt this because he wrote about Alexandria with such passion and poignancy in his novel Miramar. The opening lines read: “Alexandria. At last. Alexandria, Lady of the Dew. Bloom of white nimbus. Bosom of radiance, wet with sky water. Core of nostalgia, steeped in honey and tears.”
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Sablé Halawa

Halva Sablé


There is something special about sablé in Alexandria. This unassuming cookie, whose name fittingly means “sandy” in French, has delighted Alexandrians for decades. Some say the obsession began in Montazah, where a pastry manufacturer baked fresh sablé and sold them in turquoise boxes labelled in Arabic and French. Others claim it dates back to Patisserie Fluckiger, near the Santa Lucia restaurant in town. Regardless of its origins, sablé is to Alexandria what the croissant or macaron is to Paris, especially during teatime.

Makes 12 Sandwich Cookies

220g (7¾oz/1 cup) salted butter, at room temperature

50g (1¾oz/¼ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

2 egg yolks

250g (8¾oz/1¾ cups plus 2 tbsp) plain (all-purpose) flour

60g (2oz/7 tbsp) icing (confectioners’) sugar

50g (1¾oz) sesame seeds

100g (3½oz) halva

50ml (1¾fl oz/3½ tbsp) sweetened condensed milk

In a medium bowl, beat together the butter and sugar with an electric mixer until light and fluffy. Add the egg yolks and beat again to incorporate. Sift in the flour and icing (confectioners’) sugar and stir by hand to make a smooth, stiff dough.

Turn the dough out onto a sheet of parchment paper and roll into a neat log 6–7cm (2½–2¾in) in diameter. Wrap the parchment tightly around the dough and use the paper to try and make the log as even as possible by rolling the log back and forward on the work surface. Twist the paper at the ends to seal the log, then place the dough into the fridge for 1 hour until firm.

Unwrap the dough and carefully slice the log into 24 discs, each 7–8mm (¼in) thick. Tip the sesame seeds onto a small plate and dip one side of each sablé into the seeds. Place the sablés, sesame seeds up, on a baking sheet lined with parchment paper leaving a little space in between each cookie. Chill for 20 minutes while you preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F, Gas 4).

Bake the sablés for 10 minutes or until golden. Cool on a wire rack.

Combine the halva and condensed milk in a small saucepan and place over a low–medium heat, stirring continuously, just long enough to melt the halva and make a smooth, thick halva cream. Remove from the heat.

Once the cookies are cool, spoon a small amount of halva cream on the underside of one sablé and cover with a second. Repeat with the remaining sablés and set aside to cool before serving.

[image: ]
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Ful Iskandarani

Alexandrian Fava Mash


Egypt’s national dish, ful, may have existed as far back as pharaonic times, but archaeobotanist Dr Mennat-Allah El Dorry explains that its first official appearance was recorded in the Greco–Roman period, among the communities of the Mediterranean coast. The centuries-old technique of simmering the beans overnight (known as ful medemmes) in qidras (wide-bottomed copper cooking pots) still goes on today. Alexandria’s version of ful packs tons of flavour from the generous use of fresh vegetables, herbs and spices.

SERVES 4

2 tbsp olive oil

1 yellow onion, diced

2 garlic cloves, minced

2 tomatoes, diced

500g (1lb 2oz) cooked or canned fava beans

1 tsp ground cumin

Sea salt

Hot baladi bread, to serve

For The Topping

1 green (bell) pepper, deseeded and diced

1 red chilli pepper, deseeded and chopped

1 red onion, diced

3 tbsp chopped fresh parsley

2 tbsp olive oil, plus extra to serve

Juice of 2 small lemons, plus extra to serve

In a medium-sized pan, heat the olive oil and sauté the onion and garlic over a medium heat until soft and translucent. Add the tomatoes and continue to cook for 3–5 minutes. Add the fava beans including the liquid (if using canned beans) and continue to cook for 5 minutes. Add the cumin and salt to taste. Press down on the beans with the back of a fork to mash them and blend the flavours. Remove from heat.

In a small bowl, combine the green pepper, chilli pepper, red onion, parsley, olive oil and lemon juice. Stir the ingredients well with a spoon to combine.

Transfer the beans to a deep plate and make a dip in the middle. Pour the topping mixture onto the dip and top with a swig of olive oil and a squeeze of lemon. Serve with hot baladi bread on the side.
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Ein el Katkout

Tameya Scotch Eggs


Egyptians take great pride in their falafel, known locally as tameya. Unlike the chickpea-based versions indigenous to the Levant, tameya is made from fava beans and a generous mix of fresh herbs and greens, giving it a vibrant pop of colour. This fava bean mix can be made without the egg for the classic tameya or used as an encasement to a silky soft-boiled egg as we show below. Serve the tameya or Scotch eggs with bread and salty feta for a perfect finish.

Makes 8

250g (9oz) dried split fava beans

4 garlic cloves, crushed

½ tsp bicarbonate of soda (baking soda)

1 tsp ground cumin

1 tsp ground coriander

1 tsp shatta or chilli powder (optional)

A large bunch of coriander (cilantro), roughly chopped

A bunch of spring onions (scallions), greens only, roughly chopped

Juice of ½ a lemon

8 medium eggs

2 tbsp plain (all-purpose) flour

1l (35fl oz/4¼ cups) sunflower oil, for frying

Sea salt and ground black pepper

225g (8oz) block firm feta cheese, to serve

Baladi bread, to serve

Soak the fava beans overnight in a large bowl of cold water.

The next day, tip the fava beans into a sieve, rinse, drain well and tip into a food processor bowl. Add the crushed garlic, bicarbonate of soda (baking soda), spices, fresh coriander (cilantro), spring onion (scallion) greens and lemon juice. Season very well with salt and black pepper and blend until combined and the mixture is very green and clumps together. Tip into a mixing bowl, cover and chill until ready to assemble the Scotch eggs.

Bring a saucepan of salted water to boil. Gently drop the eggs into the water and set the timer to cook the eggs for 7 minutes. Drain and rapidly cool the eggs under cold running water. Place into a bowl of iced water and leave until completely cold before carefully peeling.

To assemble the Scotch eggs, cut a 20cm (8in) square of clingfilm (plastic wrap). Take a handful of the tameya paste and press into a 1cm (½in) thick disc on the clingfilm. Dust the eggs with flour. Place a boiled egg in the middle of the tameya disc and with the help of the cling film, spread the tameya paste to completely cover the egg. Repeat to coat the rest of the eggs.

In a deep-frying pan, heat the oil to about 160°C (320°F). In batches, fry a few eggs at a time for 8–10 minutes until brown and crispy. Drain on kitchen paper.

Serve the tameya Scotch eggs, halved, with a side of feta cheese and baladi bread.
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Beid Bil Basterma

Pastrami Fried Eggs


Basterma is a traditional Egyptian cured meat with a unique flavour thanks to the use of fenugreek in its seasoning. During the 17th century, when Egypt was under Ottoman rule, Armenians developed the techniques for curing basterma. Beef or water buffalo meat is cured through salting, pressing and drying, a process that takes up to a month. In Egypt, basterma is served with fried eggs as part of a larger breakfast spread alongside ful, tameya, various cheeses and endless piles of warm baladi bread.

SERVES 4

1 tbsp butter

130g (4½oz) basterma, torn into bite-sized pieces

8 eggs

Sea salt and ground black pepper

A handful of chives, chopped, to garnish

In a medium frying pan, melt the butter over medium–high heat and fry the basterma for 2–3 minutes until it starts to crisp. Crack the eggs in between the basterma and season with salt and pepper.

Reduce the heat to low and cook for 10–12 minutes until the eggs are just set.

Transfer onto a serving platter and garnish with chopped chives.
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Kakavia

Fisherman’s Soup


Alexandria’s Hellenistic origins are captured beautifully in the fisherman’s soup known as kakavia. With roots dating back to the ancient Ionian fishermen, this soup resembles the French bouillabaisse of Marseilles.

SERVES 4

750g (1lb 10oz) grouper or any white, fleshy fish, scaled, cleaned and cut into 3 large pieces

1 tsp coriander seeds

1 tsp cumin seeds

1 tsp fennel seeds

2 onions, peeled

4 garlic cloves, peeled

1 small lemon, quartered, plus extra to serve

2 celery stalks, very roughly chopped

A few sprigs of parsley, plus extra to garnish

A few sprigs of coriander (cilantro), plus extra to garnish

50ml (1¾fl oz/3½ tbsp) olive oil

3 potatoes (about 350g/12oz), peeled and diced

500g (1lb 2oz) fresh tomatoes, roughly chopped

A pinch of cayenne pepper

Sea salt and ground black pepper

Extra virgin olive oil, to serve

Fill a large pan with 1.5l (52fl oz/6½ cups) cold water and add the fish and spices. Quarter one of the onions and add to the pan with two whole garlic cloves, the quartered lemon, chopped celery and parsley and coriander (cilantro) sprigs. Add a pinch of salt and bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to low and simmer for 20 minutes. Remove the fish from the pot and set aside, then strain the broth into a bowl.

Chop the remaining onion and garlic, add to a clean saucepan with the olive oil and season with salt and pepper. Cook on a low–medium heat for about 10 minutes, stirring often, until the onion has softened. Add the diced potatoes and tomatoes and cook for a further 3–4 minutes until the tomatoes have softened. Pour half of the broth into the pan and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat slightly and simmer until the potatoes are tender and cooked through.

Using a handheld blender, blitz the vegetables and broth together into a smooth soup, adding more of the reserved cooking broth as needed. Carefully remove the skin and bones from the fish and flake into chunks. Add the fish to the soup with a squeeze of lemon and a pinch of cayenne, then serve in large bowls with the remaining parsley and coriander garnished on top.

Drizzle the soup with extra virgin olive oil and serve.
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Kaboria

Mediterranean Crab Boil


A typical beach day in Alexandria involves lots of swimming, socializing and snacking. Young boys selling sea urchin, clams and wafer snacks on styrofoam platters comb the beaches yelling “Ritza! Gandofli! Fresca!” In the past, Montazah kids would dive for sea urchins, then cut them open and eat them raw. Crab (kaboria) is another popular dish, with Mediterranean blue crab sold all over the coast and prepared simply using local spices.

SERVES 4–6

2kg (4½lb) Mediterranean blue

crab (or any other crab)

1 large onion, peeled and quartered

1 tsp coriander seeds

1 tsp cumin seeds

2 tsp chilli (hot pepper) flakes

2 tsp black peppercorns

3 cardamom pods

5 allspice berries

1 tsp ground turmeric

1 tsp sweet paprika

1 bay leaf

2 lemons, halved

Sea salt

To Serve

A handful of parsley, chopped

A handful of coriander (cilantro), chopped

Lemons, for squeezing

Rinse the crabs well in cold water to remove any grit.

Half fill a very large saucepan with water. Add the onion, coriander (cilantro), cumin, chilli (hot pepper) flakes, black peppercorns, cardamom, allspice, turmeric, paprika and bay leaf. Season with salt and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to low–medium and let the spices infuse for 10 minutes.

Bring the heat back up to high, add the crabs and lemon halves and cook, covered, for 10 minutes until the crabs turn bright orange. Using a slotted spoon, remove any residue or froth that may collect at the top. Drain the crabs from the pan and place on a large platter. Toss with fresh parsley and coriander and serve immediately with extra lemons to squeeze over.
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Kebdai Skandarani

Alexandrian Beef Liver Sandwich


Kebda iskandarani or beef liver sandwich is a popular street food in Alexandria. We visited well-known street food restaurant Al Falah, off Sultan Hussein street, for a taste of this local comfort food. Served in fino bread, the local bread that resembles petit pain, the sandwiches go well with a side of tahina.

Makes 8 Sandwiches

2 green (bell) peppers, deseeded

1 red (bell) pepper, deseeded

6 onions

3 tbsp olive oil

10 garlic cloves, minced

500g (1lb 2oz) beef or calves liver, cut into strips

1 tsp ground ginger

¾ tsp ground cinnamon

¾ tsp ground allspice

¾ tsp ground nutmeg

½ tsp shatta or chilli (hot pepper) flakes

3 large handfuls of coriander (cilantro), roughly chopped

Juice of 4 small Egyptian lemons

(or 1 large regular lemon)

8 oblong sandwich rolls (15–20cm/6–8in in length)

A bunch of rocket (arugula)

Sea salt and ground black pepper

Cut the peppers and onions into ½cm (¼in) wide vertical strips.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the oil in large, deep frying pan over a medium heat. Add the peppers and onions and sauté for about 10 minutes, stirring often, until the onions are golden and the peppers tender. Remove the vegetables and set aside.

Add the remaining oil to the pan, add the garlic and cook over a low–medium heat until fragrant. Add the beef or calves liver strips and cook over a medium heat for about 10 minutes until cooked through. Reduce the heat to low and return the onions and peppers to the pan to heat through.

Add the spices, chilli (hot pepper) flakes, coriander (cilantro) and lemon juice, season well with salt and black pepper and cook for a further minute.

Slice open the loaves of bread and fill each one with a large spoon of liver mixture and a few stems of rocket (arugula).
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Seman Mashwi

Levantine Grilled Quail


Every autumn thousands of quail fly over Alexandria from Central Europe on their way to their winter habitat in the Sudan. The long journey forces the birds to make a pit stop on Alexandria’s coast where nets laid by Bedouin trappers await them. The original quail restaurant in Alexandria was known by three names: Uncle Elias, Malek El Seman and Byasa, the latter allegedly a bastardized pronunciation of the Italian word piazza, where it was located. Once owned by a Lebanese restauranteur, it perfected a Greco–Levantine spice rub to season the quails before grilling them on an open flame. Uncle Elias no longer exists since most of Alexandria’s Levantine community have sadly moved elsewhere. In its place today is Malek El Seman, meaning “King of Quail” a lively and popular eatery that draws massive nightly crowds during quail season.

SERVES 4

8 quails

2 tsp chopped fresh oregano, plus extra to serve

1 tsp ground cumin

1 tsp ground cinnamon

1 tsp ground allspice

1 tsp ground nutmeg

1 tsp sumac

1 onion, thinly sliced

3 tbsp olive oil

Zest of 1 lemon, finely grated

Sea salt and ground black pepper

With poultry scissors, cut the quails down their backs to make each one flat.

In a bowl large enough to hold the quails combine the oregano, cumin, cinnamon, allspice, nutmeg, sumac, salt and pepper, onion, olive oil and lemon zest to make a marinade. Rub the quail with the marinade and let rest for 30 minutes in the fridge.

Preheat a grill (broiler) or barbecue to a medium heat. Grill the quail for 4–5 minutes on each side until browned on both sides and cooked through.

Garnish with fresh oregano and serve.
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Macarona Béchamel

Pasta Bake


With Béchamel

Few dishes symbolize comfort food and the European influence on Egyptian cuisine as audaciously as macarona béchamel. Believed to have made its way into the nation’s culinary canon in the middle of the 20th century via French chefs who cooked for state banquets and glitzy hotels, macarona béchamel rose to prominence in the upscale homes of cosmopolitan Alexandria. Food writer Anny Gaul explains that macarona béchamel, despite its Franco–Italian moniker, first appears in one of the early cookbooks under the name macarona béchamel a la Greque, also known as pastitsio. The Greek pastitsio is considered an adaptation of the Italian dish, with béchamel added later to give it French sophistication.

SERVES 6

500g (1lb 2oz) penne pasta

50g (1¾oz) freshly grated Parmesan

For The Bolognese Sauce

2 garlic cloves, minced

2 onions, finely diced

2 medium carrots, finely diced

2 celery sticks, finely diced

3 tbsp olive oil

500g (1lb 2oz) minced beef

1 tbsp tomato purée (paste) (optional)

1l (35fl oz/4¼ cups) tomato passata

Sea salt and ground black pepper

For The Béchamel Sauce

50g (1¾oz/3½ tbsp) butter

50g (1¾oz/6 tbsp) plain (all-purpose) flour

500ml (17fl oz/2 cups) whole milk

A pinch of nutmeg, plus extra to garnish
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Start with the Bolognese sauce. In a large pan over a medium heat, cook the garlic, onions, carrots and celery in the olive oil for about 10 minutes until softened. Increase the heat, add the beef and season well with salt and pepper. Stir the mince frequently for about 10 minutes until browned. Add the tomato purée (paste), if using, and stir to incorporate. Finally, add the tomato passata and bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to a simmer, half cover the pan with a lid and cook over a low–medium heat, stirring occasionally for about 1 hour or until the sauce has thickened. Taste and add more salt and pepper if needed.

For the béchamel sauce, melt the butter in a saucepan over a medium heat. Add the flour and continue to cook, stirring for a further minute. Reduce the heat and slowly pour in the milk while whisking continuously until the béchamel is thick, smooth and glossy. Season with salt, pepper and nutmeg to taste.

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F, Gas 4).

For the pasta, bring a large pan of water to a rolling boil and add 1–2 teaspoons salt. Add the pasta and cook until al dente as per the pasta instructions, usually 10–12 minutes. Strain the pasta and transfer to a large baking dish.

Pour the Bolognese sauce over the pasta and mix to combine. Top with the béchamel sauce and spread level. Scatter the fresh Parmesan cheese over the top and season with another grating of nutmeg. Place in the hot oven and cook for about 40 minutes until hot and bubbling and the béchamel starts to brown on top.
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Hawawshi

Minced Meat Pita Pockets


Hawawshi, the hugely popular street food, combines meat, onions, peppers and spices that are then grilled or baked in baladi flat bread. Whether Hawawshi was named after a butcher by the same name in Cairo in the 1970s, or traced back to Alexandria when leftover meat and bread were blended into a local smash burger, the result is an Egyptian favourite lauded by Liverpool footballer, Mohamed Salah, in a Pepsi advert about Alexandrian street food. Serve these meat pockets with mixed torshi (pickled vegetables) and tahina sauce.

SERVES 4 (Makes 8 Pockets)

2 medium onions

1 red (bell) pepper, deseeded

3 garlic cloves, minced

1 red or green chilli, finely chopped

1 tsp ground allspice

½ tsp freshly grated nutmeg

½ tsp ground cumin

½ tsp ground coriander

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp chilli powder

500g (1lb 2oz) minced (ground) beef

4 loaves baladi bread (or any flat bread), halved

2–3 tbsp olive oil

Sea salt and ground black pepper

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F, Gas 4).

Finely chop the onions and red pepper, tip into a large mixing bowl and add the garlic, chilli and spices. Add the minced (ground) beef, mix to combine and season well with salt and ground black pepper.

Divide the meat mixture into eight equal portions. Open up each piece of bread and fill the pocket with the meat mixture, spreading it evenly.

Brush both sides of each bread with olive oil, then wrap each pocket in parchment paper. Place the eight parcels on a baking sheet and bake for 45 minutes until the meat is cooked through and the bread is golden brown.
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Saneyet Aroos

Baked Sea Bass


With Potatoes, Garlic & Dill

There are dozens of variations to this dish; some include vegetables like potatoes and peppers, while others mix up the herbs or use tomatoes to create more sauce. We opted for a pared-down interpretation of the recipe, using Mediterranean seabass native to Alexandrian waters, cooked with fresh dill, paper-thin potatoes and some lemon. To complement the lightness of the fish we added a herby, spicy sauce on the side that captures the way Greek and Egyptian flavours combine so beautifully on the coast.

SERVES 4 – 6

6 medium potatoes, peeled and thinly sliced

4 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for greasing

1 onion, thinly sliced

1 tbsp chopped dill, plus a handful of whole dill stems

1 whole garlic bulb

2 whole seabass, cleaned (about 450–500g/1lb–1lb 2oz each)

2 lemons, sliced

Sea salt and ground black pepper

For The Sauce

2 tbsp chopped dill

50ml (1¾fl oz/3½ tbsp) olive oil

1 tsp salt

½ tsp harissa or chilli paste

Juice of 3 small lemons

Preheat the oven to 170°C (340°F, Gas 3).

Slice the potatoes with a mandolin and lay at the bottom of an oiled roasting pan (preferably one in which you can serve). Place the sliced onion on top, season with salt and pepper, scatter the chopped dill over and drizzle with olive oil, reserving some oil for the fish. Gently mix the potatoes and onions so that the seasoning coats everything. Slice the garlic bulb in half and place it on the potatoes. Season again with salt and pepper and drizzle the garlic halves with a touch more olive oil.

Rinse the fish inside and out and pat dry. Drizzle the fish with olive oil, inside and out. Season with salt and pepper. Line the cavity with sliced lemon and whole dill stems. Place the prepared seabass on the bed of potatoes and onions and cover the roasting pan with foil. Place the covered fish in the oven for 30 minutes, then remove the foil and continue to cook for a further 10–15 minutes until the fish is opaque and cooked.

In the meantime, combine all the sauce ingredients together in a small bowl and stir to combine.

To serve, drizzle the seabass and potatoes with the dill sauce.
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Mousakas

Greek-Style Moussaka


The Greeks and Egyptians often spar over the roots of moussaka, a cherished dish intertwined with the cultures of both countries. Some culinary studies suggest the dish originated in the Levant and arrived in Greece from the Ottoman Empire. Greek moussaka is renowned for its rich layers of aubergine (eggplant), ground meat and a creamy béchamel sauce, a trademark introduced by Greek Chef Mikolaos Tselementes in the 1920s. This version follows Antigone Zoulias’ lead who has been head of the Greek Community Club since 1985. Her version of moussaka reflects the Greek influence in Alexandria during her lifetime and that of her parents and grandparents. Antigone, like many Greeks, was born in Alexandria in the 1950s to Armenian/ Greek parents. Nationalization during President Abdel Nasser’s rule prompted the exodus of many European communities from Alexandria, but Antigone’s family stayed on, renting agricultural land to comply with the new laws. Today the community has whittled down to under 200 people, and the younger generation have moved to Greece. Egyptian moussaka, in contrast to the Greek version, is lighter and sans béchamel, featuring spiced meat, aubergine (eggplant) and even green (bell) peppers. It is rooted in the Abbassid dynasty dish called Bouraneya, which has a savoury, umami flavour. Since the introduction of tomatoes to Egypt in the 18th century, Egyptian moussaka (like many dishes in Egypt) became embellished with a rich tomato sauce. With the imminent disappearance of the Greek community in Alexandria, this dish holds great sentimental value not only as a precious recipe to be shared and enjoyed, but also as a witness to their life and times.
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SERVES 6

About 120ml (4fl oz/½ cup) olive oil

1.2kg aubergines (eggplants), trimmed and cut into 1cm (½in) slices (about 4 medium-sized aubergines)

1 onion, coarsely grated or finely chopped

2 garlic cloves, minced

500g (1lb 2oz) minced (ground) beef

¼ tsp ground allspice

¼ tsp freshly grated nutmeg

1 tsp ground black pepper

450ml (15¼fl oz/scant 2 cups) tomato passata

Sea salt

For The Béchamel Sauce

500ml (17fl oz/2 cups) whole milk

50g (1¾oz/3½ tbsp) butter

50g (1¾oz) plain (all-purpose) flour

A pinch of ground nutmeg, plus extra for the top Sea salt and ground black pepper

Heat 2 tablespoons of the oil in a large frying pan over a medium heat and sauté the aubergines (eggplants) in batches for 3–4 minutes on each side until golden brown. Once browned, remove the slices from the heat and lay on paper towels to drain the excess oil. Continue cooking the aubergines, adding more oil to the pan as needed, until all the slices are cooked. Leave to cool, then season with salt and pepper.

Meanwhile in another pan, heat 2 tablespoons of oil, add the onion and garlic and cook over a low–medium heat until golden and fragrant. Add the beef, allspice, nutmeg, 1 teaspoon of pepper and salt (to taste) and stir over high heat for about 10 minutes to break up and brown the beef. Add the passata, reduce the heat to a simmer and cook for an additional 15 minutes. Remove from the heat and leave to cool, then check the seasoning, adding more salt and pepper as needed.

For the béchamel sauce, if you are using milk from the fridge, heat it until it is warm.

In a separate heavy pot over a medium heat, melt the butter, sprinkle the flour over the hot butter and whisk for about 2 minutes. Reduce the heat to low and slowly pour in the warm milk while whisking continuously until the sauce has thickened and is smooth and glossy. Season with salt, pepper and nutmeg to taste.

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F, Gas 4).

In a large oven-proof dish – about 20 x 30cm (8 x 12in) – arrange one third of the aubergines in an overlapping layer and top with half of the meat sauce. Repeat the layers ending with a layer of aubergines. Pour over the béchamel sauce then give it a final grate of nutmeg on top.

Place the moussaka in the hot oven and cook for 45 minutes until the top is golden.

Leave to rest for 5–10 minutes before serving.
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