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______


‘Life is a feast, and all who eat and drink with me, and savour food as they savour life, are those who matter most.’!


______
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in orange) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





INTRODUCTION


As a child, growing up in a Persian household means endless parties, which we call mehmooni. My family regularly played host, and we would frequently attend big family gatherings, both indoors and outdoors. Those parties, and the feasts we shared at them, became a huge and influential part of my childhood. The overwhelming noise of people animatedly greeting one another as they embraced, and the loud infectious laughter and warmth that were shared are things I will never forget. I am so grateful to have been part of something that I now treasure as a golden era in my life.


I remember arriving at parties and being immediately seduced by the exotic smells that filled the house. I would watch platter after platter of elaborately presented dishes emerge from the kitchen, being carried carefully to the table. Once laid out, they would form part of an enormous, colourful spread that would soon be descended upon by dozens of people at once, yet seemed never-ending in supply. When you are a kid at only about table height, you have a major advantage over everyone else – sneaking away little bites before the grown-ups were ready to eat was not terribly uncommon in my case.


Feasting plays an important role not only in Persian culture but also in that of the entire Middle East. In ancient terms, what was served and how many exotic dishes and ingredients were offered might have sealed the fate of an entire empire! Feasts have always played an important role in the history of empires across the globe, and the breaking of bread and sharing of meals have long played a part in uniting cultures, communities and families by bringing people together in a convivial and uninhibited way, where all differences can be left aside at the table. Today, time plays a key factor in whether or not we entertain and we don’t seem to entertain as often as we used to – life seems to get in the way.


I thought carefully about the types of recipes I wanted to share with you in this book and the chapters are dedicated to creating meals that are conducive to the way we live our lives today. I’ve suggested a menu within each chapter, but as the biggest rule breaker of them all, I am the kind of person who will choose a recipe from every chapter and throw them all together for a feast, so I would encourage you to make your own choices and do the same.


As is the case in my previous books, the recipes I offer are straightforward and, for the most part, not too labour-intensive (and, in some cases, really quite easy to make) but deliver big in the flavour sweepstakes, even if they contain only a handful of ingredients. It seems the older I get, the more I crave simplicity over refinement and fuss.


Many of you are now very familiar with the Middle East and its abundance of flavour, colour and ingredients. While my recipes are very much my own creations and the kind of food I like to eat at home, they remain heavily inspired by my travels and the wonderful produce and ingredients from around the world. There will always be plenty of Persian flavour inspiration to help you create a feast that is perfect for your table, no matter what the occasion may be.


The recipes in this book may be new but my ethos remains the same – no ingredient is truly ever essential (unless you are baking, when sometimes science takes precedence over creativity) and there is always room to chop and change ingredients and use what you have or what you can get hold of. In most cases, missing an ingredient won’t affect the flavour or nature of a dish, so don’t be afraid to skip or substitute an ingredient here or there. I realize how many people are afraid to deviate from a recipe for fear of failure, but I can assure you that I myself am not the type of cook who sticks to a recipe 100 per cent of the time, and generally it works, so don’t be afraid to go off-piste.


Whether you follow my chapter and menu suggestions or if, like me, you prefer to pick and choose recipes from across the board to create your own special feast, may your feasts always be plentiful – I hope this book provides you with easy inspiration to make cooking less of a chore and more of a joy.
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Goats’ cheese & filo pies


Cheddar & feta frittata


Spicy tamarind beans


Sausage, potato, pepper & onion bake


Green ginger lemonade


Za’atar-crumbed halloumi


Pea pastizzi


Apple, cinnamon & sultana loaf


Whipped ricotta & fig toasts


Caramelized banana crêpes


Spiced chai-frosted cupcakes











It has long been said that breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Even the word itself, when broken down into ‘break’ and ‘fast’, reminds us of its actual purpose. Most of us will have our own preferences and rituals when we have a little more time on our hands rather than just enough time to smear a thin layer of spread across a piece of toast and fly out of the door with it dangling from our mouths.


I will let you in on a secret… I am a strange one when it comes to leisurely breakfast feasting, in that I need to start the day with a ritual of two cups of coffee, then some toast. Within a couple of hours, I am then ready for a heartier breakfast or brunch. So, basically, I am a two-breakfast kind of gal. Also, what I eat for breakfast is very much mood-driven. Consistency and necessity never play a role in my selections. I can hop erratically and wildly around the food groups and eat everything from leftover curry and roast potatoes to cold clams with chilli and garlic or just a piece of ham. I am aware this is not something most people do, but it does say something about my tastes – that I veer mostly towards savoury dishes for brunch.


When you have a family or group to feed for breakfast or brunch, you really want to put your energy and effort into making dishes that have interesting but not too many overpowering flavours, as subtlety goes a long way at this time of the day. Subtlety has many guises and need never be boring, familiar or predictable – I like to serve the kind of dishes that provide a wake-up-call, flavour-wise, to those who need it, and that set you up for the day, not just the morning, with flavours that are often bold but always balanced.


Choose one recipe or choose them all – there is something for everyone in this chapter, and you can throw in a few of your own favourite breakfast essentials. The point here is to take what you like and combine it with what you have and what your favourite staples are… that is always the winning formula for any great meal, no matter what time of day.



BREAKFAST & BRUNCH


__________


MENU


Cheddar & feta frittata with peppers, herbs & pul biber


Sausage, potato, pepper & onion bake with yogurt & chilli sauce


Whipped ricotta & fig toasts with candied chilli bacon


Caramelized banana crêpes with pistachios & honey


 


Accompaniments:


Tea, coffee & fruit juice
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GOATS’ CHEESE & FILO PIES


__________


with orange, pistachio & oregano


__________


MAKES 8


100g pistachio nuts, finely chopped 400g soft goats’ cheese


finely grated zest of 2 large unwaxed oranges


2 heaped teaspoons dried oregano


3 sheets of filo pastry


50g unsalted butter, melted, plus extra for greasing


1 tablespoon nigella seeds


clear honey, for drizzling (optional)


freshly ground black pepper


Preheat the oven to 220°C (200°C fan), Gas Mark 7. Grease an 8-hole muffin tin with melted butter.


Put the pistachios and goats’ cheese into a large bowl. Add the orange zest, oregano and a generous amount of black pepper and mash together using a fork until the mixture is evenly combined. Divide the mixture equally into 8 portions.


Cut each filo pastry sheet roughly into 8 squares, each about 12cm square. Overlap 1 pastry square with another to make an 8-pointed star. Push the stars into 8 holes of the muffin tin and brush with melted butter. Spoon 1 portion of the filling into each pastry case and press gently on the filling.


Take 1 of the remaining pastry squares and crinkle it up in your hand. Place it on top of one of the pie fillings, brush with butter, then fold over the pastry edges to seal the pie. Brush the edges with more butter and sprinkle over a few nigella seeds. Repeat until all the pies are topped and sealed.


Bake for about 25 minutes, or until deeply golden brown. Drizzle each pie with a little clear honey if desired, then serve.
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CHEDDAR & FETA FRITTATA


__________


with peppers, herbs & pul biber


__________


SERVES 4 – 6


vegetable oil


½ red pepper, cut into 1cm strips, then diced into 1cm pieces


½ green pepper, cut into 1cm strips, then diced into 1cm pieces


4 spring onions, thinly sliced from root to tip


200g feta cheese, broken off into 1cm chunks


100g mature Cheddar cheese, grated


1 tablespoon pul biber chilli flakes


½ small bunch (about 15g) of dill, finely chopped


½ small bunch (about 15g) of fresh coriander, finely chopped


8 large eggs, beaten


Maldon sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


Preheat the oven to 220°C (200°C fan), Gas Mark 7.


Drizzle a little oil into a large, ovenproof frying pan and set it over a medium-high heat. When the oil is hot, add the peppers and fry for 1 minute, stirring to prevent them from taking on colour or burning. Mix in the spring onions, feta, Cheddar, pul biber, dill and coriander.


Season the beaten eggs well with salt and pepper and pour them over the ingredients in the pan, then shake the pan to ensure the egg spreads evenly around the pan and coats all the contents. Cook for about 2 minutes, or until you see the edges of the frittata begin to solidify, then transfer the pan to the oven and bake for 10–12 minutes, or until the frittata is cooked – insert a knife into the centre to ensure the egg is cooked through. Either slide or flip the frittata on to a plate and serve – or eat straight from the pan. Leftovers are great served at room temperature.
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SPICY TAMARIND BEANS


SERVES 6 – 8


500g dried haricot beans


2–3 tablespoons vegetable oil


2 large onions, finely chopped or minced in a food processor


2 fat garlic cloves, crushed


1 tablespoon cocoa powder


2 teaspoons ground cinnamon


2 teaspoons ground cumin


1 teaspoon cayenne pepper


400g can chopped tomatoes


100g tamarind paste (the paste should be the consistency of a ketchup)


4 tablespoons brown sugar


4 tablespoons red wine vinegar


500ml boiling water


Maldon sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


toasted bread, to serve


Soak the beans overnight, then drain and rinse well. Transfer the beans to a large saucepan, cover with cold water and boil over a medium-high heat for about 45 minutes, or until just tender. Drain and rinse well to remove excess starch.


Heat the oil in a large saucepan over a medium-high heat. Add the onions and fry for 6–8 minutes, or until translucent and the edges start to brown. Add the beans, garlic, cocoa powder and spices and stir to coat the beans well. Next add the canned tomatoes, tamarind paste, sugar and red wine vinegar and season generously. Pour in the 500ml of boiling water, reduce the heat to low and simmer for 1–1½ hours, or until the beans are soft (taste a bean to check). Check the seasoning and adjust to your taste.


Serve with toasted bread. This dish is great served with bacon or sausages.


TIP


Tamarind paste comes in different consistencies and concentrates. This recipe is best made with a paste the consistency of thick ketchup – it should not be dense or sticky. If your paste is the thicker more concentrated variety, simply add less of it and more sweetness to balance the flavours and to suit your preference.
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SAUSAGE, POTATO, PEPPER & ONION BAKE


__________


with yogurt & chilli sauce


__________


SERVES 4 – 6


2 teaspoons cumin seeds


2 teaspoons coriander seeds


1 tablespoon sweet paprika


2 tablespoons pul biber chilli flakes


500g sausages (preferably with a high meat content)


3 tablespoons garlic oil


2 large potatoes, parboiled with skin on and cut into 1cm-thick slices


200g small peppers or 1 large red and 1 large green pepper, cored, deseeded and cut lengthways into 2.5cm-thick strips


2 large red onions, quartered and each quarter halved


Maldon sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


TO SERVE


200g thick Greek yogurt


your favourite chilli sauce


Heat a large frying pan over a medium-high heat, add the cumin and coriander seeds and dry-toast for about 1 minute, shaking the pan until they release their aroma and begin to brown a little, taking care not to let them burn. Using a pestle and mortar, crush the seeds very roughly, just to break them. Transfer to a bowl and combine with the paprika and pul biber.


Set the same frying pan you used to toast the seeds over a high heat and fry the sausages for 6–8 minutes, or until they start to brown on all sides – you don’t need to fully cook them in the pan as they will finish cooking in the oven later. Cut each sausage into 3 slices diagonally and set aside.


Preheat the oven to its highest temperature. Line a large baking tray with baking paper.


Brush the paper with 1 tablespoon of the garlic oil and season the base with salt and pepper. Lay the potato slices in the tray and season again with salt and pepper and one-third of the spice mixture. Evenly distribute the sausages, peppers and onions in the tray. Reserve a little of the spice mix for sprinkling, then drizzle over the remaining garlic oil and spice mix and season generously with salt and pepper.


Bake for 16–18 minutes, or until the peppers are nicely browned and the sausages are cooked through.


Serve with dollops of thick Greek yogurt, a good drizzle of your favourite chilli sauce (I love sriracha) and a sprinkling of the remaining spice mix. This dish goes well with simple fried or scrambled eggs.
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GREEN GINGER LEMONADE


SERVES 4


ice cubes


1 small bunch (about 30g) of mint, stalks removed


½ small bunch (about 15g) of dill, roughly chopped


5cm piece of fresh root ginger, peeled and very finely chopped


6 tablespoons caster sugar, plus extra to tasted


finely grated zest and juice of 3 lemons


1 litre tepid water


Fill a blender half full with ice cubes and add the mint leaves, dill, ginger, sugar, lemon zest and juice along with 500ml of the tepid water. Blitz until the mixture is well blended.


Transfer the liquid to a large jug, add the remaining water and stir. Check the sweetness and adjust to taste.


Put some ice cubes into 4 highball glasses, top up with the green lemonade and serve.






ZA’ATAR-CRUMBED HALLOUMI


SERVES 4 – 5


vegetable oil


2 x 250g block of halloumi cheese


1 large egg, beaten


6 tablespoons fine, dried, natural breadcrumbs


4 tablespoons za’atar


Pour enough oil into a large, deep-sided frying pan to fill it to a depth of about 2.5cm. Heat the oil over a high heat. Line a plate with a double layer of kitchen paper.


Slice each block of halloumi into 5 even slices, each about 1cm thick. Put the beaten egg into a shallow bowl. Mix the breadcrumbs with the za’atar in a bowl. Dip each slice of halloumi into the egg to give it a generous coating, then roll it in the spiced breadcrumbs. When fully coated on all sides, fry the halloumi in the hot oil for about 1 minute, or until the crumbs turn golden brown. Transfer to the paper-lined plate to drain the excess oil, then serve immediately.
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PEA PASTIZZI


MAKES 10


olive oil


1 large onion, very finely chopped


2 fat garlic cloves, crushed


300g can marrowfat peas


1 tablespoon medium-spiced curry powder


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


20g unsalted butter


1 sheet of ready-rolled all-butter puff pastry


1 large egg, beaten


Maldon sea salt flakes


Drizzle a little olive oil into a frying pan set over a medium-high heat. When the oil is hot, add the onion and cook for a few minutes, until softened and starting to colour around the edges. Add the garlic and cook for about 1 minute, or until the onion and garlic begin to colour and are cooked through. Stir in the peas, curry powder, pepper, butter and a generous amount of salt (as peas are very sweet and need to be seasoned well). Cook for about 5 minutes, mashing the peas roughly as you stir, until they are cooked through. Remove the pan from the heat and leave to cool.


Preheat the oven to 200°C (180°C fan), Gas Mark 6. Line a large baking tray with baking paper.


Place the sheet of puff pastry on a clean work surface with its paper lining underneath it. Divide the sheet into 10 equal rectangles. Divide the cooled pea mixture into 10 sausage-shaped portions. Press 1 portion on to each rectangle of pastry. Gather the 2 ends of the pastry rectangle and fold them over the ends of the sausage, then roll up the filling in the pastry and pinch the pastry to seal in the filling. Seal any gaps in the pastry by carefully pinching them shut. Place the roll on the prepared baking tray with the sealed side facing downwards. Repeat with the remaining pastry rectangles and portions of filling. Brush the rolls with egg wash and bake for about 25 minutes, or until crisp and golden. Serve immediately. These rolls are also great served at room temperature.
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APPLE, CINNAMON & SULTANA LOAF


__________


with nigella honey butter


__________


MAKES 1 LARGE LOAF


7g sachet of fast-action dried yeast


80ml lukewarm water


110ml milk, at room temperature


1 egg


75g caster sugar


75g sultanas


1 heaped tablespoon ground cinnamon


60g unsalted butter, melted, plus extra for greasing


1 Braeburn apple, coarsely grated


pinch of Maldon sea salt flakes


475g strong bread flour, plus extra as required


FOR THE NIGELLA HONEY BUTTER


2 tablespoons nigella seeds


100g unsalted butter


3 tablespoons clear honey


Dissolve the yeast in the lukewarm water and leave for 10 minutes to activate.


Put the milk, egg, sugar, sultanas, cinnamon, 40g of the melted butter, grated apple and salt into a large mixing bowl and mix well. Stir in the activated yeast liquid, then add the flour. Blend until a slightly sticky dough is formed. Use a little extra flour to help you bring the dough together, then knead it for a couple of minutes. Put the dough into a bowl, cover it with a clean tea towel and leave it somewhere warm to rest for 1½ hours.
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