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Mona Hamadeh grew up in Lebanon. She spent her school holidays in the beautiful mountains where she was born, and where she developed a love of cooking from her grandmother, her mother and her aunts. Her passion for Lebanese food and cooking remained with her when she came to the UK as a young woman. She raised her own large family on a healthy Lebanese diet and now she passes it on to her grandchildren, who also recognise the importance of sharing and taking part in food preparation. This is Mona’s third book where she shares again, not only her continuing passion for the delicious flavours that exemplify Lebanese food, but also the healthy properties of the superfoods that are a natural part of the diet that the Lebanese have enjoyed for generations.
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NOTES


All vegetables are medium unless otherwise stated. Eggs are medium unless otherwise stated. Herbs are fresh unless otherwise stated.





Conversion charts


Weight






	METRIC


	IMPERIAL







	25g


	1oz







	50g


	2oz







	75g


	3oz







	100g


	4oz







	150g


	5oz







	175g


	6oz







	200g


	7oz







	225g


	8oz







	250g


	9oz







	300g


	10oz







	350g


	12oz







	400g


	14oz







	450g


	1lb








Oven temperatures






	CELSIUS


	FAHRENHEIT







	110ºC


	225ºF







	120ºC


	250ºF







	140ºC


	275ºF







	150ºC


	300ºF







	160ºC


	325ºF







	180ºC


	350ºF







	190ºC


	375ºF







	200ºC


	400ºF







	220ºC


	425ºF







	230ºC


	450ºF







	240ºC


	475ºF








Measurements






	METRIC


	IMPERIAL







	5cm


	2in







	10cm


	4in







	13cm


	5in







	15cm


	6in







	18cm


	7in







	20cm


	8in







	25cm


	10in







	30cm


	12in








Liquids






	METRIC


	IMPERIAL


	US CUP







	5ml


	1 tsp


	1 tsp







	15ml


	1 tbsp


	1 tbsp







	50ml


	2fl oz


	3 tbsp







	60ml


	2½fl oz


	¼ cup







	75ml


	3fl oz


	⅓ cup







	100ml


	4fl oz


	scant ½ cup







	125ml


	4½ oz


	½ cup







	150ml


	5fl oz


	⅔ cup







	200ml


	7fl oz


	scant 1 cup







	250ml


	9fl oz


	1 cup







	300ml


	½ pint


	1¼ cups







	350ml


	12fl oz


	1⅓ cups







	400ml


	¾ pint


	1¾ cups







	500ml


	17fl oz


	2 cups







	600ml


	1 pt


	2½ cups
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Clockwise from above: roasted aubergines with pitta and garlic yogurt; my grandchildren making open pizza with spinach; the wonderful colours of fresh swiss chard.
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Introduction to Healthy Lebanese Cooking


[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]


A fresh fruit seller at the roadside in the Chouf mountains.





EATING A HEALTHY, BALANCED DIET


A healthy balanced diet should include the widest possible range of ingredients in order to deliver the full range of nutritional requirements. It should include:


Whole grains


Vegetables (a wide variety, including roots and leaves)


Fresh fruits


Nuts


Legumes (pulses and beans)


Herbs and spices


Protein sources


(meat, poultry, fish and dairy)


Oils, especially olive oil


Lebanese cuisine delivers everything listed above, easily, economically and with great flavours that all the family will enjoy.


LEBANESE FOOD IS A SUPERFOOD


People often ask me why the Lebanese diet is considered one of the healthiest in the world. For me, though, it’s just the food we eat every day – it’s what we were brought up on and we love all the flavours. I suppose the reason for its healthy reputation is the fact that so many foods used in Lebanese cooking are superfoods. And that’s been the case long before anyone ever heard of the term.


Lebanese families have lived on this kind of food for centuries, and generation after generation has continued to bring its children up on this healthy diet, from the moment the babies were introduced to solid food. Consequently, Lebanese children grow up accustomed, not only to the delicious and varied flavours that their diet offers, but also to a natural, healthy, everyday eating routine. It is most unusual to see overweight children in the rural areas of Lebanon. It is a different matter, of course, where children have access to processed fast food.


In Lebanon, we’re blessed with this delicious healthy food; it’s our normal diet and even traditional street fast food is healthy and nutritious.


Superfoods are now very trendy and are what everyone is talking about. I began to look into it, researching and learning about the nutritional value of Lebanese food. And now I understand why the diet that I grew up on and have so enjoyed passing on to my own children, and to their children, is known as one of the healthiest in the world!


LEARNING TO COOK AUTHENTIC LEBANESE FOOD


My mother and her two sisters were great cooks, not adventurous but brilliant at what they knew. I loved cooking from a very young age and as a child, when in the village, it was fascinating to spend every opportunity I could hanging around these good cooks. I learnt so much from them. These times have stayed with me and were especially memorable when I could help. This is why I enjoy my grandchildren helping me in the kitchen. I hope I am helping to create for them the same memories and love of cooking.


These three sisters were so traditional and set in their own ways (they were a really funny bunch). My father worked abroad a lot of the time, so my mother took care of our own crop of olives every year. She loved eating out in restaurants, but never left the house without a small bottle of her own olive oil in her bag to drizzle on her food. She would rather use her own than use the restaurant’s oil, believing her home pressed oil to be the best! Her sisters believed they were the best cooks, using only fresh, natural ingredients and were reluctant to eat outside their homes, especially aunt Souraya. She was a peasant who lived a primitive life in the mountains, not even having a sink in her kitchen, but having to wash her dishes outside where she had access to water. When it came to food, she ate only fresh, organic food.
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Clockwise from above: Watermelons in season; shopping at a fish market; carob molasses – often used as a natural sweetener. It is also mixed with tahini for dipping bread into at breakfast.
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Clockwise from left: The Lebanese eat a huge amount of vegetables and fresh fruit; sharing dishes at a Beirut diner; an ancient cedar of Lebanon in the Chouf Mountains.





LEBANESE FOOD CULTURE


In spite of the unsettled political situation in the Middle East, the Lebanese continue to enjoy life to the full. They are a fun-loving nation and most hospitable. This is demonstrated by their approach to food. When visiting a Lebanese, you should expect to have food offered even if your visit is unexpected. Refusal to eat is unacceptable and will offend your host. Food is the main focus and is all about sharing – it is never plated but is placed in the middle of the table for everyone to share. All meals are prolonged and considered social occasions and are never to be rushed – they are times for the family to gather round the table and enjoy the food while catching up. Your Lebanese host will keep asking you to eat more because we are mortified at the thought of our guest not having enough food. The Lebanese say: it’s all about sharing bread and salt, which means love and friendship. We even love talking about food while eating it!


The majority of people in the rural areas of Lebanon live to a very old age. Disabling arthritis, colon cancer, diabetes and high cholesterol are rare. These common diseases in western countries are attributed to refined and processed food, too much meat, sugar and dairy. Interestingly, studies suggest that colon cancer has decreased in the last five years, which is due to more people eating healthier fresh Mediterranean food.


WHAT THE LEBANESE EAT


Apart from being healthy, Lebanese food is quite low in calories but you never have to leave the table hungry. It is both satisfying and enjoyable. The Lebanese eat a huge amount of vegetables and fresh fruit. The majority of the dishes include vegetables or pulses. Meat is not used in big quantities and is consumed, on average, only once a week. On the whole, the Lebanese love meat-free days. Often, country people go foraging for seasonal vegetables such as wild asparagus, leeks, spinach and wild fennel. You don’t find many vegetarians in Lebanon, but many of the dishes are vegetarian and vegan anyway.


Fish is part of our basic diet and is plentiful and affordable. All fish are caught locally, with fishermen catching seasonal fish and selling it on the same day. Even in rural areas that are far from the sea, people are able to buy fish from fish sellers who come to the village most days.


Fish provides high-quality protein, vitamins and minerals and is low in calories. All types of fish are very popular, especially whitebait, which are available only during the summer season and are bought by the kilo, fried and served a little crispy – these are a real favourite. There are many fish recipes and some specialities in certain areas.


The Lebanese never eat desserts after a meal, preferring to serve fresh fruit instead because it’s so refreshing after a filling meal. Sweets and cakes are eaten, but at other times, as treats.


In cities, there are countless high-quality patisseries and bakeries in every street. The Lebanese often stop at these to collect sweets as a gift when visiting someone, as is the custom. We never deny ourselves the occasional unhealthy treat, knowing that treating ourselves in this way doesn’t happen often.


Water is the number-one favourite drink. A jug of water is always present on the table, and you even get a glass of water with every cup of coffee. Some people still prefer to get their water directly from the springs running down the mountains. Coffee is the most common hot drink, served black in a small cup, and is similar to Turkish coffee. Tea is drunk occasionally; we tend to prefer drinks made with cinnamon, aniseed or ginger, or all combined together.


It’s better to buy organic food when possible, but sometimes it’s unavailable and for many people it’s unaffordable. More important are fresh, natural ingredients and the avoidance of processed food. We use only extra virgin olive oil for cooking which stems from living in the mountains where there is an abundance of olive oil. In fact, many people still use it even for frying chips, fish and vegetables. In the past, the older generation didn’t even know other types of oil existed! Now the nutritional and health-enhancing properties of olive oil are well known.


In Lebanon, we are blessed with having fresh fruit and vegetables all year round. This is because we have 300 days of sunshine a year, rich soil, a great climate and plenty of water. All fruit, and therefore fresh fruit juices, are a good source of vitamin C.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


The recipes in this book are suitable for all the family. In the UK, I always serve Lebanese food whenever I have guests, and it’s always enjoyed by adults and children alike, even by people who have previously claimed they didn’t like foreign food!


Many people who bought my previous books said how surprised they were that Lebanese food is so simple to prepare. The magic of Lebanese food is that most recipes have only a few ingredients and yet you can turn them into a tasty dish. And the variety is endless, so we never tire of eating it.


The recipes here are tasty, highly nutritious, filling and affordable and most ingredients used are available in western supermarkets and food stores. Recipes are mostly authentic, but some have a modern approach and include ingredients introduced to the Lebanese in recent years. The recipes are sugar-free, low-fat, low-cholesterol, low-calorie and mostly gluten-free. It is not the norm to use dairy in cooking (apart from the exception of a few yogurt dishes).


The Lebanese way is always to serve plenty of food, with no portion control, but with this kind of food, you don’t need to worry about how much you eat, because most recipes are exceptionally low in calories. Eating Lebanese cuisine is one way of living healthily, and is a natural way to control your weight without going hungry.


BREAD


Bread is the main source of carbohydrate in Lebanon. To the majority of people it is essential, but with the gluten-free trend these days, many people have given up bread and all food made with flour. Many researchers believe it’s unnecessary unless you suffer from coeliac disease. The Lebanese, however, love their bread and it’s always present with breakfast, lunch and dinner. When eating we usually pick up food and dips with a piece of (flat) bread.


RAW VEGETABLES


A large plate with a selection of raw vegetables is often placed on the table. The vegetables are for dipping and are also used to accompany many dishes. We just love munching on raw vegetables, such as lettuces, cucumbers, radishes, peppers, chilli, carrots and even fresh mint leaves. Uncooked vegetables maintain all their vitamins, especially vitamin C.


THE MOUNEH


It is traditional for every Lebanese home to create a store (mouneh) from summer and autumn produce to provide food during the winter. These stores include pickles, zaatar, sumac, olives, labneh in olive oil, bulgur wheat and much more.
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Main Common Ingredients
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Time to pick some olives!
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Top: A family picking their olives; left and above: at the local olive press and store room.





In Lebanon, for centuries people have owned land on which they mainly grow olive trees. In my village there are many ancient olive trees, including some pre-Roman. And new olive trees are always being planted in more commercial areas. Landowners start harvesting their olives in November and December, and then take them to the local olive press where they hang around for hours while the olives are being pressed. It is the annual ritual that people look forward to. Walking around the village, during this special time always takes me back to my childhood, seeing people harvesting their olives, with the aroma of the olives in the air. The fresh oil, which looks cloudy and is aromatic with a very strong flavour, is taken home and eaten with a traditional dish of fresh flatbread. Known as beaye, each olive-oil soaked piece of bread is spread with roasted onions and pomegranate seeds and rolled into a wrap (only a very strong stomach can manage this).


People take huge pride in their harvest and compete over whose oil tastes the best. As I mentioned earlier, the Lebanese don’t eat much meat. We use plenty of olive oil, which as well as adding flavour to dishes also makes food substantial and satisfying. A jug of olive oil is always present on the table. Olive oil is also used for preserving pickled vegetables and cheeses, which can be stored in a cool, dark environment to maintain the flavour for up to a year. Surplus oil is cooked and turned into pure soap, which is made at home.


OLIVE OIL


Olive oil is a basic ingredient in the Mediterranean diet and this is a key reason as to why this diet is claimed to be the healthiest. All Lebanese oil is virgin olive oil. More and more people have switched to using virgin olive oil. It adds flavour, especially when used on salads, in dips and on any finished cooked food. You can’t beat dipping fresh crusty bread in good-quality olive oil.


Olive oil is rich in monounsaturated fats that reduce the risk of heart diseases and type-2 diabetes. It also reduces cholesterol and high-blood pressure. Studies have shown that the unsaturated fats found in olive oil, seeds and nut oil are more effective in reducing the incidence of these diseases than a low-fat diet, by up to 50 per cent. It also protects blood vessels by triggering changes to the system of defence against oxidants, as well as helping the walls of these vessels to remain strong.


OLIVES


Olives are very popular in Lebanon. A bowl of olives is always present with breakfast, lunch and dinner. Normally, we finish a meal with a few olives and bread. This indicates that you have finished eating and are ending the meal. When I have guests for dinner in Lebanon, if ever it slips my mind to put olives on the table, my guests ask for them to complete the meal.


TAHINI


Tahini is a paste made from roasted sesame seeds. It is high in fat, therefore high in calories and contains monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fat, which are good fats. Tahini is known to lower cholesterol and helps to ease the symptoms of other diseases, such as osteoarthritis. In Lebanese cuisine, tahini is used very often as a salad dressing, in dips and sauces and sometimes in cooking. Tahini makes delicious food and is sold in most supermarkets and specialised shops and can be stored in your kitchen cupboard for many months.


BULGUR WHEAT (BURGHUL)


Bulgur wheat, or burghul, is a whole grain. It is frequently used in Lebanese cuisine and villagers buy the wheat, boil it to cook it well, then spread it on sheets in the sun for several days to dry before it’s taken to the local mill to be crushed. It is then stored for use during the year as part of the mouneh, which means food to store. It is also commercially sold everywhere. If you can get it, the wholewheat bulgur wheat is best. Bulgur wheat is high in fibre, which regulates sugar levels in the blood, blocks the absorption of cholesterol and is filling, which helps when trying to lose weight. It also contains iron and protein. When the wheat is milled it can be produced in different sized grains and then selected, as required, in the dish.


RICE


Apart from bread, rice is the main source of carbohydrate in the Lebanese diet and is consumed most days in one way or another. Brown rice contains fibre and therefore is the healthier option. Rice is a cereal grain and is the most widely consumed staple food for more than half the world’s population.


FREEKEH


Freekeh is an ancient super grain that’s been a staple in the Middle Eastern diet for centuries. It is picked while the wheat is still young and green, then the soft grains are roasted then broken. It is slightly chewy, but is delicious and is loaded with nutritional benefits. It is low in fat and high in protein and fibre. Freekeh has now become a new trend in western countries as a superfood because it contains a higher amount of protein than quinoa and a very high percentage of fibre.
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TOMATOES


Tomatoes contain a very high level of antioxidants, especially lycopene, and have more health benefits than most popular fruits. Lycopene is important for bones, especially in menopausal women. Tomatoes are also rich in vitamin C and in potassium, the latter of which helps to regulate the heart rate and controls blood pressure. Tomatoes are a big part of the Lebanese diet and are used in salads and as the main ingredient for sauces in cooking.
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