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Mona Hamadeh has lived between Lebanon and the UK for many years. She learned to cook traditional Lebanese food from her mother and grandmother in Lebanon, observing them from the age of five. Since moving to the UK as a young woman, the passion she felt for Lebanese cuisine has been expressed through the food she prepares for her own children and grandchildren. She believes that Lebanese cuisine represents one of the world’s healthiest diets, and that the Lebanese concept of ‘sharing bread and salt’ as a means of demonstrating friendship and love is a wonderful code for family life.


Mona ran classes in Lebanese cooking in her local area for many years. As an English/Arabic interpreter for various companies and hospitals, she not only provided her language skills but also cooked Lebanese meals as a way of offering a taste of familiarity to those far from home.
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Author’s Notes


Here are a few notes on the way the recipes are presented and some tips on storage and
cooking.


• In this type of cooking there are no rules (apart from baking); it often comes down to individual taste and preference.


• The ingredients are listed in the order in which they are used in the recipe.


• The preparation time given is an indication only. It will depend on the individual, as some people work faster than others; using a blunt knife can also mean it takes longer to get the job done.


• Cooking times may also vary slightly, give and take a few minutes, according to oven type. While writing this book I had to use different ovens, depending on where I was living at the time. In Lebanon I use propane gas, which is hotter than the natural gas used in the UK, and sometimes I had to use an ancient electric cooker, which took forever.


• The number of servings given is mostly on the generous side. When I say serves four, the recipe may actually feed six. If you have guests with a good appetite, these portions save the embarrassment of not having enough.


• I have offered ideas for serving suggestions throughout.


• You will find useful basic recipes in the last chapter. These are frequently used to accompany other dishes and include the mixed spices recipe you will need for many of the recipes.


• A wide range of these dishes contain pulses. Once you’ve cooked your pulses from scratch, you’ll never go back to tins again; it takes time but no effort whatsoever. However, it’s perfectly acceptable to use tinned pulses when you are pushed for time.


• Pulses such as beans and chickpeas have to be soaked overnight then boiled for roughly an hour. I tend to cook a whole batch, drain and freeze in individual portions, as all pulses freeze well. Lentils are an exception – you don’t have to soak them, they take an hour or less to cook and unlike other pulses you can use the stock.
 Note: It’s important to remember, never to add salt to pulses until they are well cooked.


• It’s always best to soak rice for an hour before cooking.
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• Quite a lot of the recipes include aubergines; when you buy them make sure they are firm and shiny.


•  Tomatoes always taste better when kept out of the fridge at room temperature.


• Don’t worry if you have leftovers; keep them in the fridge and the flavours will only improve.


ENJOY!







Dates grown on the coast
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Introduction


Where my love of cooking began


When I was a young child growing up in Beirut, I used to watch my mother cooking with fascination, but she would not allow me to help because the kitchen was always so busy. Not only did she cook for our family, there were also regular visits from relatives who came to visit from our mountain village. Our house in the city was always open and welcoming to any visitors.


My mother, always a mountain woman even though she had moved to the city, remained a firm believer in cooking traditional, authentic food. She was a great cook and very resourceful with what she had learned, or sometimes with whatever was available in the house. She was not particularly adventurous and stuck to authentic and classic Lebanese recipes – and made them brilliantly.


As a child, I loved my trips with her to the food market in central Beirut, where she hunted for bargains and haggled for the best price. Mum would suddenly let go of my hand while she dived into heaps of vegetables to dig out the best from the bottom of the pile. When she visited England, she still tried to haggle – and sometimes succeeded!


The sudden death of my father, whom I worshipped, when I was fourteen meant that Mum was busier than ever and I was finally allowed in the kitchen to help. She trusted me to prepare a meal for the rest of the family. The more I cooked, the more I loved it. My mother never followed a recipe or ever read a recipe book: it was all built on remembering the flavours in the dishes.


Early life


I was born in the Chouf Mountains, a beautiful area, in a village called Gharifeh, south-east of Beirut, and grew up in a happy, loving home. Gharifeh, where the majority of the olive trees are pre-Roman, is known for its especially delicious olive oil. Most families there own land, where these ancient trees grow and from which people produce their own oil. Many still believe in growing their own vegetables too, making bread, tomato purée and burghul (bulgur or cracked wheat). It’s a way of life that still continues, as it has for centuries, and for some people it’s the only way to live a healthy life.


The population of our village is about 8,000 and it’s just like one big extended family, as is the case in all rural towns in Lebanon. Hospitality and generosity are exceptional. My favourite aroma was, and still is, the late-summer quince and figs being made into thick jams full of chunky pieces that are served after a meal instead of a dessert. Walking around the village, I would also catch the aroma of tomatoes being cooked outdoors in the courtyards over wood fires for making tomato purée or the occasional scent of the soap that many people make from their own pure olive oil.
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Cooking in the UK


I always loved cooking from a very young age, when, as I said, I observed my mother, who was a great cook with a very special touch. I also learnt a great deal from my grandmother, who lived with us until she died; she loved cooking and believed eating good food to be a pleasure.


When I came to England as a student, it was my first trip outside the Middle East. I had a real struggle with the food, until I discovered brown sauce: I splashed it on everything I ate! I started to cook Lebanese food, with whatever ingredients I could find, as at that time they were hard to source. Often I would invite friends round to share a tasty Lebanese meal and everyone enjoyed the food. Even on a restrictive student budget, I managed to produce tasty feasts at low cost, because so many Lebanese dishes are economical to make.


After getting married and running my own home, I never tired of cooking for my large family and frequently entertained friends over a Lebanese feast. As my five children were growing up, I ran Lebanese cooking classes in several adult education centres. The classes were very successful; the demand for places was high, and most of all they were lots of fun. While running them, I was often asked to write a cookery book, but it was something I never took seriously. After all, I am not a chef, nor have I ever worked in a restaurant. I only ever cooked in my own kitchen.


However, with my passion and love for Lebanese food, I had always wanted to share my recipes with as many people as possible. When my children had grown up and moved into their own homes, I set up a second home in Lebanon, so now divide my time between Lebanon and the UK. This made it possible for me to finally fulfil my ambition of writing my first book, Everyday Lebanese Cooking, and I was very happy with the result.


My first book included meat, poultry and fish recipes. When I was planning this book, I wondered how on earth I would find such a long list of vegetarian recipes. Some I rediscovered from my childhood; I also began to cook the forgotten dishes that are rarely cooked today, especially peasant food. Writing this book has been great fun, exploring beyond the usual everyday dishes. I have also enjoyed working hard to improve my photography. Every picture of a finished dish I simply photographed en route from the kitchen to the dinner table.


Basically, the majority of my recipes were learnt from my mother, grandmother and my aunts, who were all excellent cooks. Cooking Lebanese food is my passion and I hope you enjoy making and eating these wonderful dishes as much as I do.







Fresh almonds
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CHAPTER 1


Lebanon and Its Food


Lebanese hospitality


In spite of the political instability, Lebanon is a fun-loving nation and its people continue to enjoy what the country has to offer: the beauty of nature, a great climate and, most importantly, good food. Throughout the Middle East, the Lebanese have the reputation of enjoying life to the full and taking every opportunity to do so. Eating plays a big part in that enjoyment. Food is the main focus of every occasion and it’s socially important to gather round the table to share and enjoy it. We are always talking about food or eating food – often both.


The Lebanese are an extremely hospitable and loving people, and this is easily demonstrated by their approach to food. When a guest comes to the house, even if they are unexpected, they must be offered something to eat. If the guest refuses, they will be offered food again at regular intervals throughout the visit. The most useful thing you can learn is not to visit a Lebanese home with a full stomach because you will offend your host by refusing to eat or drink. Also, a Lebanese hostess will believe she has not provided enough food if everything is eaten, so they always prepare a larger quantity than is needed. After living in the UK for many years, I still feel uncomfortable if all the food is eaten.


Whenever I have friends from the UK and other countries visiting me in Lebanon, all my friends and family invite my guests into their homes for a feast of Lebanese dishes. They really do me proud with their exceptional hospitality and generosity. They would simply say they were ‘sharing bread and salt’.


Maza is the main ritual of sharing a large number of dishes, especially when meeting with friends in restaurants. Everyone enjoys sharing small quantities of lots of different and interesting dishes. It usually starts with a cold maza followed by hot dishes. This is then followed by a substantial main course, with side dishes, all arranged in the centre of the table for people to help themselves. The Lebanese usually finish the meal with fresh fruit and coffee. Sweet dishes are very popular but eaten at different times rather than as part of the meal. It is normal to spend up to five hours in a restaurant!


Lebanese food and drink


The country’s cuisine has evolved over the centuries, influenced by the climate, the agriculture, and by a number of invasions and outside influences. One of the biggest of those was the Ottoman Empire, which is why Lebanese food is so close to Turkish cuisine. Later, the Lebanese way of cooking was significantly refined by the occupation of the French.







A Druze lady selling home produce in the Chouf Mountains





5






[image: image]





For centuries, the people of the Middle East ate mostly vegetarian food. But the Lebanese continued to develop and refine the flavours and this has had a great influence on other cuisines in the Middle East. With its focus on herbs and spices, fresh fruit, vegetables, pulses and nuts, Lebanese cuisine is known as being the healthiest in the world. Natural flavours and freshness are the main attraction of the country’s authentic vegetable dishes. These are enjoyed by all Lebanese, who are mostly non-vegetarian but enjoy many meat-free days.


The Lebanese eat a huge amount of vegetables and pulses, especially in the mountains where meat is not always available. You are usually judged for your Lebanese cooking skills by the standard of the traditional, authentic vegetable and pulse dishes you produce. Pulses are enjoyed as main dishes, dips and soup. Raw vegetables – such as lettuce, whole small cucumbers, cabbage, tomatoes, spring onions, carrots, green chillies and most of all fresh mint – are often presented on the table to be eaten on the side as condiments with whatever you are serving. Pickled vegetables are also very popular, particularly turnips, aubergines, cucumbers and chillies.


Nobody goes walking without a bag for foraging, as there is always something edible to be found. In winter and spring, country people often go off the beaten track to pick natural wild vegetables and herbs – such as mint and thyme (za’atar), leeks and asparagus. A variety of greens that are used in salads or as pastry fillings will also be collected. Wild fennel is also picked and used in making omelettes.


Olives are harvested in Lebanon between October and December. Every village has its own olive press and people take great pride in their olive oil. People pick their own olives then take the crop to the press, sitting and waiting for their turn until the oil is ready to take home. It’s a seasonal ritual and a very sociable time of the year. I always used to laugh at my mother, as when eating out in restaurants, she would carry a small bottle of her own olive oil in her handbag. I now find myself following her tradition; it’s true that every girl turns into her mother! The Lebanese eat a huge amount of olives. We enjoy them as snacks with bread as well as finishing the meal with a little bread and a few olives. When you switch to olives after a meal, it indicates that you have finished eating. I sometimes forget to put a bowl of olives on the table but people will always ask for it.
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