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For my Mother – loving, supportive and always ready to try whatever concoction I place in front of her. Love you Mama… even if you still can’t cook.
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Introduction


Middle Eastern cookery is often shrouded in mystery – it’s the stuff of Arabian nights and full of Eastern promise. It is perceived as exotic and unknown. But this is not a true reflection of the simple and honest cuisine that it is. Perhaps the misconception is due to something being lost in translation… if a dish has a Persian, Turkish or Arabic name, you might think ‘Well, that must be really hard to make…’ when, in essence, there is little complexity involved in many of the recipes.


I began cooking at the tender age of six and, while I would love to say that I learnt everything I know from my Mother or Grandmother, I can tell you that I am, in fact, a self-taught cook. Nobody in my household really knew how to cook, so home cooking consisted of a handful of dishes often thrown together out of convenience or necessity rather than joy or love of feeding people. Experimenting in the kitchen was commonplace for me and, by my late teens, I decided it was time to teach myself how to cook Persian food, which is exactly what I did. At first, my focus was strictly Persian, but growing up in a family that enjoyed influences from the Turkish, Arab, Armenian and Afghani cultures and cuisines meant that my repertoire naturally grew over time.


Fast forward to the present and I have found every shortcut possible to simplify many Persian and Middle Eastern recipes, to create a style of cooking that fits comfortably into my everyday life. Although some recipes in this book are authentic, some draw inspiration from the Middle East and combine the wonderful flavours and ingredients of the region with everyday produce that’s available in supermarkets everywhere. You don’t need to have a million ingredients to create something delicious and special – sometimes you just need a handful of spices, and a few helpful hints on what to do with them and how versatile they can be. This alone can transform how you cook at home.


I host supper clubs at various venues in London and it never fails to surprise me just how successfully a table of food can bring people together. Guests arrive as complete strangers and leave the table as friends – and this is exactly what food is for us. It provides a convivial experience, during which all else is put aside and food and enjoyment become the focus. In the Middle East, food is not just about sustenance. There is a sense of occasion, a sense of unity that goes with it. You create a feast for your guests to show them you value them, to make them feel special. You form bonds and build lasting relationships over food, much the way that so many other cultures like to celebrate with wine and drinks.


I can understand that the way we eat in the Middle East can be overwhelming for some cultures. We do like to fill the table with a myriad of dishes both hot and cold, with an abundance of colour, variety and both meat and vegetables. Of course, not every day has to be a feast. Some days I just want a simple one-pot recipe that will feed the family quickly and easily, and on other days, I feel like preparing a feast. Whichever way you like to eat, in this book there is something to suit your every mood and plenty of variety to suit every palate.


Growing up in an Iranian family, Persian food will always be my first love, but I was raised in England and, having lived here for over 30 years, I consider myself to be British. My style of cooking is very much based on ingredients that can easily be found in supermarkets, along with a few ingredients here and there that may require a bit more of a search (unless you have a Middle Eastern grocer nearby) or easily ordered online. It’s important you don’t feel as if every recipe must be replicated with 100 per cent accuracy – in all honesty, the best recipes are those that are born through an accidental occurrence, such as substituting an ingredient for one that was required. This is the way in which to build confidence and demystify Middle Eastern cookery. If you like cumin, add cumin! If you don’t like it, then leave it out. You won’t ruin a recipe by replacing or omitting an ingredient here and there.


Flavourful food needn’t be a chore, and if you know what to do with a few simple store-cupboard ingredients, you can do wonders in the kitchen. If you were to cook a recipe that was too ingredient- or labour-intensive, what would be the chances of you making that recipe again? Slim – be honest. I have found that if you keep a few spices in your cupboard, some preserved lemons and maybe some harissa, magical, wonderful things can happen… Even on those nights when you are stuck in traffic, come home an hour later than planned but STILL want to eat something delicious for dinner, you can put something special on the table without breaking a sweat.


No mess, no fuss, just simple and delicious food – that’s what I like to eat, that’s what I like to cook for my family and friends and that’s just what I want to share with you. I hope this book shows you that the food, flavours and ingredients of the Middle East are accessible and uncomplicated, and therefore far more achievable than you might have previously believed.
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Broad Beans with Garlic, Dill & Eggs Baghala Ghatogh



This dish hails from the northern provinces of Iran. The first time I had this dish as a youngster, it blew my mind. I had never tried anything quite like it; fiercely garlicky and ridiculously tasty, it is not a very mainstream Persian dish, which explains why it was so alien to me at the time. Now when I make it, I sometimes stir the mixture into cooked white rice, as I find this the most satisfying rice dish you could ever want to eat.


SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE




	olive oil


	1 garlic bulb, cloves bashed and thinly sliced


	1kg (2lb 4oz) podded fresh or frozen broad beans, skins removed


	3 tsp turmeric


	generous tsp crushed sea salt


	freshly ground black pepper


	3 x 20g packets of dill, stalks and leaves finely chopped


	knob of butter (about 25g/1oz)


	4 large free-range eggs





[image: image] Heat a large deep frying pan over a low-medium heat, add a generous drizzle of olive oil and sweat the garlic until it softens and becomes slightly translucent. Add the broad beans and increase the heat to medium, then add the turmeric, sea salt and some black pepper and stir well. After 5 minutes, mix in the chopped dill and cook for a further 8 minutes or so.


[image: image] Add the butter to the pan and let it melt into the beans. Crack the eggs on to the surface of the beans in different areas and allow them to cook through using the heat from the beans. Give the pan a shake to distribute the egg whites. This will take about 15 minutes, at which point the beans will have changed from a bright green to a slightly more dull green – but don’t panic because this is how they should be. Serve this dish with Persian Flatbread, which is perfect for scooping up the delicious garlicky beans and soft oozy eggs. Alternatively, serve with naan or flour tortilla wraps.
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Aubergine Chermoula



Originally a North African spice paste, chermoula can be used as a rub, seasoning or base to flavour many a dish. I use some of the key spices to make this dish and the end result is best described as tangy, sweet, fresh and chutney-like. It is quite similar to the Sicilian caponata, which I adore, but the spices in my Aubergine Chermoula give it added depth. For me, its distinct sweet and sour character makes this dish impossible to resist and highly moreish.


SERVES 6 AS PART OF A MEZZE




	olive oil


	2 aubergines, trimmed and cut into 2.5cm (1in) cubes


	sea salt


	½ large onion, cut in half and thinly sliced into half moons


	3 garlic cloves, crushed into a paste with some salt


	1 tsp ground cumin


	½ tsp ground cinnamon


	1 tsp sweet paprika


	½ red pepper, cored, deseeded and cut lengthways into thin strips, then halved


	handful of plump golden raisins


	400g (14oz) can chopped tomatoes


	3 tbsp red wine vinegar


	2 tsp caster sugar


	2 tbsp clear honey





[image: image] Heat a good glug of olive oil in a saucepan over a medium heat, then add the aubergine and sauté until golden brown. Season with salt half way through. Once browned but not blackened, remove the aubergine from the pan and set aside.


[image: image] Put the pan back on the heat, reduce the temperature to low, add the onion slices and cook until caramelized, ensuring you stir them so that they cook and colour evenly. Just as they start to brown, add the garlic paste, cumin, cinnamon and paprika and stir, then add the pepper strips and continue to sauté until the vegetables soften and the peppers are no longer raw. Add the raisins and a touch more salt and fry for a further 5 minutes before adding the chopped tomatoes. Cook for another 5 minutes, then add the red wine vinegar, sugar and the honey.


[image: image] Increase the temperature and stir-fry the mix for a minute or two (ensuring it doesn’t burn), then reduce the temperature to low and, using a potato masher, lightly mash the mixture and stir it to ensure it is evenly cooked.


[image: image] Stir in the cooked aubergine and cook for about 8 minutes over a low heat, then turn off the heat, but leave the pan on the hob to cool slightly and allow the flavours to meld. Serve warm with Eastern-Style Focaccia or toasted bread.
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Yogurt with Cucumber, Garlic & Dill Cacik



Pronounced ‘ja-jik’, this yogurt dish is a staple when ordering grilled meat in any Turkish restaurant. Much like the Greek tzatziki, the addition of garlic sets it apart from India’s raita and Iran’s maast o khiar, but the dill is authentic to Turkey alone. Traditionally made with thick and creamy strained Turkish yogurt, I would suggest you find good-quality yogurt to ensure the best results, although no matter what you use, it will be the perfect pairing to rich grilled meat dishes.


SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE




	1 large cucumber, coarsely grated or finely diced


	500ml (18fl oz) Greek yogurt


	1 fat garlic clove, crushed


	1 x 20g packet of dill, stalks and leaves finely chopped


	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


	extra virgin olive oil, for drizzling





[image: image] Carefully squeeze out and discard the excess water from the grated cucumber – you can do this by hand or in a sieve. Place the cucumber in a mixing bowl and mix in the yogurt.


[image: image] Add the garlic and dill, mix well and season to taste with sea salt and black pepper. Serve with a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil.
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Marinated Feta


Bread and cheese (or naan-o-paneer in Persian) are the opener to any classic Persian meal. We usually pair them with fresh herbs, fresh walnuts, radishes and spring onions. I came up with this dish as an alternative to the classic version and it has become a firm favourite with my diners and friends alike. It’s great in salads and the marinade makes a tasty salad dressing with just a little extra lemon juice. Or simply scoop up the chunks of feta with bread.


SERVES 6–8 AS PART OF A MEZZE




	400g (14oz) feta cheese


	500–600ml (18–20fl oz) olive oil (the quantity depends on the size of the dish used to marinate the cheese)


	75ml (2½fl oz) garlic oil


	finely grated rind of 2 lemons and juice of ½ lemon


	sea salt


	3 long banana shallots, peeled and thinly sliced


	10–12 pickled chillies, thinly sliced (and 3 tbsp of the pickle brine)


	2 x 20g packets of coriander, stalks and leaves finely chopped





[image: image] You probably have 2 packets of feta. Cut each into chunks – I would suggest 12 per pack, but do as you wish. Put the chunks into a shallow bowl or airtight container.


[image: image] Pour the olive oil, garlic oil, lemon rind and juice and salt to taste into a mixing bowl. Add the shallots, pickled chillies and coriander and mix well to ensure all the aromatics are evenly distributed in the marinade. Pour the pickle brine into the bowl and mix well.


[image: image] Arrange the feta in your chosen container, leaving a little space between each cube. Pour over the marinade, shaking the container to ensure the marinade covers the feta. Cover with clingfilm and leave to marinate for a minimum of 3 hours before serving. This dish stores well overnight but keep it in an airtight container in the refrigerator and consume within a few days.


[image: image] Tip


To replace the brine in the jar of pickled chillies you use – just add cold water to cover the remaining chillies and a couple of pinches of salt before resealing.
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Smoked Aubergines with Garlic Mirza Ghasemi



Persians love aubergines and – for me – they are the meat of the vegetable world. If I were to ever become a vegetarian, I’d quite happily gorge myself silly on them. Smoking aubergines allows the flesh to absorb a deep smokiness, giving incredible depth to a dish. Hailing from the Gilan province of northern Iran, mirza ghasemi features on the menus of Persian restaurants all around the world.


SERVES 6–8




	6 large aubergines


	vegetable or olive oil


	2 garlic bulbs, cloves peeled, bashed and thinly sliced


	1 heaped tsp turmeric


	6 large ripe tomatoes, quartered


	4 tbsp tomato purée


	1 tsp caster sugar


	3 heaped tsp crushed sea salt


	3 medium free-range eggs, beaten


	handful of broken walnut pieces, to garnish





[image: image] The most authentic way to prepare the aubergines is to blister them whole over an open flame (either on a barbecue or over a domestic gas hob) until blackened and the flesh has softened right through to the centre. Alternatively, place them in a roasting tin and roast them whole in a preheated oven at 220°C/fan 200°C/gas mark 7 for 40–45 minutes.


[image: image] Put a good drizzle of oil into a large frying pan over a medium heat and slowly cook the garlic slices, ensuring you cook them through rather than simply browning them. If they start to brown too quickly, take the pan off the heat and allow the residual heat to cook them through, if necessary. Once the garlic begins to brown around the edges, stir in the turmeric. Add the tomatoes to the pan and cook for about 15–20 minutes, or until they break down and are cooked through, then turn off the heat and set the pan aside.


[image: image] Once cooked, score the aubergine skin from stalk to base and scoop out the flesh using a large spoon. Stir this into the garlic and tomatoes. Place the pan over a medium-high heat and cook through for a few minutes, mashing a little as you go. Lastly, add the tomato purée, sugar and sea salt, stir well and cook for a further 6–8 minutes, stirring occasionally to prevent the mixture from burning.


[image: image] Make lots of little holes in the aubergine mixture and pour the beaten eggs straight into the pan, but do not stir in the egg. You want to ensure the eggs are cooking and solidifying before you incorporate them – they take about 6 minutes to become opaque. Once cooked, give the mixture one final stir and remove the pan from the heat. Leave the mixture to cool for 20 minutes, as this dish is best served warm rather than piping hot. Garnish with walnut pieces and serve with Persian Flatbread.
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Yogurt, Cucumber & Mint Maast O Khiar



For Iranians, this dish serves the purpose of cooling you down in the sweltering summers. As in Turkey, Greece and India, a yogurt dish of this sort is a staple on the table during every family meal. Iranians love to vary the content, often using beetroot or spinach in place of the cucumber. In the height of summer, this dish is virtually treated as a soup, so perhaps it is Iran’s answer to the Spanish gazpacho. It should be served chilled and, on the hottest of occasions, with ice cubes to help it stay cool.


SERVES 6 AS PART OF A MEZZE




	1 large cucumber, coarsely grated


	2 tsp dried mint


	generous handful of golden raisins


	500ml (18fl oz) Greek yogurt


	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





To serve (optional)




	olive oil


	chopped walnuts


	finely chopped fresh mint leaves


	dried edible rose petals





[image: image] Carefully squeeze out and discard the excess water from the grated cucumber – you can do this by hand or in a sieve. Put the drained cucumber pulp into a mixing bowl.


[image: image] Add the dried mint and golden raisins to the bowl, followed by the yogurt, and mix well. Season to taste with sea salt and black pepper. Cover with clingfilm and chill in the refrigerator until ready to serve. To serve, drizzle with a little olive oil and scatter with chopped walnuts, finely chopped mint leaves and dried rose petals, if desired.


[image: image] Variation


Try adding chopped fresh dill or mint, as well as walnut pieces for a different take on this dish.
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Smoked Aubergine Salad Batinjan al Rahib



Known as batinjan al rahib in the Arab world, this dish uses just a few ingredients but delivers a big impact. It is virtually identical to the Turkish patlican salad and it’s a dish I cannot get enough of. I love it, everyone I have made it for loves it and the use of smoked aubergines is what makes it so special. Simplicity rules in the Middle East and the humblest of dishes often make the biggest impression.


SERVES 6–8




	4 large aubergines


	½ red pepper, cored, deseeded and finely diced


	½ green pepper, cored, deseeded and finely diced


	4–5 tbsp olive oil


	2 garlic cloves, peeled and crushed


	juice of 1–1½ lemons


	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


	1 small bunch of flat leaf parsley, leaves picked and roughly chopped





[image: image] Blister and char the aubergines whole over an open flame (either on a barbecue or over a domestic gas hob) until blackened and the flesh has softened right through to the centre. Really blacken and char the skins until they are hardened and completely burnt. Then place the aubergines on a heatproof surface or tray and allow to cool until they are just warm and you are able to handle them.


[image: image] Scoop out the flesh using a large spoon. Drain off any excess juices and roughly chop the flesh into smallish chunks. Place the flesh in a bowl along with the diced peppers and give the mixture a quick stir.


[image: image] Pour the olive oil into a small bowl, add the crushed garlic, lemon juice and sea salt and black pepper to taste and give the dressing a good mix until all the ingredients are evenly blended. Pour the dressing over the aubergines, then add the parsley and mix everything together one final time before serving with Persian Flatbread.
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Persian Herb Frittata Kuku Sabzi



This lovely deeply green frittata is very popular among Persians. I prefer to bake it because it is less messy and greasy than the original fried version, but also because laziness always gets the better of me. There are several different versions of this egg dish, known as kuku in Iran – with potato, aubergine and meat – but this is the most popular and the one I like the most. It is often cut up into little squares and served as canapés at cocktail parties. You can omit the walnuts and barberries but, I love them both, not only for texture but also for a burst of berry sharpness in every mouthful.


SERVES 8 AS PART OF A MEZZE




	2 x 100g packets of flat leaf parsley


	2 x 100g packets of coriander


	2 x 20g packets of dill


	3 x 20g packets of chives


	2–3 tbsp olive oil


	2 bunches of spring onions, thinly sliced


	2 tsp turmeric


	8 medium free-range eggs


	2 tbsp plain flour


	2 tbsp Greek yogurt


	3 tsp baking powder


	2 tbsp crushed sea salt


	freshly ground black pepper


	3–4 heaped tbsp dried barberries


	100g (3½oz) walnut pieces, chopped





[image: image] Preheat the oven to 180°C/fan 160°C/gas mark 4. Place a large cooking pot to warm over a medium heat.


[image: image] Finely chop all the herbs (if you are using a food processor, you might need to do this in 2 batches). Pour the olive oil into the warm pan and fry the herbs and spring onions for a few minutes, then add the turmeric. Cook for a further 5 minutes, then place the herbs on a flat plate and allow to cool.


[image: image] Meanwhile, mix the eggs, flour, yogurt, baking powder together with sea salt and black pepper to taste until everything is well combined and smooth. Once the herb mixture has cooled slightly so that it is no longer piping hot, slowly add a couple of spoonfuls at a time to the egg mixture and stir well until all the herb mixture is combined. Add in the barberries and walnuts (if using) and mix well once again.


[image: image] Select a large ovenproof or Pyrex dish and line the dish with nonstick baking paper (this will enable you to remove the finished dish with greater ease). Pour in the egg-and-herb mixture, then bake for 35–40 minutes. To check if the frittata is cooked, insert a knife into the centre. If it comes out clear of raw egg, the dish is done. If not, return it to the oven for a few minutes. Once cooked, allow to cool, then cut into squares to serve.
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Hummus


Hummus… who doesn’t love it? Although this recipe deviates from the authentic Lebanese version, it allows you to make a pretty great hummus at home with a little help from a food processor. I also make a great lemon and coriander variation for when you are in need of something a little different or if, like me, you have friends and family who are hummus addicts, so you need to offer up more than one version of the good stuff.


SERVES 8




	3 x 400g cans chickpeas (reserve the liquid of 1¼ cans)


	about 4 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for drizzling


	4 tbsp garlic oil


	juice of 3 lemons


	4 tbsp light tahini


	2 tbsp crushed sea salt


	sprinkling of paprika, to garnish





[image: image] First you need to mash the chickpeas, which I prefer to do by hand to give them a nice rough texture but, admittedly, it is a labour of love and whizzing them in a food processor gives them the smooth texture that we are more accustomed to. Use the chickpea liquid, a little at a time, and some olive oil to help the process and achieve an even texture. Add the garlic oil, lemon juice and tahini, followed by the bulk of the remaining olive oil and the sea salt. Mix (or blitz) thoroughly.


[image: image] Add another thin drizzle of olive oil until you reach your desired consistency. Check the flavour to adjust the seasoning and/or add more lemon juice as required. Serve with a gentle drizzle of olive oil on top and a light sprinkling of paprika (if using) for colour.


[image: image] Variation


To make a Lemon & Coriander Hummus, add 20g very finely chopped coriander leaves and the juice of 1½ more lemons to the recipe above and mix well. Serve with a drizzle of olive oil and scatter over more chopped coriander if desired.


[image: image]



Spicy Tomato & Pepper Dip Ezme



Ezme is a wonderful Turkish dish made with the ripest of tomatoes, which give it a deep, sweet flavour to contrast with the fiery kick of chillies and the acidity given to the dish by vinegar and pomegranate molasses. Everyone seems to have their own recipe – some are spicier or less acidic than others, but this is my favourite version to eat with Cacik and bread. It is a staple when eating Turkish food.


SERVES 4 AS A DIP




	4 ripe tomatoes, finely chopped


	1 onion, very finely chopped


	1 red pepper, cored, deseeded and very finely chopped


	1 green pepper, cored, deseeded and very finely chopped


	2 red chillies, deseeded and finely chopped


	1 x 20g packet of flat leaf parsley, leaves picked and finely chopped


	2 tsp sumac, plus extra to garnish


	1 tsp pomegranate molasses


	2 tsp red wine vinegar


	4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling


	1 tsp crushed sea salt


	freshly ground black pepper





[image: image] In all truthfulness, you could simply put all the ingredients into a food processor and blitz the whole lot together with great ease. If you do this, then start with the onion first and put in the tomatoes last but, whatever you do, pulse them – don’t blitz them to a purée or you will end up with a soup! And if you choose this method, add the dressing components after the vegetables are finely chopped.
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