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Dedicated to two very special sisters


 


My beloved late Grandmother, ‘Maman’ Malek…an incredible woman to whom I was very close and loved so much. Miss you and think of you every single day.


 


My late, Great Aunt ‘Mama’ Gohar – the best cook in the family. How I wish I’d spent more time in your kitchen learning from you and not just eating.


 


They just don’t make women like you, anymore. Hope I’ve done you both proud.
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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 underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





INTRODUCTION


Sirocco noun / si-roc-co /


 


Origin: Early 17th century; from Italian scirocco, based on Spanish Arabic sharq ‘east wind’


 


A hot, dry wind blowing from east to west – sometimes described as warm, spicy and sultry.


 


My heritage has given me great insight into understanding the favourite ingredients and flavours of Eastern cuisine, which gives me confidence when using Eastern ingredients. I am never afraid to be bold with my use of spices or flavourings, and I don’t hold back when it comes to combining flavours and ingredients. But, in stark contrast to my heritage, I was raised in England and have the advantages of growing up with entirely different produce, ingredients, recipes and cooking techniques to those of my heritage. The result of this culinary cultural blending is that I have gained an understanding of how to combine the beautiful produce I’ve grown up knowing with Eastern flavours to achieve perfectly balanced flavour combinations that – whether subtle and aromatic or bold and punchy – often improve on the natural flavour of an ingredient.


These recipes are all inspired by flavours of the East but use the fresh produce, techniques and cookery styles of the West; hence the name Sirocco. None of these recipes are authentically Middle Eastern – instead, I wanted to share my own style of uncomplicated, full-flavoured recipes that reflect the kind of cooking I do the most.


I learned so much from the comments and wonderful feedback I had from my last book, Persiana, which prompted me to continue writing recipes that were straightforward and didn’t rely on any particular ingredient to make them successful. I realized that many people feel the pressure to follow recipes to the letter, but Middle Eastern cookery just isn’t rigid in that way. In fact, most home-style cookery isn’t that way and the best recipes, the ones we keep making time and again, are those in which we can easily substitute an ingredient or two if needed, because in today’s world, convenience and time are key factors.
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Not everything has to be aggressively spiced or full of chilli heat. Sometimes, a wonderful balance and delicate contrast of flavour can deliver a refined subtlety that initially you wouldn’t have thought possible. It frustrates me when Middle Eastern food is summed up using the word ‘spice’ or ‘spicy’ because this isn’t always the case and, often, it is about aromatics, citrus, the fragrance of herbs or even the way in which something is cooked and served. Other times, it can be incredibly simple and pared right down to a key ingredient – an aubergine, simply grilled and served with yogurt, for example. Often, the simplicity of Eastern cuisine is overlooked when, in most cases, the real food of the East is humble, uncomplicated and simple.


I use many of the same spices and store cupboard ingredients from summer into winter. They see me right through the year, from creating the much-needed comfort of wintery, warming stews to the light and refreshing dishes we crave during the warmer months, when fresh produce is green and abundant. Sirocco contains bold, vibrant flavour combinations that are great for everyday cooking or for more elaborate get-togethers, in recipes that are still very much steeped in the roots of Middle Eastern cookery, but with a fresher, lighter approach that’s more conducive to everyday cooking and enjoyment.


Whether you are looking to prepare several dishes for a family meal or for just a single simple recipe, you can take what you want from this book. If you need a little useful inspiration for breakfast, lunch or dinner, or simply ideas for something to snack on alongside drinks with friends, there is something for everyone. The recipes use accessible ingredients to create unique but familiar dishes that are perfect for any occasion. If you are missing an ingredient, don’t stress – just leave it out.


Hopefully, in your kitchen this book will get covered in oil splatter and food stains and remain close to hand (rather than buried under a pile of other books), full of recipes you turn to, time and time again, change and make your own… food that is simply delicious, not Eastern or Western, just straightforward and satisfying.
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MY KITCHEN STORE CUPBOARD


The contents of your kitchen cupboards say a lot about the kind of cook you are. Mine are so messy and crammed full of every little ingredient possible that I shudder to think what they say about me. There is no order, just chaos: my own kind of comfortable, organized chaos. If there is an inch of unused space, I will find a way of stuffing something into it – but I can live with myself because I always have something in there to transform simple ingredients into something a little more special.


I am the kind of cook who relies on ingredients from the store cupboard to help give a simple dish a little extra flavour. Whether that comes from a single spice or spice mix, a flavoured oil, preserve or unique ingredient, I find great comfort in knowing that I can always combine fresh produce with a little something from the cupboard to make a simple meal more interesting.


The truth of the matter is that we all have tons of ingredients and spices, both familiar and unfamiliar, in our cupboards, often purchased for a single recipe where you use a teaspoon of it, then you are stuck with the rest and don’t know what else to do with it. My ethos is very much based on getting the best out of your purchased ingredients – knowing how to use them time and again in different recipes and a myriad of different guises to achieve varied and delicious results every time.


Understanding an individual ingredient and how best to use it is key to ensuring you use up what you’ve purchased and none goes to waste. I think people can become nervous with an unfamiliar product and use it just the once, and might never learn how to utilize it to its full potential. My recipes are simple and flavourful and that almost all ingredients can be substituted, and most can be left out entirely. Trusting your own instinct, as to what you do and don’t like and what you can and can’t live without in a dish, is still the secret to becoming a more competent (and confident) cook.


I am often asked what my must-have store cupboard ingredients are, and while some of them are perfectly familiar and well-known items, such as dry spices like cinnamon, cumin, coriander and turmeric, others are lesser known. Here’s how to get the best out of them.


 


*


Pul Biber Chilli Flakes


A Turkish staple ingredient, these wonderful chilli flakes deliver a gentler chilli kick than the usual red chilli flakes more commonly found. They can be sprinkled on salads or bruschetta, used in pastas, rice dishes and stews and are great on potatoes and root vegetables. Their less aggressive heat means that you can use them more abundantly, yet still taste the core ingredients of a dish – albeit with a pleasing chilli heat.


 


*


Za’atar


Essentially a herb mix rather than a spice mix, za’atar is a staple ingredient in much of the Middle East. It is made with wild thyme and toasted sesame seeds. Variations now include sumac, oregano, marjoram and cumin. It is incredibly versatile and can be sprinkled on to salads, sandwiches and cheese or made into a paste with oil and used to marinate meat, poultry, seafood and vegetables. It also bakes beautifully into breads and, with some olive oil, can be used for dipping bread into.


 


*


Sumac


A common ingredient in Iran and the Middle East, sumac is a red berry that is dried and ground into a powder for use as a seasoning. Iranians use it very simply to season grilled meats (usually lamb) because the aromatic, citric flavour of the granules cuts through fat beautifully. It’s great with fish instead of lemon juice, but especially in salads, on vegetable dishes, mixed with cold butter to make a butter compound, in breads and as part of spice blends for all kinds of meat and poultry. Nowadays I use it in everything.


 


*


Pomegranate Molasses


A wonderful staple of any nation that cultivates pomegranates, the molasses (or syrup) is simply a concentrated reduction of raw pomegranate juice. It is sweet with a wickedly sour aftertaste that, when paired with the right ingredients, can be marvellous. I use it as a salad dressing on tomatoes or any mixed-leaf salad, especially when there is a sweet ingredient added to it. It is also a great dressing for grain salads featuring freekeh, brown rice and bulgar wheat and makes a wonderful sauce for game and red meat.
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*


Harissa


A blend of different chilli peppers and spices, harissa is sold in abundance in markets and is a staple in every home, playing a key role in North African cuisine. I use it in salad dressings, yogurt sauces, mayonnaise, stews, soups, pasta sauces and stir-fries. I fry it with rice and noodles and even mix a little into couscous, bulgar wheat or rice salads to give them some pep. It also makes a great marinade for meat, poultry and chicken destined for the grill, but beware – a little goes a long way.
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*


Preserved Lemons


These wonderful little lemons are packed in salt or brine and preserved to jelly-like perfection. The fact that they are preserved means they have a long life and you can always turn to them when you need to give a dish a little zing. Ready to use in marinades, stews, salads, sandwiches and wraps, and as garnishes and seasonings, they are incredibly useful and give everything an instant perkiness and a sharp-and-salty flavour.


 


*


Pickled Chillies


One of my all-time favourite store cupboard ingredients for the sheer convenience factor alone, pickled chillies are used endlessly in my home. Whether in salads, sandwiches, dips, marinades, pastas, rice, noodles, stir-fries and sauces, or served with meat, poultry, fish, vegetables or grilled halloumi, I cannot live without them. They even make the most wonderful addition to a toasted cheese sandwich. They never go off, unlike fresh chillies.


 


*


Saffron


Being Iranian, I am fortunate enough to always have access to the best-quality Iranian saffron in abundance. One of my favourite dishes to make is a simple pasta with tinned crab meat, chilli, garlic and saffron, so it’s not all Middle Eastern style. Saffron makes mayonnaise, sauces and marinades and gives life and colour to rice dishes, both in the water absorption method (as with paellas and risottos) and in the aromatic steaming method (Persian rice dishes and biryanis). It is also great thrown into tomato sauces and used with seafood and poultry.


 


*


Whole Spices


Some of my favourite whole spices are cumin seeds, coriander seeds, green cardamom and black cardamom. Toasting whole spices in a pan and grinding them down into a powder is the best way to get the most out of their flavour.


 


*


Spice Blends


Indians call them masalas, Lebanese call them baharat and Persians say advieh. In many homes in the East, a staple and versatile signature spice blend is made and used in various dishes to add flavour and character. The way in which the blend is used can vary greatly and create different dimensions and tastes, despite the same base of spices being used to make the dish. There are some great spice mixes available in supermarkets and Ras El Hanout (a Moroccan spice blend) and baharat (Lebanese) are two of my favourites. I especially love using them to rub or marinate red meats and sweet vegetables such as carrots, butternut squash, sweet potatoes and pumpkin – all of which can hold spice so well.


 


*


Garlic Oil


Garlic oil is my secret weapon in the kitchen and I used tonnes of the stuff. A little drizzle can transform a dish, so I use it in everything, from classic roast potatoes and fried mushrooms, meat, poultry and fish to rubs, marinades, dips, dressings and sauces. I even drizzle it over toasted or chargrilled bread when making bruschetta. If you ever run out of garlic or can’t be bothered to peel garlic, it is a great substitute.
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brilliant breakfasts & brunches


Butternut Röstis with Poached Eggs


Bread Boats


Parsee Duck Egg Scramble


Avocado Mash on Griddled Sour Dough with Tahini Dressing


Butternut, Sage & Tulum Pan Toasties


Two-Cheese Melts with Thyme-Roasted Onions


Bacon Pittas


Cardamom Doughnut Brioche French Toasts


Sour Cherry & Ricotta Pancakes with Clotted Cream & Honey


Pear, Feta & Honey Toasts


Rose & Spice Infused Berries with Citrus Honey Yogurt
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BUTTERNUT RÖSTIS
with Poached Eggs



Traditionally made with potatoes, rösti are a great way to use up spare root vegetables or squashes. I like using butternut squash in mine and adding lots of spices to complement the sweet flavour of the squash. These little röstis make a great breakfast or brunch dish, but also work really well as an accompaniment to a main meal, in which case omit the eggs.


 


SERVES 4


*


1 small butternut squash, peeled and coarsely grated


1 large onion, finely chopped


3 teaspoons sea salt flakes


1 heaped tablespoon plain flour


1 teaspoon turmeric


1 teaspoon ground cumin


1 teaspoon ground coriander


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


1 bunch of spring onions, thinly sliced


½ small packet (about 15g) of dill, leaves and fronds finely chopped


5 large eggs


vegetable oil, for frying


freshly ground black pepper


 


Put the grated butternut squash and chopped onion in a mixing bowl and add the salt. Using your hands, mix well. The salt will draw out excess moisture from the squash and onion, resulting in crisp rösti. Leave to stand for approximately 30 minutes. Using a sieve or clean cloth, extract as much moisture as you can from the mixture and return it to the mixing bowl.


 


Preheat the oven to 160°C, Gas Mark 3. Bring a large pan of water to the boil, ready for poaching the eggs. Line a baking tray with baking paper. Heat a large frying pan over a medium heat.


 


Add the flour, spices, spring onions and dill (reserving 1 teaspoon dill for sprinkling) to the squash and onion mixture and mix well with your hands. Once the spices and dill are evenly incorporated, crack in 1 egg and mix again, adding a generous seasoning of black pepper. Shape the mixture into 12 patties, each approximately 10cm wide and 1cm thick. Heat a good amount of oil in the hot frying pan and fry the patties in batches for 6–8 minutes on one side or until nice and crisp, then flip over and fry on the other side for 5–6 minutes or until deep golden brown. Keep the cooked patties warm in the oven on the prepared baking tray while you fry subsequent batches.


 


To poach your eggs, stir the boiling water to make a well in the centre and carefully crack the remaining eggs into the water. Cook for 3 minutes (if you like them runny), then remove the eggs from the water with a slotted spoon and plunge them straight into cold water.


 


Place 3 rösti on each serving plate, top with a poached egg and a little sprinkling of fresh dill and freshly ground black pepper, then serve immediately.
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BREAD BOATS


These bread boats are popular in Turkey and Georgia and I can understand why… much like pizza, a bread boat is a complete meal all in one. They are great at any time of day, but I do think they are the perfect brunch dish, and I love this version, with its crowning glory of an egg cracked on top, to finish.


 


MAKES 4


*


For the dough


7g sachet fast-action dried yeast


500ml warm water


700g strong white bread flour


2 heaped tablespoons crushed sea salt flakes


75ml olive oil


50g butter, melted


 


For the filling


6 large eggs


250g ready-grated mozzarella (not Buffalo mozzarella)


120g young spinach leaves, roughly chopped


4 spring onions, thinly sliced


1 teaspoon cayenne pepper


pinch of grated nutmeg


finely grated zest of 1 unwaxed lemon


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


 


Stir the yeast into 50ml of the warm water, then allow it to sit for a few minutes until it has dissolved.


 


In a large bowl, combine the flour and crushed salt, then make a well in the centre. Pour in the remaining warm water, 50ml of the olive oil and the yeast dissolved in water and combine using your hands until you have a smooth dough. If the dough is a bit too sticky, just add a little extra flour and, if it is dry, an additional splash of warm water.


 


On a clean, floured surface, knead the dough for 5 minutes to activate the yeast and stretch the glutens within it. Allow the dough to rest for 10 minutes before kneading it again for 2 minutes. Repeat this process another 3 times and, on the second, incorporate the remaining 25ml olive oil. Return the dough to the bowl, cover it with a clean tea towel and leave it to rest for 3 hours. Once the resting period is over, the dough will have tripled in size.


 


Preheat the oven to 230°C, Gas Mark 8. Line a large baking tray with baking paper. Divide the dough into 4 equal portions and shape each into a ‘boat’ shape and place on the lined tray. Cover loosely with clingfilm and leave to rest in a warm place for 45–60 minutes.


 


Make the filling. In a mixing bowl, beat 1 egg with the mozzarella, spinach, spring onions, cayenne, nutmeg and lemon zest and season well with salt and pepper. Blend well until the mixture is smooth.


 


Divide the mixture into 4 equal portions and place 1 in the centre of each bread boat, leaving 2.5cm clear at the edges. Pick up the clear edges of dough and tuck them inwards to secure the filling. Beat 1 of the remaining eggs and brush any exposed pastry dough with this egg wash. Bake for 15–17 minutes, remove from oven and carefully crack 1 egg into the centre of each boat. Bake for 6–8 minutes more or until the egg whites are opaque.
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PARSEE DUCK EGG SCRAMBLE


I can’t lie, the first time I was presented with duck eggs I was rather dubious about how they would taste and was worried I wouldn’t like them. Now? I am absolutely addicted in a where-have-you-been-all-my-life kind of way. They are so delicious and make the best scrambled eggs you’ll ever eat. Their rich and creamy character allows them to hold their own against spices – even better than ordinary hens’ eggs do. This is a great breakfast or brunch dish, but in my culture, it’s very common to eat eggs for a light but totally fabulous evening meal.


 


SERVES 4


*


1 teaspoon cumin seeds


1 teaspoon coriander seeds


vegetable oil, for frying


handful of fresh curry leaves (8 or so)


1 long red chilli, thinly sliced and finely chopped (deseed, if you prefer)


1 fat garlic clove, crushed


½ teaspoon turmeric


1 bunch of spring onions, thinly sliced from root to tip


30g salted butter


6 duck eggs, beaten


zest of 1 unwaxed lime


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


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


 


Heat a large frying pan over a medium-high heat and toast the cumin and coriander seeds for a few minutes, stirring to prevent burning. Remove the toasted seeds from the pan and grind them to a powder using a pestle and mortar.


 


Drizzle some oil into the same pan, add the curry leaves and, once they start to make popping noises, add the chilli and garlic, followed by the cumin and coriander powder and the turmeric. Stir well. Add the spring onions and butter, swiftly followed by the beaten duck eggs. Using a wooden spoon, scramble the duck eggs by stirring quickly to prevent sticking. Add a generous seasoning of salt and pepper, the lime zest and fresh coriander, then remove from the heat immediately. Stir and serve, ideally with some warm flatbread or even simple tortilla wraps. I also love chilli sauce or mango chutney with this dish.
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AVOCADO MASH ON GRIDDLED SOURDOUGH
with Tahini Dressing



For me, avocado is one of those food-of-the-gods kind of things. I can eat it for breakfast, lunch or dinner and am happy to have it with something, in something or just by itself. So it’s a total bonus that avocado is actually good for you! However, I do find that on its own, avocado needs a little help: a pinch of salt, a squeeze of lemon and, as I discovered one day by accident, some tahini dressing – a match made in heaven.


 


SERVES 2–4


*


2 large ripe avocados


2 tablespoons garlic oil


3 spring onions, thinly sliced from root to tip


1 long red chilli, deseeded and finely chopped


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


1 teaspoon ground coriander


4 slices of sourdough or bread of your choice


extra virgin olive oil, for drizzling


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


 


For the tahini dressing


2 heaped teaspoons tahini


2 teaspoons Greek-style yogurt


finely grated zest and juice of 1 large unwaxed lemon


2 tablespoons cold water


 


Preheat a griddle pan over a high heat.


 


Scoop out the avocado flesh into a bowl, add the garlic oil and a generous amount of salt and pepper and lightly mash the avocado with a fork. Switch to a spoon, add the spring onions, chilli, fresh coriander and ground coriander and mix well. Set aside.


 


Brush the sourdough bread with olive oil on both sides and chargrill on the hot griddle pan for 2 minutes on each side or until char marks appear on each side.


 


In a small bowl, combine the tahini, yogurt, lemon zest and juice and the 2 tablespoons of water together until an even sauce is formed and the tahini is fully dissolved. Season well with salt.


 


To serve, divide the avocado mixture into 4 portions and spoon 1 portion over each slice of toast. Drizzle over the tahini sauce to finish and add an extra glug of olive oil, if you wish.
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BUTTERNUT, SAGE & TULUM PAN TOASTIES


Sometimes, you just need a really quick meal. The Italians have pizza, the Mexicans have quesadillas and I make pan toasties. Why pan toasties? Well, there was a rather long period when I didn’t own a toaster, so I became pretty nifty at making a variety of toasted sandwiches using a dry frying pan. I’ve used everything from regular white bread and focaccia to khobz and lavash, but the bread that stood out (perhaps purely because it was frying pan sized and shaped) was the humble flour tortilla. Tulum is a wonderful salty Turkish cheese traditionally made in animal hides, but if you can’t find it then feta or a strong sharp cheese will work well, too.


 


MAKES 2


*


½ small butternut squash (unpeeled), quartered and deseeded


olive oil, for drizzling


5 sage leaves, finely chopped, or 1 heaped tablespoon dried sage


2 flour tortillas


150g tulum cheese (or use feta cheese or grated mozzarella cheese)


1 teaspoon pul biber chilli flakes (optional)


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


 


Preheat the oven to 200°C, Gas Mark 6. Line a baking tray with baking paper.


 


Place the butternut squash on the prepared baking tray, drizzle with olive oil and season with a generous amount of salt and pepper. Roast the squash for 40 minutes until soft. Set aside until cool enough to handle, then scoop out flesh into a bowl and fork through it gently, adding the sage and a good amount of salt and pepper to taste.


 


Place a large frying pan over a medium heat and allow the pan to heat up. Put 1 tortilla into the pan, then crumble half the tulum cheese all over the tortilla. Divide the butternut mixture into 2 equal portions and gently cover half the tortilla with 1 portion of the butternut mixture and, if you like it spicy and want to add the pul biber, sprinkle half of it over the filling. Fold the clear half of the tortilla over the butternut mixture and pat it down to make a semicircle. Toast on both sides until golden brown. Repeat with the remaining ingredients. Serve immediately.
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TWO-CHEESE MELTS
with Thyme-roasted Onions



Everything about this recipe reminds me of my cousin Cyrus. He is the most chaotic and experimental cook I know, but his food is always wonderful. I’m very impressed by his bravery – he is an empty-the-contents-of-your-fridge-and-cupboard-and-see-what-happens kind of cook, yet his concoctions always hit the spot. Cyrus was a guinea pig for several of the recipes that appeared in Persiana, and he is very much my inspiration for this recipe.


 


SERVES 2


*


2 red onions


olive oil, for drizzling


2 teaspoons dried thyme


2 large slices of thick, good-quality bread (I like to use sourdough)


100g mature or extra mature Cheddar cheese, grated


100g feta cheese, crumbled


½ teaspoon cayenne pepper


freshly ground black pepper


 


Preheat the oven to 240°C, Gas Mark 9. Line a baking tray with baking paper.


 


Halve the red onions from root to tip, then cut each half into 3 segments. Place these on the prepared baking tray and drizzle with olive oil. Use your hands to toss the onion wedges in oil. Sprinkle with the thyme. Roast for 18 minutes or until the onions are cooked and browned around edges.
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