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To Ted, with love.

 

 

‘In the centre of the gleaming copper tray was a large oval dish filled with fried beans and eggs. On one side hot loaves of flat bread were piled. On the other side were arranged small plates with cheese, pickled lemons and peppers, as well as salt and cayenne and black pepper. The brothers’ bellies were aflame with hunger…’

PALACE WALK, NAGUIB MAHFOUZ
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I came to live in London in my early twenties. I moved into a tiny basement flat, in the north of the city, which had a kitchenette with a cream carpet that was soon covered in stains. Everything had to be stored in one tall cupboard, which made it impossible to get at my saucepans without being attacked by an old upright Hoover. But any shortcomings were made up for by what I found around me.

INTRODUCTION

At the end of my road there was a green-fronted Turkish grocery that, alongside loo rolls and tea bags, sold bottles of flower water, pails of flavoured olives and jars of sesame paste. A short trip to the Edgware Road led to the heart of London’s Arab community where, among the hookah pipes and mint tea drinking, I discovered sacks of pistachios and sour, shrivelled fruits called barberries. There were trays of Turkish delight, flavoured with lemon and orange blossom as well as rose water and, in the autumn, I could come home from the local street market with bags of honeyed quinces.

I bought Claudia Roden’s A New Book of Middle Eastern Food and curled up with it on the sofa when I got home from work in the evenings. I may have been looking out at London rain, orange streetlights and the darkening feet of passers-by above me, but the writing – and recipes – took me to Cairo. In my imagination, I went for afternoon tea with Roden’s aunts in a place of tinkling glasses, tiny spoons and silver dishes of pure colour, where the fragrance of musk, ambergris and jasmine hung in the air. It was like an adult version of the Arabian Nights, except that now the treasure troves of jewels were bursting with ripe figs, sticky dates and glass phials of flower water. I was already a keen cook but now, in my basement flat, a whole world opened up for me and it wasn’t just one of new flavours. With this book, and these ingredients, I could travel while standing still.

As I cooked more, discovered new recipes and tried this and that restaurant, I realized there were particular foods and dishes I thought of as magical. There were ingredients whose properties were so unusual or whose provenance so foreign that they could, like the unicorn, have been invented by writers of myths: leathery pomegranates, their insides bursting with ruby seeds; saffron, the dried stigmas of crocus flowers gathered before dawn in Spanish fields. There were dishes that looked quite ordinary but which had undergone such a transformation in cooking that I couldn’t understand how they worked, such as Middle Eastern orange cake, made with unpeeled oranges, boiled, puréed, mixed with eggs, sugar and flour and baked to a citrusy moistness; or Persian ice cream, with its chewiness and rose-scented flavour, the product of flower water, powdered orchid root and ground mastic, an aromatic tree resin.

Then there were dishes whose poetry came from their evocative names or stories, as well as from their taste. Think of ‘ice in heaven’, a Middle Eastern milk pudding of rose-perfumed ground rice; or ‘pearl diver’s rice’ – honey-sweetened rice from Bahrain to be eaten with lamb – so-called because its high sugar content was thought to help pearl divers stay under the water for longer; or the ‘crazy water’ of this book’s title, an Italian dish of sea bass poached in a salty, garlicky broth, cooked by the fishermen of the Amalfi coast. Other dishes just seemed magical to me by being out of the ordinary, bold in their simplicity or the apparent dissonance of their ingredients, such as Catalan stuffed chicken with honey and quince allioli.
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Senses, as well as tastes, are locked up in food. The clear perfumed stillness of a bottle of flower water, the sexy, velvety skin of a fig, the sunburnt-blood colour of a jar of cayenne. Our love of foods has as much to do with what they represent as with what they taste like.

Nearly all the ingredients and dishes that, for me, have this other-worldly quality are from Spain, Portugal, the southern regions of France and Italy, the Middle East and North Africa. They are Mediterranean – or at least Southern European – dishes, but many of them are stamped with an Arab or Persian influence. This is aromatic, perfumed or sweet-and-sour food, food that is marked with the decorativeness of the culture from which it comes. Many of these dishes evolved when the Arabs took their love of fruits, nuts, spices, perfumes and sheer sensuality to the countries they conquered.

You’ll also find Ottoman influences, recipes from the Berber tradition, distinctive Catalan dishes whose evolution is impossible to divine, as well as some Provençal and Southern Italian recipes. The only prerequisite, in putting this book together, was that every dish had a kind of magic.

The recipes have been garnered from cooks I’ve met, many of them living away from their own homelands; adaptations of recipes from other food writers; dishes I’ve created; recipes given to me by chefs around the world. I hate ‘fusion’ food, but authenticity does not have to mean rigidity, or cooking would never develop, and so I have adapted even traditional dishes. Many of the Middle Eastern dessert recipes are less sweet than the originals, simply because I prefer them with less sugar; other dishes have been adjusted so that they’re quicker to make.

The ingredients I have found so exhilarating are now widely available, but this doesn’t mean they have lost their charm. I love my forays to Middle Eastern shops, and the thrill of picking up foods in foreign markets, but I’m glad that I can get most of them without going too far. The specialness is in the food itself. It excites me to see a jar of pickled lemons wedged in between the ketchup and the cornflakes in my kitchen cupboard, a bottle of pomegranate molasses hiding behind the marmalade, or a scarlet-and-sky blue box covered with Arabic script nudged up against the bold English lettering on a bottle of HP sauce. It is a cupboard full of possibilities. It offers me the chance to experience the otherness of places by cooking and eating, to go on journeys with my tastebuds and my mind. With food, you don’t have buy an airline ticket or don a backpack; the magic of the romantic is there, right beside the everyday, for you to bring into your kitchen.



[image: A tumbler with saffron threads submerged in a translucent liquid.]

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
t DIANA HENRY
S

B o
—
5
£ N

»
-

enchanting dishes from the
middle east, mediterrancan
¥ and north afnca

| CRAZY WATER,
| PTERCED LEMONSé /

P

Eiten ¥

N

:
LS
!
¢






OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
CRAZY WATER,
PICKLED LEMONS

enchanting dishes from the
middle east, mediterranean and
north africa

DIANA HENRY

ASTER*





