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Foreword

by Jay Rayner

We don’t talk enough about good taste when we talk about chefs. We often talk about technique and knife skills and precision. But none of those acquired talents are worth anything unless the person wielding them has good and unique taste. Helen Graham is blessed with exquisite taste. She approaches ingredients which, in lesser hands, could seem complicated and bullying, in a manner that makes them seem welcoming, even logical. She has a mellifluously named pantry of ingredients that operate together like a close family: of preserved lemons and sumac, of pomegranate molasses, tahini, agave syrup, Aleppo chilli flakes, amba and so much more. Of course, she follows in the footsteps of those who went before, most notably Yotam Ottolenghi, for whom she worked. But she takes it to new places. Helen Graham enables us to see ingredients in new ways.

Ah yes, ingredients. The headline on my 2019 review of Helen’s cooking at the original Bubala in Spitalfields, where she first gave voice to her vibrant, hungry song, used the phrase ‘exuberantly vegetarian’. That makes it sound like the plant-forward agenda was blatantly obvious from the moment I stepped through the door. It really wasn’t. As Helen herself says, Bubala didn’t present itself as a meat-free zone. Bubala is a Yiddish term of endearment, the word a grandmother might use for her grandchild. It speaks of the Ashkenazi Jewish background that both Helen and I share. But that menu read as if it pulled on another Jewish culinary tradition altogether, that of the Sephardim of the Mediterranean. Ashkenazi food is a redoubt against the bitter cold of Eastern European winters; Sephardi food is all sunlight and warmth, and that was what emanated from Helen’s menu.

The fact that it was entirely vegetable-focused only became clear to me a few dishes in. Indeed, I recall asking for the menu back so I could check, running my finger down dish names, title by title. It struck me that night as a profound marker of just how far non-meat cookery has come in the UK and elsewhere. The fact is that, for too long, those of us who did not necessarily want to eat meat were very much treated as second-class citizens by a chef culture rigorously trained in a French culinary tradition that put a lump of animal protein in the middle of the plate and worked out from there. Too many vegetarians lived through the mushroom risotto years; for vegans, they were the stuffed pepper years. Both groups were at best an afterthought; at worst they were a downright annoyance.

But the world moves on. The rise of meat-free cookery has not just been a victory of politics or ethics but also of imagination. Surely beautiful aubergines, as heavy and purple as an opera house curtain, or butternut squash the orange of a dying sun, or the whole funky allium family could be promoted from side dish to main event? Could they not, as this book’s title puts it, become the centrepiece? Yes, of course they could. But every brave new world needs its confident guide to lead the rest of us by the hand. Happily, we have the great Helen Graham.

Having moved on from Bubala, she now brings us this beautiful book. Centrepiece is not just a collection of terrific recipes, although it is very much that. Come for her way with hummus, and the fabulous Yemeni breads; stay for the Star Anise & Orange Braised Fennel, or the Pickled Aubergines & Tahini and so much else. It is, like all the best cookbooks, a new way of seeing the world, of understanding flavour, of engaging with that part of the pantry which, for too long, has been left behind. It is an expression of Helen Graham’s exquisite taste. We’re very lucky to have it.



[image: Portrait of a smiling woman hiding one eye behind a large, green rhubarb leaf, wearing a black t-shirt.]

Why Vegetables?

The aim of this book is to shift the role of the vegetables in your kitchen from supporting actor to star of the show by imbuing them with the main character energy they truly deserve.

This is an attitude I picked up from my time as executive chef of Bubala, a Middle Eastern-inspired vegetarian restaurant in London. When it first opened in 2019, the vegetarian food scene in London was pretty dismal: your options were either a bean burger or a wild mushroom risotto. Bubala actually didn’t advertise itself as a vegetarian restaurant, so when the doors first opened, the general public seemed confused. Many walked out when they couldn’t spot any meat on the menu; a few even emailed the restaurant to ask if we’d cook them a steak if they brought it in. But a bring-your-own-steak restaurant Bubala was not. We held fast, and sure enough, in came the next wave of customers, who didn’t even fully register that it was a vegetarian restaurant at first, but were so bowled over by the bold, high-impact flavours they found, paired with the simple treatment of vegetables, that it seemed kind of irrelevant. For me, this is where the magic happened.

Let me be clear: I am not a vegetarian. I like to eat meat from time to time, mostly when I’m at a restaurant where I know how and from where the meat is sourced. When I’m eating at home, I’ll spend my money on the best vegetables I can find and cook and present the produce in a way that champions it, just the way it is.

There’s another reason why I came to cook with vegetables. Fourteen years ago, I was terrified of joining a professional kitchen. There were barely any female chef role models around, and I anticipated entering a very shouty and macho environment. Sadly, in my early experience, cooking with meat seemed to stoke that fire; there was so much bravado involved in searing the perfect steak or butchering whole beasts. As I moved through kitchens, I realized I wanted a softer, gentler environment, one in which I could filter out the kind of chefs who made me feel uncomfortable. A vegetarian kitchen attracts a disproportionate number of women. The environment is peaceful, light, fun and so creative; it is an entirely different energy, and a wholly different frame through which we can share and enjoy food. Working in a vegetable-focused kitchen brought me an incredible amount of joy.

Because of this ethos, I’ve been able to eschew some of the more bro-ish styles of cooking. There are no foams or gels or any ridiculous gadgets. I had a sous-vide machine very briefly, which I used as a (really expensive) timer. The recipes in this book are born out of this spirit of simplicity and require very little restaurant-level technique. They are simply direct expressions of very delicious vegetables.

You won’t find any meat substitutes in this book. Sure, there’s a time and a place for a veggie burger and fake meat, but that isn’t here or now. I find those foods overly processed, though at the same time, cooking them feels oddly as though you’re settling for second best. For too long, vegetarian food has been seen as a bit of an afterthought, and my aim in this book is to raise the stakes (pardon the pun) and show that, by cooking vegetables in the way you’ll find here, you won’t even think about meat. I’m also not out to tell you how to eat a balanced meal, get all your protein and fibre and so on. Anyone who knows me knows that a dietician I ain’t. Truly, I am just here to tell you why vegetables are a really good time.

My cooking is playful and comes from a lifetime spent pinballing between the many facets of my Jewish identity. It comes from my Eastern European (Ashkenazi) heritage and stretches to the Sephardic lands of Iraq, Spain, North Africa and beyond, exploring food from the diaspora through friends, family and a whole load of travel.

Growing up, weekdays were spent eating my mum’s delicious and comforting schnitzel and matzah ball soup at home. At the weekends, we were taken to the exotic land of Golders Green in North London, to all the kosher restaurants serving up Sephardic and Mizrahi cuisine, to enjoy hummus, shawarma, shakshuka and falafel. The contrast, to me, was striking, and I became really inspired by the juxtaposition. When I took my first chef job at The Palomar – a central London restaurant celebrating the food of the Middle East – back in 2014, I was blown away by the ingredients the chefs had at hand. There was fresh za’atar, amba (an Iraqi pickled mango sauce), various spice mixes and an abundance of herbs. This was so exciting to me, and was something I carried through to my vegetarian cooking when I joined Bubala. I wanted people to eat my food and feel that same sense of exhilaration and discovery.

However, all those spices, herbs and big flavours play supporting roles – though important ones – in the recipes that follow. Sadly, we don’t usually see vegetables as having star quality, because we don’t treat them in the same way as we do meat. They don’t get the same level of care, the rich sauces or elaborate reductions. However, the second you do treat them in this way, you realize that, as with every cheesy romcom where the love interest takes off their glasses, the main character energy has been there all along.

Just like the vegetables in this book stepping into the spotlight, my own story begins when I stepped into the main character role of my life. From 2014 to 2018, I cooked at some of London’s best Middle Eastern restaurants, as well as the Ottolenghi Test Kitchen, but eventually I burned out, as the restaurant industry leaves you with very little time for a social life. I then went on to spend five intense and exhilarating years as Executive Chef at Bubala, where the restaurant’s success and growth from one location to two during my time there brought with it both immense pride and total exhaustion. Stepping away from it all felt terrifying but necessary.

When the opportunity to write this cookbook came along, it was accompanied by a quiet reawakening. As I tested each new recipe, I invited people over: friends, family, even strangers from Instagram. I wanted to see how the food worked in a real-life setting, how it brought people together. Watching that unfold sparked immeasurable joy and reminded me exactly why I cook.

Writing this book also made me ask a harder question: what makes a dish truly mine? Answering that meant drawing deeply from my personal history and the many cultural threads of my identity. In between recipes, I also finally had time to rediscover myself. I learned to swim, to surf, to forage; I made pottery and saw more live music. Who I really was at my core came more and more into focus and, as I was swimming one afternoon, I realized this book meant so much more to me than the reframing of how we serve and eat vegetables. It had led to me getting back to being the main character in my own life.

This book is an ode to that return – to family, to friends old and new, and to the magic of sharing food together. I hope that by cooking and enjoying these recipes you will discover in Centrepiece the same special moments I have enjoyed while writing it.
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How to Use this Book

I feel a cookbook should be pretty self-explanatory, but here are a few notes to help guide you through.

Blending

The piece of kitchen equipment that works hardest for me is a high-powered bullet blender. I do pretty much everything in this: grinding all my spices (except saffron, which I do with a pestle and mortar), making hummus, pulsing nuts, smoothing sauces. In addition, because it is so powerful, it can generate the heat you need to make infused herb oils at a restaurant level, which is pretty cool, making it actually quite high-level kit, despite its size.

Veganizing dishes

More than half the recipes in this book are vegan. In another quarter of them, you can easily swap the ingredients listed to make them vegan. These recipes are marked, and there is also an index in the back of the book that shows which are vegan and which can be made vegan (see here). I don’t feel vegan yogurt offers the same sourness and mouthfeel as regular yogurt, which is why, for some yogurt recipes, I do not suggest a vegan option, as the balance in the overall dish would be off, but feel free to give it a go if you want. My favourite plant-based butter is Naturli: it contains all-natural, organic ingredients and behaves almost identically to dairy butter, with no synthetic aftertaste.

Presentation

Most of the recipes in this book are designed to be served on great big platters placed in the middle of the table, creating a really colourful and exciting spread. I love people to help themselves, and think it makes for a much more relaxing and congenial atmosphere as each person asks to be passed various bits and pieces. Guests can then eat as much or as little as they want without bothering the host, which means she or he can truly relax when they sit down. For this, I recommend investing in a few attractive platters. Most of the recipes contain instructions for which components can be made ahead, so much of the time it’s simply a question of assembling dishes just before eating.

Live fire cooking

My preference is always to cook vegetables on live fire. However, this book is written knowing this is rarely possible. If you do have a barbecue on the go, dishes such as the Harissa Roast Carrots would be even better for a lovely lick of smoke. If you are cooking any of the skewers (see Courgette Skewers, Sesame Chinese Leaf Skewers, Leek, Miso & Mango Chutney Skewers, Mushroom Skewers and Chocolate, Soy & Olive Oil Torte) over a live flame, the slower you can cook them, the better. Make sure that the flames have settled before you put the skewers on, and that you put them in a spot that’s only mildly hot, turning regularly, so that the vegetables cook at the same pace as the marinades caramelize.

A note on desserts

Beyond vegetables, of course, there’s room in this book for dessert. The running joke at Bubala was that there were only two desserts on the menu for the first three years, entirely owing to my total lack of patience with them. Understanding pastry is like being a scientist. You need a molecular comprehension of what makes things set too hard, too soft or not at all; you need to pay attention to temperature, and intuition gets you nowhere. Being a cook entirely guided by intuition, I was a bit of a disaster here. However, I’ve come up with a chapter of sweet recipes that are pretty robust, so if you are also someone who struggles with desserts, I got you.
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