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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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