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FLAVOR

Middle Eastern
Easy Street

With a few simple ingredients, you can add anather flavor

Exactly what is hummus doing on the
menu at Catalan Food and Wine in
Houston? The restaurant is known for
its Spanish small plates, and hummus is
classic Middle Eastern,

It all started on the “Chef's Playground”
section of the menu; which changes every
Friday night. That's when chef/partner Chris
Shepherd introduces something different
and watches guests’ reactions to determine
if it stays or goes. Last fall he successfully

array 1o your menu.

By Jody Shee
featured a Middle Eastern-inspired small
plate—Warm Terrine of Cervena Venison

and Texas Pea Hummus with Lemon Confit.

Hummus was bound to appear on his menu,
given how often Shepherd and his wife eat
out at Middle Eastern restaurants for a little
something different. He estimates that he
tried 16 types of hummus over six months,
and gained a thorough understanding of
the cencept and its traditional flavors and
textures before working up his own version.

For others who wish to add a new taste
with natural appeal to the menu, the less-
publicized flavors of the Middle East are a
good place to start. The vast area includes
such countries as Turkey, Syria, Israel, Iran,
Irag, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Lebanon.
It's a land resplendent with chickpeas, pita
bread, yogurt, fava beans, feta cheese and
turmeric, where people love mutton and
lamb, sea bass, firm omelets and stews.

Hummus and pita bread are great menu
entry points while you gather more
information and experience with the flavors
and ingredients of the Middle East. The
two items are popular with consumers,

and lend themselves to
many applications.




Fundamentais of hummus

The basic ingredients for hummus are
pretty simple: chickpeas, lemon juice, tahini,
garlic, salt and olive oil. But it’s best to
grasp the art and authenticity of the purée.

Ali Parsaei, the Iranian chef/owner of
Middle Eastern Cuisine in Savannah,

Ga.; makes hummus every day, and he
feels it's almost an insult to the craft of
hummus-making to use measuring cups
and spoons. "Your eyes have to measure
the ingredients. Put them in your hand, not
in the spoon,” he says. “If you think with

Middle Eastern Pantry

There's no end to what you can do with pita.

You can add flavors to it, like you would with any bread ... "

—Mohammed Alyan

your brain, you make mistakes. But the
hand already knows what you're doing/
That comes from making it more than

a hundred times. In his version, Parsaei
includes a little vinegar to add a slight
sour flavor. He also adds white pepper.
As for texture and thickness, it's not too
hard or soft, but middle-of-the-road.

As you explore the flavors of Middle Eastern cuisine, learn how to combine some

of these regional favorites.
Meat and fish .
Beef and veal (just coming into vogue)
Lamb
Mutton

Red mullet
Sardines
Anchovies Sea bass

Mackerei Sole

Vegetables
Artichokes

Puhpkin
Corn Spinach
Eggpiant Squash
Fava beans Sweet potatoes
"Péppers : Tohatoés .

Potatoes

Herbs and Spices.
Allspice - Mint
. Aniseed Nutmeg .
:Car.d.ém.om | F.’érsl.ey. -
Céraway . R.ose petals .
Cinnamon . Saffron .
; Coriénd.er i Sesame seeds
- Cumin Sumac
- Garlic : Tufméric
Miscellaneous
| Tahini pastélsaucéw :
Bulgur wheat ; Honéy
; Chiékp.eas ' Legu&}es
' Couscdus Oliv.e”oié
Eggs .

- Feta cheese

0 Yogurt

Everyone makes hummus a little
differently. Some like more or less lemon
juice or garlic, says Mohammed Alyan,
chef/owner of Philadelphia’s Alyan’s
Restaurant. Some of his tips: If you make
it from scratch (no cans involved), soak
the chickpeas the day before. Then hoil
them until they are soft, drain some of
the water, and cool. Blend with tahini,
lemon, garlic, salt, pepper and cumin.
Alyan also uses white pepper to keep it
the traditional white/beige color. He uses
fresh garlic and lemon juice. The most
authentic hummus is made in a wooden

bowl, not a blender.

Back to the Texas pea hummus at Catalan
Food and Wine restaurant. It's green.
Shepherd says that after he got a firm
grasp on traditional hummus, he asked
himself if maybe he could use field peas,
native to his area, in place of chickpeas.
“And | said, ‘Sure, why not?' With this dish,
the peas complement it very well," he says.

Shepherd believes strongly in supporting
the local economy and the local farmer.
“If you order off the telephone, you never
understand the ingredients” He has to feel
the heart and passion of the growers, and
in this case, it's Texas Lady Creamer pea
growers. Black-eyed peas or butter beans
also work, he says.
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“Chickpeas themselves go wonderfully
in salads with baby greens, beets and
walnuts. You could also use chickpeas

for beautiful soup,” he says. In place of a

| A Middle Eastern favorite, fava beans
| with rice and yogurt, adds a new taste

I with natural appeal to the menu.

rolled thin, is often topped with ingredients
and folded over for a sandwich. Thicker
versions are pockets that can be stuffed.

Sandwich opportunities for pita are endless
within the Middle Eastern flavor range.
On its menu, Norma's Mediterranean

Restaurant includes 10 sandwiches, all



