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Introduction

Maltese cuisine is an extraordinary blend of flavors and traditions, mirroring the
vibrant history and cultural crossroads of its island home in the center of the
Mediterranean. The meals of Malta tell the story of a people shaped by the sea, by
centuries of trade, conquest, and exchange, and by the enduring importance of family
and community. Each dish carries echoes of the island’s past, from North African
spices to the rustic influences of Italy and the hearty fare popularized during British
rule. Yet, Maltese cooking is never fussy or extravagant—instead, it is grounded in
simplicity, highlighting the natural goodness of fresh, local ingredients.

For those new to Maltese food, its appeal lies in the honest and approachable nature
of its recipes. Staples such as tomatoes, capers, olives, and garlic form the backbone
of countless dishes, while Mediterranean herbs and a touch of North African spice
bring depth and character. Seafood and fish, especially the beloved lampuki, are
crucial to island dining, and heartier meals feature pork, rabbit, and the iconic Maltese
sausage. At the heart of many gatherings sits hobz tal-Malti, the beloved Maltese
sourdough bread, often dressed with vivid flavors for a truly satisfying snack or meal.

This book is crafted as a guide for beginners, opening the door to the delicious world
of Maltese home cooking. Whether you have Maltese heritage or are simply curious
about a new culinary tradition, you’'ll find that Maltese food is designed to be shared
and enjoyed—preferably around a table with friends and loved ones. By exploring the
foundation of the Maltese pantry, learning essential techniques, and trying
approachable recipes, you will quickly discover how to recreate the soul-warming
dishes that have been cherished on these islands for generations.

You will be introduced to a parade of colorful, robust dishes: comforting soups and
stews, savory pies and pastries, fortifying main courses, and irresistible sweets that
mark seasonal and family celebrations. Along the way, the book will reveal the cultural
significance of Maltese food—from the ritual of sharing bread to the seasonal rhythms
that define island life. You'll learn not only what to cook, but also how food knits
together daily life, memory, and tradition in Malta.

As you make your way through the chapters, you are encouraged to dive into the
hands-on experience of Maltese cooking. Master the basics with simple snacks and
traditional soups, branch out into beloved homey classics, and challenge yourself with
festive favorites that bring the spirit of Malta to your table. Above all, cherish the time
spent preparing and savoring these meals, just as they are enjoyed on the Maltese
islands.
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Welcome to your journey through Maltese Cooking. May this book help you celebrate
the simple pleasures of good food and warm hospitality, wherever you are.
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CHAPTER ONE: Essential Pantry: The Building Blocks
of Maltese Cuisine

Every great cuisine begins with a few fundamental ingredients - the core components
that chefs and home cooks alike reach for again and again. In Malta, this foundation
reflects the island’s geography, history, and agricultural bounty. Building your Maltese
pantry isn't about filling shelves with obscure items, but rather understanding the
simple, powerful ingredients that unlock the authentic flavours of the islands. Think of
this as gathering your culinary cornerstone, the essential building blocks that will allow
you to recreate cherished Maltese dishes in your own kitchen.

At the heart of the Maltese pantry are elements that speak of the Mediterranean sun
and soil. These aren't just ingredients; they are the very soul of the cooking. They are
chosen for their freshness, their robust flavour, and their ability to transform simple
dishes into something truly special. Learning to work with these staples is your first
and most important step on your Maltese cooking journey. Don't worry about needing
a vast array of exotic spices or complicated products; Maltese food is wonderfully
accessible precisely because it relies on the quality of these few, potent items.

Let’'s start with the undisputed king of Mediterranean cooking, and a cornerstone in
Malta: olive oil. A good quality extra virgin olive oil is indispensable. It's not just a
cooking fat; it's a flavour agent, a dressing, and often enjoyed simply dipped with
bread. The taste can vary, but a fruity, slightly peppery oil captures the essence of the
region perfectly. It's used generously, whether for sautéing aromatics, drizzling over
finished dishes, or as the primary component in beloved snacks like hobz biz-zejt.

Next to olive oil sits another ubiquitous staple: the tomato. Fresh tomatoes are used
when in season, adding brightness to salads and sauces. But perhaps even more
distinctively Maltese is kunserva, a thick, sweet tomato paste. This isn't your average
concentrate; it has a unique depth and sweetness achieved through slow cooking and
often sun-drying. Kunserva is the secret weapon in many Maltese kitchens, forming
the base of rich sauces, flavouring stews, and famously, spread generously onto
Maltese bread. Its concentrated flavour delivers a punch that canned diced tomatoes
simply can't replicate.

Building on this base, we add the aromatic essentials: onions and garlic. As in
countless culinary traditions worldwide, these two form the flavour base for a huge
variety of Maltese dishes. Onions are typically sautéed until soft and translucent,
providing sweetness and depth. Garlic is used liberally, sometimes finely minced for
sauces, other times left whole or crushed lightly to infuse oils and stews. The
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pungency and warmth they provide are fundamental to the savoury profile of the
cuisine, laying the groundwork for layers of flavour.

Moving into the vegetable world, several items are so frequently used they belong in
the essential pantry list. Olives and capers, cured and preserved, are perfect
examples. They add a salty, briny tang that complements the sweetness of tomatoes
and the richness of olive oil. They appear in sauces, alongside fish, and as key
toppings for hobz biz-zejt. Their concentrated flavour means a little goes a long way,
but they are crucial for that authentic Maltese salinity.

Broad beans, known locally as ful, and green peas (pizelli) are also vital pulses. They
are used in comforting soups, hearty stews, and popular dips like Bigilla. These
legumes provide body, texture, and a satisfying earthiness to dishes, especially
prominent in meat-free options. Dried broad beans can be stored, while frozen or fresh
peas are readily available, making them reliable components for many recipes
throughout the year.

Root vegetables and Brassicas also feature heavily. Potatoes, carrots, and cauliflower
are staples, often appearing in soups, stews, and baked dishes like Ross il-Forn or
Soppa tal-Armla. Eggplants are versatile, used in bakes or stuffed dishes. These
vegetables provide substance and absorb the rich flavours of sauces and broths
beautifully, contributing to the rustic and filling nature of many Maltese meals.

When it comes to herbs and spices, the Maltese pantry offers a fragrant blend of
familiar Mediterranean scents and hints of more exotic influences. Dried herbs like
oregano, marjoram, thyme, and rosemary are always useful for adding aromatic depth
to roasted meats, stews, and sauces. Fresh basil and mint are vibrant additions,
particularly essential for dishes like Aljotta (fish soup) where mint provides a crucial
bright note.

The whispers of North African influence appear in spices like cumin, coriander seeds,
paprika, and occasionally saffron. Cumin and coriander seeds, often toasted and
ground, add warmth and earthiness, frequently paired with pork or in dips. Paprika
lends a touch of colour and mild heat. Fennel seeds have a specific affinity, often used
to flavour potatoes or enhance pork dishes, providing a gentle anise-like aroma.
Keeping a selection of these spices on hand allows you to capture the subtle
complexities that distinguish Maltese flavours.

While fresh proteins like fish and meat are bought closer to the time of cooking,
certain protein elements are pantry mainstays. Canned tuna and anchovies are
incredibly popular, used in salads, pasta sauces, and as toppings for hobz biz-zejt.
Their salty, umami-rich flavour is a quick way to add substance and taste. And of
course, the distinctive Maltese sausage (zalzett tal-Malti) is an essential protein to
have on hand - its unique flavour profile, seasoned with coriander seeds and garlic, is
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a signature taste used in numerous ways, from grilling to crumbling into sauces.

Dairy plays a significant role, especially in the form of traditional Maltese cheese.
Gbejniet, small cheeselets typically made from sheep's milk (though often cow's milk
is used commercially), are indispensable. They come in various forms: fresh and soft
(like a firm mozzarella), sun-dried and hard (grated like Parmesan), or rolled in pepper.
Each type has its place, from melting into soups and pasta bakes to being enjoyed
simply as a snack. Ricotta is another crucial cheese, used in both savoury fillings (like
Qassatat or ravioli) and sweet desserts. Having these cheeses available opens up a
world of possibilities, from creamy fillings to tangy toppings.

And finally, the very foundation upon which many Maltese meals are built: bread.
Specifically, hobz tal-Malti, the traditional sourdough loaf. While ideally bought fresh
from the baker, its significance is such that it must be considered a pantry essential in
the broader sense - it's the vehicle for so many flavours. Its thick, crunchy crust and
soft, airy interior are perfect for soaking up olive oil and kunserva, or simply enjoying
alongside a bowl of soup or a hearty stew. Its presence defines a Maltese table.

Stocking these core ingredients provides you with the essential building blocks needed
to embark on your Maltese cooking adventure. You'll find that many recipes rely on
different combinations of these very same items, showcasing the versatility and
resourcefulness inherent in the cuisine. Having quality olive oil, robust kunserva, fresh
aromatics like onion and garlic, flavourful capers and olives, versatile pulses and
vegetables, aromatic herbs and spices, reliable canned fish, distinct Maltese sausage,
and essential cheeses will equip you to create a wide array of traditional Maltese
dishes.

As you cook more, you'll discover how these simple pantry staples come together to
create complex and satisfying flavours. The sun-dried sweetness of kunserva
contrasting with the salty tang of capers, the earthy depth of broad beans enhanced
by cumin and coriander, the aromatic base of onion and garlic supporting succulent
meats or fish - these are the flavour profiles you'll come to recognise and love.
Embrace the simplicity; it's where the magic truly happens.

Remember, building a pantry isn't about having everything instantly, but gathering
the core ingredients that you'll use repeatedly. Start with the absolute must-haves like
olive oil, kunserva, garlic, and onions. Then add in dried herbs, canned tuna, capers,
and olives. As you get more comfortable, bring in pulses, a selection of spices, and
seek out Maltese sausage and gbejniet if they are available to you. Each addition
expands your ability to explore more of Malta's rich culinary landscape.

Think of your pantry as a toolkit. With these essential ingredients, you have the basic

tools required for countless projects. Just as a carpenter needs specific types of wood
and nails, a Maltese cook relies on these specific flavours and textures. They are the
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starting point for everything from a quick snack like hobz biz-zejt to more elaborate
stews and baked dishes. They are reliable, flavourful, and fundamentally Maltese.

So, take stock of your current supplies and begin to build your Maltese pantry. These
aren't just ingredients; they are an invitation to cook with the heart and soul of the
islands. They represent a tradition of making delicious, nutritious food from accessible
resources. With these building blocks in place, you are ready to dive into the
techniques and recipes that will bring the taste of Malta into your home.
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