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Introduction
Nestled at the crossroads of the ancient world, Jordan beckons with a cuisine as rich
and multilayered as its history. To step into a Jordanian kitchen or join a communal
meal is to partake in generations of tradition, innovation, and heartfelt hospitality. Yet,
for many outside the region, the true depth and diversity of Jordan’s gastronomic
heritage remain hidden—overshadowed by more familiar Levantine cousins or distilled
into a handful of iconic dishes. With this book, "Hidden Flavors of the Levant," we
embark on a journey to unveil the full spectrum of Jordanian food, exploring both
beloved classics and the countless lesser-known gems that give the country’s culinary
identity its unique character.

From the bustling markets of Amman to the silent vastness of Wadi Rum, Jordan’s
landscapes are mirrored on the plate. Each region tells its own story through signature
ingredients, preparation techniques, and the rituals surrounding food. In the north,
olive groves yield the world’s finest oils; in the south, Bedouin traditions reign
supreme, giving us dishes like zarb, slow-cooked beneath desert sands. Along the lush
Jordan Valley, the fertile land produces a cornucopia of fruits and vegetables, shaping
seasonal recipes that define the rhythms of rural life. At every stop, food is a living
thread connecting geography, ancestry, and daily existence.

But Jordanian cuisine is more than what appears at the table. Food here is inseparable
from the cultural practices, histories, and social ties that define Jordanian society.
Every meal—whether an elaborate Ramadan feast, a spontaneous mezze shared with
friends, or a wedding mansaf eaten with the right hand from a communal
platter—reflects a profound spirit of generosity and welcome. In Jordan, to offer food is
to open one’s heart; to accept is to become part of an ongoing story of community,
respect, and kinship.

This book is designed as both a travel guide and a kitchen companion for anyone with
a curiosity about the Levant, a hunger for new flavors, or a yearning to understand the
people and landscapes behind the recipes. Within these pages, you’ll find a tapestry of
authentic dishes, each introduced with context about its origins, cultural importance,
and the family stories that sustain it. But you’ll also find explorations of food markets
spilling with aromatic spices, interviews with respected chefs and home cooks, and
practical tips for re-creating Jordanian meals—whether shopping in Amman’s ancient
souks or a grocery aisle halfway around the world.

We believe that food is a profound way to understand a nation: its struggles and
triumphs, landscapes and migrations, resilience and creativity. Through the recipes
and stories gathered here—some centuries old, others born of contemporary
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innovation—we invite you to discover the hidden flavors that lie at the heart of
Jordanian culture. May this journey kindle your curiosity, inspire you to cook, and
provide a deeper appreciation of the Levant’s enduring culinary legacy.

Welcome to Jordan. Welcome to the hidden flavors of the Levant.
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CHAPTER ONE: Amman: The Capital’s Melting Pot
Amman, a city of ancient hills and modern aspirations, serves as Jordan's bustling
heart and its most diverse culinary landscape. Here, the echoes of history mingle with
contemporary life, creating a food scene that is as dynamic as the city itself. From
humble street stalls serving time-honored breakfasts to upscale restaurants offering
innovative interpretations of traditional fare, Amman is where Jordan’s gastronomic
journey truly begins. Its cuisine is a reflection of centuries of cultural exchange,
blending Bedouin heritage with Levantine spices and Mediterranean freshness.

The city's very structure, built across a series of undulating hills, hints at its layered
past. Once a cluster of Roman ruins surrounded by Bedouin grazing lands, Amman
transformed into a modern capital, welcoming waves of migrants and refugees over
the centuries. This influx of diverse communities—Circassians, Armenians, Iraqis,
Palestinians, and Syrians—has profoundly enriched the city's food culture, each group
contributing its unique culinary traditions and flavors. As a result, Amman’s dining
scene is a vibrant tapestry of tastes, telling stories of survival, adaptation, and
celebration.

Downtown Amman, or Al Balad, is the city's ancient center and its gastronomic soul.
This vibrant hub is a sensory explosion, with the aromas of grilling meats and
simmering spices wafting from traditional eateries and bustling street markets. It's a
place where history comes alive on your plate, offering authentic bites that have been
cherished for generations. Wandering through its narrow alleys, you'll find a lively
street food culture that is both an experience and a feast.

No exploration of Amman's street food is complete without a taste of falafel. These
deep-fried balls or patties, made from ground chickpeas and herbs, are a staple and
can be found on almost every corner. Often served in pita bread with salad and tahini,
falafel is a go-to for a quick, satisfying, and inexpensive meal at any time of day.
Hashem Restaurant, an Amman institution since 1952, is renowned for its falafel,
including a famous stuffed version filled with onions and sumac. This vegetarian-
friendly spot in downtown Amman has hosted everyone from politicians to royalty,
solidifying its legendary status.

Another ubiquitous street food, especially for breakfast, is fuul medames. This hearty
dish of hot fava beans mashed with lemon juice, olive oil, and chopped chilies is
typically scooped up with fresh pita bread. It's a warm, filling start to the day that fuels
many Jordanians. Just like falafel, fuul is a beloved classic that exemplifies the simple
yet flavorful nature of Jordanian comfort food.
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For those with a sweet tooth, Amman's street food scene doesn't disappoint. Kanafeh,
a cherished dessert, is a must-try. This sweet cheese pastry features shredded phyllo
dough layered over a sweet cheese filling, baked until golden, and then drenched in
fragrant syrup, often with rose or orange blossom water. Habibah Sweets in downtown
Amman is a legendary spot for kanafeh, where you can grab a warm piece and enjoy it
amidst the lively atmosphere. It’s a sweet, gooey delight that is intensely satisfying
and deeply ingrained in Jordanian culinary tradition.

Beyond the street food, Amman’s restaurants offer a broader spectrum of Jordanian
cuisine, from traditional family-style eateries to more contemporary dining
experiences. Mansaf, Jordan's national dish, is a symbol of generosity and hospitality
and a must-have experience in Amman. This iconic dish features tender lamb cooked
in jameed, a rich, tangy sauce made from fermented dried yogurt, served over a bed
of rice and often garnished with pine nuts and almonds. While traditionally eaten
communally from a large platter with the right hand, many restaurants offer individual
portions. Al Quds Restaurant in Al Balad is highly recommended for its generous
mansaf, and Tawaheen Al Tawa is another popular choice, known for its delicious
rendition of the national dish.

Another quintessential Jordanian dish frequently found in Amman is Maqluba, meaning
"upside down." This flavorful one-pot meal features layers of meat (often lamb or
chicken), fried vegetables like eggplant, zucchini, and cauliflower, and rice, all cooked
together. Once cooked, the pot is dramatically inverted onto a serving platter,
revealing beautifully layered ingredients. It's a dish that showcases both ingenuity and
a heartwarming abundance of flavor.

Amman's culinary diversity extends to its neighborhoods beyond downtown. Jabal Al
Weibdeh, with its artsy and bohemian vibe, offers a contrast to the historic core. Here,
you'll find trendy cafes and fusion restaurants that cleverly blend local ingredients
with international flair, appealing to those seeking a modern twist on traditional
flavors. Shams El Balad Cafe, for example, focuses on local and organic Jordanian food,
offering seasonal specials in a welcoming, home-like setting.

For a more upscale dining experience that still celebrates authentic Jordanian cuisine,
Sufra Restaurant on Rainbow Street is a popular choice. Set in a beautiful heritage
home, Sufra provides a refined ambiance while serving top-notch traditional dishes,
including excellent mezze. Mezze, a collection of small dishes similar to Spanish tapas,
is a cornerstone of Jordanian food culture, emphasizing sharing and community. A
typical mezze spread in Amman might include creamy hummus, smoky baba
ghanoush, tangy labneh, and refreshing tabbouleh. These small plates are perfect for
starting a meal or enjoying as a light, shared feast.

The influence of neighboring cultures is also palpable in Amman’s cuisine. Musakhan,
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a Palestinian dish, is widely enjoyed in the city, featuring chicken served on bread with
caramelized onions, pine nuts, and a generous dusting of sumac. Similarly, manakish,
a popular Middle Eastern flatbread, is a common sight, often topped with za’atar,
cheese, or minced meat, making for a beloved breakfast or snack. These dishes
highlight Amman's role as a cultural melting pot, where culinary traditions intermingle
and thrive.

Beyond the established restaurants, Amman's local markets are crucial to its vibrant
food scene. Souq Al-Sukar, a bustling fruit and vegetable market, is where you can
explore what’s fresh and in season, offering a glimpse into the raw ingredients that
form the basis of Jordanian cooking. These markets are not just places to shop; they
are vibrant social hubs, alive with the chatter of vendors and the aroma of fresh
produce.

For those who want to get hands-on with Jordanian cooking, Amman offers culinary
workshops. Beit Sitti, a women-run restaurant and cooking school, provides an
immersive experience where you can learn to prepare traditional dishes on a terrace
overlooking old Amman. This offers a unique opportunity to delve deeper into the
traditions and techniques that define Jordanian home cooking.

Amman’s dynamic food scene embodies the city’s spirit—a blend of deep-rooted
traditions and a welcoming embrace of diverse influences. From the humble falafel
sandwich to the celebratory mansaf, every dish tells a story of the land and its people.
As you navigate the winding streets and bustling markets, the flavors of Amman offer
a delicious and insightful introduction to Jordan’s rich gastronomic heritage, setting
the stage for further culinary explorations across the country.
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