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Introduction

In Jordan, food is not just nourishment—it is a living narrative, a tapestry of history,
landscape, and shared experience. From bustling city markets in Amman to the
tranquil sands of Wadi Rum, the act of preparing and sharing a meal—no matter how
humble or elaborate—forms the beating heart of social life. In homes and on street
corners, the aroma of freshly baked bread mingles with the heady scent of za’atar and
the earthy richness of slow-cooked meats, inviting both guests and family to sit
together and share in centuries-old traditions.

For centuries, Jordan has been a crossroads of civilizations, a meeting place where
Bedouin nomads, merchants on ancient trade routes, and settled communities have
exchanged spices, recipes, and rituals. The result is a cuisine as diverse as the
country’s landscapes: one that draws on the rugged self-reliance of the desert, the
bounty of the fertile Jordan Valley, and the cosmopolitan energy of growing cities.
Here, Ottoman innovations blend seamlessly with Levantine classics, and each dish
tells a story of ingenuity, adaptation, and cultural pride.

Central to Jordanian food culture is an abiding spirit of hospitality—an ethos so deeply
rooted that to refuse an offered cup of tea or turn away a shared plate is to risk
offense. Mealtimes are sacred moments of togetherness, often encompassing
extended families, friends, and even unexpected visitors. Whether it's the ceremonial
preparation of mansaf at a wedding, the clatter and chatter of mezze in a crowded
café, or the quiet simplicity of flatbread, olives, and labaneh at breakfast, each meal
reinforces bonds and expresses generosity.

Yet, Jordan’s food is not static. While tradition holds strong, the rhythms of daily
life—the pulse of its cities and the stories of its diaspora—continue to shape and
reinvent the national table. Young chefs experiment with local products and
reinterpret familiar dishes, while farmers and entrepreneurs nurture ancient olive
groves and sustain culinary heritage. Food in Jordan is at once a bridge to the past and
a launching point for new journeys, mirroring the aspirations and resilience of its
people.

This book invites you to embark on a sensory journey through Jordan, exploring not
just recipes, but the stories, landscapes, and histories that lend each bite its flavor and
meaning. We will travel from north to south, city to desert, stopping in homes,
markets, and communal feasts. With each chapter—a blend of narrative, tradition, and
practical cooking guidance—you’ll gain deeper insight into the role of food in Jordanian
identity, and the ways you, too, can bring the flavors of the Levant into your own
kitchen.
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Whether you are a traveler, an adventurous cook, or simply a lover of stories and good
food, “Flavors of the Levant” is your passport to understanding one of the world’s
great culinary traditions. May it inspire you to taste, to create, and above all, to share.
Welcome to the table.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Bedrock of Flavor: Olive Oil,
Wheat, and Water

In the vast and varied landscape of Jordan, where ancient traditions blend seamlessly
with modern life, three foundational elements have shaped the cuisine for millennia:
olive oil, wheat, and water. These are not merely ingredients but pillars of survival,
culture, and identity, reflecting the ingenuity and resilience of a people who have long
understood how to coax sustenance from their land. To truly grasp Jordanian food, one
must first understand the profound significance of these staples.

The story of olive oil in Jordan is as ancient as the olive tree itself. The Levant region,
encompassing modern-day Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, is believed to be the
cradle of olive cultivation, with archaeological evidence suggesting olives were first
cultivated here around 6,000 BC. Some of the world’s oldest olive trees still stand in
Jordan, particularly in areas like Wadi Rayyan, a testament to the enduring
relationship between the people and this "holy" and "blessed" tree. For centuries, olive
oil was not just food but a vital commodity, traded extensively with ancient
civilizations like the Egyptians and Phoenicians. It served as a source of wealth, light,
heat, medicine, and even perfume, deeply embedded in the region’s cultural and
economic fabric.

Today, olive trees cover a significant portion of Jordan's agricultural land, making the
country one of the world's top producers of olives. This abundance means that olive oil
is not just an ingredient; it is the "Prince of the Table" in Jordanian kitchens. Its flavor
profile is distinct—often described as fragrant, bitter, and fresh, with fruity notes that
can vary depending on the specific olive varieties and the region where they are
grown. The predominant local varieties, Nabali and Rasie, have been cultivated for
centuries and contribute to the oil’s unique characteristics.

In traditional Jordanian cooking, olive oil is used generously, both as a primary cooking
oil and as a finishing touch. It forms the base for countless dishes, from simple Galayet
Bandoura (a flavorful tomato and garlic dish) to more elaborate preparations. It's
drizzled over hummus and mutabbal, stirred into lentil soups, and brushed onto
breads like Arayes before grilling. Its smooth, robust flavor perfectly complements the
vibrant spices and fresh ingredients that define Jordanian cuisine, enhancing dishes
without overpowering them. Many families in Jordan have their own olive groves, and
the process of harvesting and pressing olives is a communal event, with the resulting
oil stored in large tins (tanakehs) and shared among family members, a tangible
symbol of heritage and sustenance.
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Alongside olive oil, wheat has been a cornerstone of the Jordanian diet for millennia.
Jordan is part of the Fertile Crescent, the historical region where wheat was
domesticated. In fact, archaeologists have discovered the world's oldest loaf of bread,
dating back 14,400 years, in northeastern Jordan, underscoring the ancient roots of
bread-making in the region. For centuries, rain-fed wheat was the primary food source
for the population, and as recently as the 1960s, Jordan produced enough wheat to
export.

Wheat, in its various forms, remains a fundamental component of nearly every
Jordanian meal. Flatbreads like khubz (pita) and shrak are consumed daily and often
serve as a utensil for scooping up dips and other foods. Beyond bread, wheat is used
in dishes like freekeh, roasted young green wheat grains, and bulgur, crushed wheat
grains often found in salads and pilafs. The significance of wheat is so profound that in
recent years, there have been grassroots efforts to revive local wheat cultivation,
driven by a desire for food sovereignty and a connection to ancient traditions. These
initiatives aim to bring back the earthy, mellow flavors of locally grown durum wheat,
which many Jordanians feel is a vital link to their heritage.

Completing this trio of essential ingredients is water, a resource whose presence, or
scarcity, has profoundly shaped Jordanian life and its culinary practices. While Jordan
is recognized as one of the most water-stressed countries in the world, facing
challenges exacerbated by population growth and climate change, natural water
sources exist throughout the western mountains and gorges in the form of wells,
springs, and perennial streams. Historically, these sources, supplemented by rainwater
harvesting, were crucial for agriculture and daily sustenance.

In the kitchen, water is, of course, indispensable for cooking, from boiling grains like
rice and legumes to creating rich stews and soups. While bottled water is commonly
used for drinking today due to concerns about tap water quality in some areas, tap
water is often used for cooking, especially when it will be boiled. The historical reliance
on precious water resources has fostered a deep appreciation for its careful use,
influencing cooking methods that maximize flavor with minimal waste. The
development of advanced irrigation systems by ancient civilizations like the
Nabataeans further highlights the historical ingenuity in managing this vital element.

These three ingredients—olive oil, wheat, and water—are more than just food; they
are interwoven into the fabric of Jordanian identity. They represent resilience,
resourcefulness, and a profound connection to the land. As we delve deeper into the
diverse dishes of Jordan, you will see how these foundational elements continue to
underpin the flavors and traditions that define this vibrant culinary culture, forming
the very essence of its kitchens and communities.
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