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The New Beginnings Issue



i n ancient Mesopotamian folklore, Gilgamesh, the king of 
Uruk, packed chickpeas as his superfood of choice on his 
quest for immortality. Other texts point to the healing 
properties of the pomegranate. If only our ancestors 
could see how these survival foods have evolved into 
Instagrammable culinary sensations, purveyed in the 

hottest of spots worldwide. From the downtown promenades of 
Beirut to Dubai, simple, cozy meals that promote mindful eating 
are on the menu du jour.

At Lebanese café style eatery Al Beiruti in Dubai, stewed comfort 
foods like foul, balila, eggplant fatteh garnished with yogurt, kebab 
drizzled with pomegranate molasses, and zaatar hummus infused 

with herbs are just a few dishes that pay tribute to the region’s fabled 
flora and fauna. “Al Beiruti is a celebration of basic ingredients,” 
Samer Zayat, its founder and CEO of restaurant group Crown 
Capital Investments and Crown Concepts Group, remarks. “We 
tried to create unique experiences that haven’t been done before. 
And we noticed that there wasn’t anything present in the market 
that bridges a proper Lebanese restaurant and the homey feel of a 
café, where patrons can play backgammon and partake in shisha.” 
Iraqi food writer Nawal Nasrallah has investigated the recipes of 
ancient Babylon, Sumeria, and Mesopotamia and says that old 
beliefs still govern popular notions of these foods and how they 
nourish our bodies.

The delicious 
new food trends 

in Dubai are 
anything but basic
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 With all the chaos in the world, 
people are craving SIMPLICITY 
in their daily lives, and FOOD is a 

big part of that 

“Popularity of foods might also be attributed to other purported 
qualities they possess, such as their power to boost libido. Foods 
like chickpeas, sparrows, firākh hamam, carrots, eggs, and many 
more, were believed to possess such powers,” Nasrallah says. Texas-
based nutritional chef Kiele Jael echoes this notion, explaining 
that there is an array of psychological and physical benefits 
associated with more mindful eating, especially in the Arab and 
Mediterranean culinary realms. 
“With all the chaos in the world, 
many people are craving simplicity, 
calmness, and understanding in 
their daily lives, and food is a big 
part of that,” she says.

Lebanese mezze, popular world-
wide, is known for its blend of 
warming and cooling ingredients. 
Middle Eastern antipasti and sides 
incorporate some of the most 
potent antioxidants in the world: parsley is believed by some to 
be a blood cleanser that could help fight inflammation and aids 
digestion, while olive oil and tahini are packed with healthy fats, 
which are important to maintain heart health. A Beirut and now 
Dubai-based tribute to this traditional simplicity is Em Sherif. The 
restaurant’s founder, Mireille Hayek, and her daughter Yasmina 
are modernizing their menu by incorporating techniques like 
sous vide and aromatic oil infusions. “Whole foods and clean 
eating is important. It is a sustainable, healthy, and conscious way 
of nourishing ourselves. Lebanese dishes can be considered whole 
foods because there is no use of processed products, at least not in 
our kitchens,” Hayek affirms.

Lebanese cooking remains true to its ancient origins, mirroring 
southern European cuisine in the simple and straightforward 
manner in which it is prepared. Both share sea and farm-to-table 
values and basic grilling and roasting techniques that have stood 
the test of time. Case in point: Portuguese restaurant Lana Lusa, 
the latest must-eat on the foodie trail, has social media abuzz with 
its enticing posts of homemade pastries such as pastéis de nata filled 
with warm, golden, eggy custard. Lana Lusa’s chef, Helio Lino, 

says that the menu showcases items like marinated sardines and 
pastéis de bacalhau (fried, salted cod fritters), which pay homage to 
Portugal’s seafaring history and expertise in preserving fish.

Across town, Stefano Percassi, the Italian businessman whose 
family is active in everything from fashion to real estate and who 
founded Kiko Milano cosmetics, opened Soulgreen in Milan in 
2017 and in Dubai’s Creek Harbor area in March. It is a project 

celebrating the building blocks 
of a recipe, rather than the final 
product. Due to the growing 
focus on wellness and spiritual 
growth, Soulgreen took off 
in the first six months after its 
opening, despite the ongoing 
Covid-19 pandemic. Due to 
its success in Dubai, Percassi 
is eyeing further expansion in 
key Middle Eastern locations, 

including Oman, Abu Dhabi, Kuwait, Riyadh, and Jeddah, 
and mulling the idea of events such as wellness retreats to create 
a community around its business. “Our concept is all about a 
relaxing experience for kids, young adults, and adults. These days, 
people are more concerned with the experience of eating, rather 
than the busy, design-focused dishes. This renewed focus on 
wellbeing and spirituality has a lot to do with this,” Percassi points 
out. As the world resets its priorities and humankind is forced to 

treasure the simple things in 
life in lieu of excess, we may 
yet realize that our ancestors 
understood the power of 
mindful eating more than we 
ever thought. ☐

ABOVE MIREILLE 
HAYEK, FOUNDER OF EM 
SHERIF RIGHT NACHOS 
FROM SOULGREEN 
BELOW NUTRITIONAL 
CHEF KIELE JAEL LEFT 
AL BEIRUTI 
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