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After a recent trip to France, I started to appreciate more and more the benefits of the North African influence. Cooking with different spices, dried fruits, nuts and the choices of fresh vegetables combine to create a fresh angle on French cuisine.

The following recipes are cheap, lean and make the house smell wonderful. The lamb & rice match very well and any leftover rice works with chicken, chops, fish etc. Enjoy!

Spicy Lamb Stew with Apricots and Cardamom
· 1/2 teaspoon ground cardamom

· 1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon

· 1/2 teaspoon cayenne pepper

· 1/2 teaspoon ground cloves

· 3 1/2 pounds lamb shoulder o-bone (round-bone) chops, trimmed, boned, cut into 1-inch pieces (plain lamb shoulder is fine)

· 2 tablespoons vegetable oil

· 5 cups chopped onions

· 2 teaspoons minced peeled fresh ginger

· 1 cup water

· 2/3 cup dried apricots, quartered 

· 1 teaspoon white wine vinegar

· 1 teaspoon sugar

Heat oil in large pot. Season lamb with salt and pepper, then brown in batches. When finished, rinse pot, add fresh oil, onions and first 4 ingredients (spices). Sauté onions until tender and return lamb to pot. Sauté for 2 minutes. Add 1 cup of water and bring to boil. Reduce heat, cover and simmer until lamb is tender, stirring occasionally, about 1 hour. The longer the lamb cooks the more tender it is. 


Add apricots to pot and simmer uncovered until liquid is slightly thickened and reduced, about 10 minutes. Stir in vinegar and sugar. Season to taste with salt and serve.


Saffron-Cardamom Rice
· 3 teaspoons butter
· 1/4 cup pine nuts
· 1/2 cup chopped red onion
· 1 cup basmati rice
· 1 ½ cups water
· 2 tablespoons golden raisins
· 1 teaspoon sugar
· 3/4 teaspoon salt
· 3/4 teaspoon crumbled saffron threads
· 1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon
Melt 1-teaspoon butter in small skillet over medium heat. Add pine nuts; sauté until golden, about 5 minutes. Cool.

Melt remaining 2 teaspoons butter in medium saucepan over medium heat. Add onion and sauté until slightly softened, about 5 minutes. Add rice and stir 2 minutes. Add 1 ½ cups water, raisins, sugar, salt, saffron and cardamom. Bring to boil. Reduce heat, cover and simmer until rice is tender, about 15 minutes. Remove from heat; let stand covered 10 minutes. Stir in pine nuts and serve.
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