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Introduction

This is an updated and very much enlarged edition of A Book of Middle Eastern Food—my first book, which came out in 1968. I have traveled so much, discovered so many new dishes, and accumulated so much new material that it all had to go into a new edition. The new edition is also in response to the ever-growing popularity of Middle Eastern foods in America. People have become familiar with couscous and bulgur, pita bread and fillo pastry, with eggplants, peppers, and chickpeas, and with the wide range of spices and aromatics. They are interested in new recipes and techniques which will make the dishes more accessible. The aim was to assemble the kind of dishes people want to eat and cook today—delicious, rich in flavor, exciting, healthy, and easy to prepare. The book is not only about pleasure and enjoyment, it is also a way of discovering other worlds and cultures.

My primary purpose in this edition, as in the old one, was to record and celebrate the traditional cuisines of the Middle East. But there have been great social and technological changes which have affected the way people cook and eat, both in the Western world and in the Middle East. I wanted to reflect those changes as well as our changing tastes.

Going through my first edition, I was often embarrassed at the way I expressed my enthusiasm with flowery words, and I was tempted to delete them. But then I decided to keep something of the voice I had as a young woman, in her early twenties, beginning a new life in a new world and missing the old one, enthralled by her discoveries of her own lost culture—because that is how the book came about. I am just as enthralled and committed today, but after decades in Europe I have learned verbal restraint. This is to explain that the book has been an ongoing work (there was an earlier updated U.K. edition in 1985) and that you may hear two voices and two styles of explanations.

The first edition was a labor of love on which I focused a great deal of emotion. I wrote in the introduction that it was the joint creation of numerous Middle Easterners who, like myself, were in exile; that it was the fruit of the nostalgic longing for a food that was the constant joy of life in a world so different from the Western one. The Arab sayings “He who has a certain habit will have no peace from it” and “The dancer dies and does not forget the shaking of his shoulders” applied to us.

My first recipe was for ful medames. I was a schoolgirl in Paris. Every Sunday I was invited with my brothers and cousins to eat ful medames at the home of my cousin Eric Rouleau, the French journalist, diplomat, and Middle Eastern specialist. Considered in Egypt to be a poor man's dish, in Paris the little brown beans embodied all that for which we were homesick and became invested with all the glories and warmth of Cairo. Delicious ecstasy! In their tiny one-roomed flat our hosts prepared the dish with canned ful. Ceremoniously, we sprinkled the beans with olive oil, squeezed a little lemon over them, seasoned them with salt and pepper, and placed a hot hard-boiled egg in their midst. Silently, we ate the beans, whole and firm at first. Then we squashed them with our forks and combined their floury texture and slightly dull, earthy taste with the acid tang of lemon, and the fruity flavor of olive oil. Finally, we crushed the egg, matching its earthiness with that of the beans, its pale warm yellow yolk with their dull brown.

But the great impulse to record recipes came when my family left Egypt for good, following the Suez Crisis in 1956 and because of Egypt's ongoing war with Israel. I was an art student in London then, with my two brothers—one a medical student, the other a schoolboy at the French Lycée. My parents arrived suddenly and were allowed to settle. My large extended family was dispersed all over the world. The sense of loss, of missing each other, the country where we had been happy, and the friends we left behind, was deep and painful. For more than ten years we continued close, intense relationships, with family and friends across countries, meeting often. We exchanged recipes as we would precious gifts. Everybody was desperately looking for them and passing them on. We had never had any cookbooks. There had been none in Egypt. Recipes had always been transferred from mother and mother-in-law to daughter and daughter-in-law, with minor exchanges between friends and family. That is why I started collecting recipes in a serious way.

Friday-night dinners at my parents' and gatherings of friends at my home became occasions to summon up the ghosts of the past. Every dish filled the house with the smells of our old homes. They conjured up memories of Egypt—of the Cairo markets and street vendors, of the corniche in Alexandria and the public bakehouse, of Groppi's and the Hati restaurant, and the Greek grocery down to which a constant flow of baskets would be lowered from windows above, descending with coins, and going up again with food. It is extraordinary how a smell and a taste can trigger memories.

Egypt in my time was a very mixed cosmopolitan society in the cities (it was the time of King Farouk, and I saw in the revolution). There were long-established communities of Armenians, Greeks, Italians, Syrians, and Lebanese, as well as expatriate French and British communities. Our royal family was an Ottoman Albanian dynasty, and our aristocracy was Turkish. The Jews were also mixed. My grandparents came from Syria and Turkey, and apart from the indigenous community, there were families from North Africa, Iraq, and Iran. When we ate at friends' homes we enjoyed a range of dishes from various countries. That is why I ended up covering most of the Middle East.

We were very Europeanized. We spoke French at home and Italian with our nanny. At the English School Cairo we studied English history and geography, nothing at all about Egypt or the Arab world. But past generations of my family had lived, for hundreds of years, an integrated life in the Arab and Ottoman worlds, and something of their experience filtered down to us. It was those worlds that captivated me—the part of my culture that I hardly knew, which belonged to my parents and especially my father—that I wanted to recapture. I am sometimes asked how a Jewish woman can be fascinated with Arab food and Islamic civilization, and I reply that it was also ours (with some differences) and we were part of it.

I sought out people from all over the Middle East for recipes. I hung around carpet warehouses and embassies, visa departments and the School of Oriental and African Studies in London. It must have seemed a strange thing to do in those days, but I was very lucky, and I ended up meeting some very good cooks. They explained in the minutest detail the washing and the handling of ingredients, the feel, the smell, and the color of the food, but usually omitted quantities, weights, and cooking times. I learned that to some “leave it a little” meant an hour, that “five spoonfuls” was in order to make a round figure or because five was for them a lucky number, and that a pinch could be anything from an eighth of a teaspoon to a heaped tablespoon. They were lyrical about how delicious the dishes were, and on the circumstances in which they were prepared. It gave them, I think, as much pleasure to describe the dishes as it gave me to record the recipes.

I put down every word they said. If they said, “Toast the hazelnuts in the frying pan until they are lightly browned, then rub them between your hands to detach the skins and go out in the garden and blow off the skins,” that is how it went into the book. The method worked very well, but now that we can get blanched hazelnuts without skins, it sounds a little archaic. Similarly, we now have such things as pitted prunes and dried pitted sour cherries, blanched and ground almonds, and shelled pistachios, all of which make the work easier.

I gathered all kinds of dishes—humble peasant food, flamboyant Mediterranean dishes, and very elaborate, sophisticated ones. I detected a certain unity, and there were many that seemed regional variations on a theme. I tried to trace their origins and to understand the influences through the history of the area.

At the British Library in London, I was thrilled to find two medieval cookery manuals (see appendix), one translated by Professor A. J. Arberry, and the other with an analysis and extracts translated into French by Professor Maxime Rodin-son. I was stunned to find similarities with the dishes that I had just gathered from family and friends. I tried many of the almost one hundred recipes and could not resist including a few in my book. Since exact measures were not given, I indicated quantities that I would choose. I have not included them in this edition because they are primarily of academic interest, and scholars have made them available today in new translations. Anyone who wishes to prepare medieval Arab banquets is best directed to the publications cited in the appendix.

I have kept in the descriptions of ceremonies, rituals, and myths, and the customs and manners relating to food, as they make the dishes more interesting by placing them in their traditional setting. I have also left in the tales, poems and riddles, proverbs and sayings, in the hope that through them a little of the wit and spirit of the people of the Middle East may be discovered.

The dishes did not retain the same power to move me over the years as they had in the beginning, but the book remained an important part of my life. It has meant a continuing involvement with the part of the world which holds my roots and for which I have a special tenderness. People always talk to me about food, and those who come from the Middle East reveal their passions and offer their own special ways of doing things. I am invited to eat and to watch people cook, and correspondents in different countries send recipes. My pockets are full of scribbled cooking instructions, my drawers full of recipes in different hands.

On the whole, I have left the original recipes as they were, with the voices and the idiosyncrasies of those who gave them. The way in which they are described best reflects the rich and varied character of very personal and much-loved cooking traditions passed down through generations in the family. I have not tried to correct spellings, pronunciations, or names, for this is an area of great complexity, with differences from one country to another. For instance, the name for bean rissoles varies from one part of Egypt to another. It is falafel in Alexandria and ta'amia in Cairo. The same dish of rice and lentils is megadarra in Egypt and mudardara in Lebanon. This is not a scholarly book, and I have not followed a system. I have generally written an Arabic name as it is most familiarly known in Egypt and as it sounded to me.

When I tell people that I am not only adding recipes but also updating and revising some of the old ones, they generally protest, asking me not to touch them, as they have worked perfectly well for them for more than thirty years. They tend to be suspicious of new versions. But things change. Cooking does not stand still: it evolves. Life is different, and different choices are made to adapt to new circumstances. The recipes in the first edition were from a time when there were no home ovens in many of the countries, let alone blenders, food processors, and freezers. People cooked on braziers and Primus stoves and outside clay ovens and sent dishes to the public oven. In a few recipes I told the reader to grind the meat three times. Who has a meat grinder now? The recipes were from a time when women did not go out to work (no woman in my family ever worked) and most had cooks and servants who cooked all day. Moreover, notions of fat-free and healthy eating had not yet taken over. As a food writer you have a responsibility. I love tradition and respect cuisines that have a past, and that is what my writing is about. But I do not wish to embalm them. Most of all, I want people to cook and to enjoy cooking and eating.

If I mention using less butter, and grilling or baking instead of frying, some of my friends are outraged, as though I am about to destroy a culture to conform to a trend of fat-free lightness. I reassure them that I have changed very little, that the new approaches do not necessarily kill the old. The important thing is to choose what is good in new ways—what makes the food more delicious and more appetizing, not less so.

In most recipes I give the alternative of butter or oil so that people can please themselves. Of course, there are changes that I do not approve of. In Morocco these days, there has been a rush to use pressure cookers to cook tagines, which were once simmered very slowly in flat clay pots with cone-shaped lids over a brazier. I am against pressure cookers, as I believe they spoil the dish—the texture of the meat is not the same, and the vegetables fall apart or they do not absorb the flavors if put in for a very short time. But a stainless-steel saucepan will do very well, even though the result is not quite the same. Dishes that need long, slow cooking are not usually labor-intensive, and you can start them off and leave them to cook while you do other things. They can also be prepared the day before.

North Africans overcook their fish, but Europeans have come to like it when it only just begins to flake. In the Middle East generally, people like their meat very cooked, never pink, but we can please ourselves. In many Middle Eastern countries, because they did not have home ovens, the custom has been to deep-fry pies. This tends to make them rather heavy, so I mostly bake them, as we did in Egypt. In America people shy away from frying eggplants because of the amount of oil they absorb. In many instances broiling or grilling is an excellent alternative.

Frozen vegetables do not have the wonderful flavors and textures of fresh ones, but some are exceptionally good. Frozen artichoke hearts and bottoms, for instance, are so good that my guests are always surprised to hear that they are frozen. Spinach too freezes well, as does the green melokheya, which is used for making the famous Egyptian soup of the same name. We cannot choose our wheat, wash it and dry it on the roofs of our houses, then take it to the mill to be ground while we wait. We have to deal with factory-produced bulgur and, except for very rare occasions, the precooked packaged couscous that is readily available. It is important to work out how to get the best possible results with what we have.

In traditional Middle Eastern culture, to really please your guests, you must show that you have worked very hard to prepare a meal. You have to offer an assortment of small pies, stuffed vegetables, little meatballs, and the like, which require wrapping, hollowing, filling, rolling. It is almost an insult to offer something that looks as though it took little time. You can see why people have the idea that Middle Eastern food is excessively laborious. But it does not have to be.

Many of the simpler dishes are the most appealing, and it is these that I have featured in a bigger way in the new edition. It is the special combinations of ingredients—rice and lentils with caramelized onions; bulgur with tomatoes and eggplants; artichokes and broad beans with almonds; spinach with beans or chickpeas or with yogurt—and their delicate flavoring which make them wonderful. Although often the only flavoring is olive oil and lemon juice, every country has its traditional aromatics. There is the fried garlic with cumin and coriander of Egypt, the cinnamon and allspice of Turkey, the sumac and tamarind of Syria and Lebanon, the pomegranate syrup of Iran, the preserved lemon and harissa of North Africa. The tantalizing mix of spicy hot with sweet of Morocco includes saffron, ginger, cinnamon, and cumin with hot red pepper and honey.

Many new recipes appear in every chapter. I have taken out a few of the least interesting ones. Some recipes have been replaced by a better version, and I have added many regional variations and suggestions for an alternative ingredient, a new flavoring, or an easier method of cooking. The new availability of so many products meant that I could do away with substitutes. Now there is nothing you cannot find. Many of the basic products are in the supermarkets. Some, such as sumac (the ground red berry with a lemony flavor), tamarind paste, and the sweet-and-sour pomegranate syrup or molasses made from the boiled-down juice of sour pomegranates, are easy to find in the specialty markets. You can now find sources on the Internet.

A Fashion That Goes Back Hundreds of Years

Many things have changed since I first started recording Middle Eastern recipes forty years ago. When I told people then what I was doing, some wondered with barely veiled horror whether I was going to write about sheep's eyes and testicles. Their perception of the food was not very different from what the explorer Charles Montagu Doughty, who traveled in Arabia around 1876, described as “lambs sitting on mountains of rice in a sea of fat.” In his view the Arabs were better at making love than food.

Now top American chefs have adopted what they call eastern-Mediterranean cuisines, and couscous, tagines, pilafs, and the like appear on the menus of fashionable eclectic restaurants. Ethnic Turkish, Lebanese, Iranian, and Moroccan restaurants have opened in many cities, and street vendors sell falafel. The tumultuous events which ripped the Middle East apart in the last decades have brought cooks and restaurateurs to Europe and America. Cooking is an immigrant's trade, but newly arrived immigrants escaping from civil war or poverty usually have no catering experience. Apart from Turkey and Lebanon, where a restaurant trade began about eighty years ago, there has not been a restaurant tradition in the Middle East. This is partly because in Muslim countries women did not accompany their men eating out. Such establishments as there were, evolved from street food—just a few chairs placed beside a movable stall. The standard restaurant menu of meats grilled over embers, appetizers, and rice belongs to the street tradition. When I asked a member of one of the grand families in Morocco what restaurants she recommended, she said they had never been to a restaurant because you could not be sure of the food.

The vast and rich repertoire of home cooking with its regional and community variations remained unknown outside each locality. People of each region were interested only in their own traditional foods, and there was no way of discovering recipes from neighboring countries, or even neighboring cities, because there were no cookbooks. In Egypt in my time, no one ever had one. After we left, we wrote asking all our remaining friends to send us any cookbook they could find. The only one that arrived was an Arabic translation of a British-army cookbook left behind after the Second World War. It had recipes like “rolly polly alla cas-tarda” and “macaroni cheese.”

Today the cuisines of the Middle East have been very well documented. Most people in America are familiar with the “Arabian Delights” and the eastern- and southern-Mediterranean dishes featured in numerous books and magazines. One of the reasons for the popularity of this food is that the area has come to be recognized as “Mediterranean” (part of it is), and the healthy Mediterranean diet rich in grains, vegetables, legumes, fruits and nuts, yogurt, and olive oil has been much touted. Another reason is that Americans have come to love spices and aromatics, and these are very sensuous cuisines.

It is interesting to note that Arab foods were in fashion in other times and that many of the things that we eat today originated in the Islamic world. The popularity of Arab foods has mirrored the relationship between Europe and the followers of Islam and the relative prestige of their two cultures. It has depended on war and peace, on politics and commerce, and also on the spirit of Europe, whether people cultivated the senses or denied them, whether they were hedonist or puritan. In the full-blooded Middle Ages, when Islam was in its Golden Age, with the most advanced civilization in the world, Arab cooking had a huge impact on cooking in Europe.

At that time Christian Europe looked on the Infidels with fear and horror as pillaging and ravaging barbarians and cruel despots, but at the same time it was impressed by their wealth and power. Chroniclers of the time wrote of the magnificent courts and of the loves and excesses of the Caliphs. Travelers and merchants told of the extraordinary and exquisite foods they were served as they sat on a rug near a fountain in a fruit garden. While worrying about the odious enemy, Europe fantasized about its fabulous riches, its harems and seraglios, bazaars and minarets, about fierce warriors who chopped off heads, passionate lovers, and fantastic banquets. Europeans were captivated by the philosophical and scientific knowledge of the Islamic civilization, and soon courts and upper classes were adopting its fashions. The cooking was a stimulus and an inspiration which brought new ways of looking at food.

The Crusades created an even more avid interest, a mixture of hate for the enemy—Saracens, as they were known to the medieval West—and fascination for its exotic culture. European Crusaders remained in the Levant for generations. Antioch was occupied by the Franks and their allies between 1098 and 1268, Jerusalem between 1099 and 1187, Tripoli between 1109 and 1289, Acre between 1189 and 1291. In a paper entitled “The Saracen Connection: Arab Cuisine and the Medieval West” published in the little quarterly Petits Propos Culinaires (part 7, 1981), Anne Wilson described how, when they were not fighting over the holy places, the Crusaders lived on harmonious terms with the Saracens and some took Syrian, Armenian, and even Saracen wives. Those who eventually returned home were mainly well-to-do and included members of the nobility or even royal families, like Eleanor of Aquitaine and her estranged husband, Louis VII of France. The introduction of Saracen-inspired dishes in the West began in noble families.

When commerce flourished between East and West, sugar (a novelty then to Europe), rice, almonds, pine kernels, and dried fruits, such as prunes, raisins, apricots, and dates, arrived from the Levant. And with them came the aromatics which play an important part in Oriental cooking—rose and orange-blossom water, tamarind, pomegranate juice, saffron, the resin mastic, and all types of seeds, plants, and bark. The Crusaders, Orientalized by years spent in the Levant, often with a local cook in their employ, brought home the ways of handling these new ingredients. Early European cookbooks, from the thirteenth century on, show how all these foods were incorporated into Western cookery before the end of the Middle Ages.

For instance, the idea of frying cut-up pieces of meat before boiling, adopted in the thirteenth-century French Viandier texts, was recognized in English texts as Sarcynesse. A sweet-and-sour sauce was used early in Europe, borrowing from the Greek tradition, but the Saracens created many varied sweet-and-sour sauces for meat with sugar, date juice, or the boiled-down juice of sweet grapes partnered with verjuice (boiled-down sour-pomegranate juice) and bitter-orange juice. The French called such fusions, which were usually spiced with cinnamon and cloves, sarassinois or saraginée. The English took the idea from the French and called the dishes “egerdouce.” The coloring of food—rice tinted yellow with saffron, sweetmeats colored green with pistachios, eggs dyed vermilion—became very popular, and the use of almonds and almond milk became widespread. The “sotelties,” marzipan figures offered at the end of meals, which became the fashion at all the great feasts in medieval Europe, were also an idea inspired by the Saracens.

In a conference paper for the Accademia Italiana della Cucina in 1967, Maxime Rodinson demonstrated the Oriental legacy to European cooking and traced the etymology of the names of many dishes in early Latin and European cookbooks to Persian and Arab origins. The legacy came partly through Arabic books on dietetics and medicine that had a considerable influence in Europe well into the eighteenth century. In the twelfth or thirteenth century a book of Arab dietetics was translated into Latin in Venice by a certain Jambobinus of Cremona, who called it Liber de Ferailis et Condimentis. This translation was one of the earliest cookbooks of medieval Europe. The original author was Ibn Jazla, a doctor in Baghdad, who died in the year 1100. Jambobinus used eighty-three of his recipes, keeping their Arab names. He indicated whether they were good for the stomach, and noted their effect on various organs and functions as well as on the temperament. Many of these recipes were to reappear in other Latin cookbooks with or without dietetic information and later in Italian, French, and English translations, where their origin remains detectable by their names, as well as by the Oriental ingredients and the way the method is described.

Ibn Jazla was not the only source of Arab recipes in European cookbooks. Other recipe collections which have not been found are mentioned in various medieval works. Much later, in the early sixteenth century, Andrea Alpago, a Venetian doctor and scholar who had spent thirty years in the Orient, translated a huge treatise on medicine written by the Arab doctor and philosopher Avicenna, who was born in 980. Alpago used Arab books on dietetics to find extra information about the dishes mentioned by Avicenna and put this new material as glossaries to each volume of the treatise.

But the most powerful influence in Europe of Arab cooking came via the Arab occupation of Spain and Sicily, and through the later occupation of the Balkans by the Ottoman Turks. The Arab and Berber armies arrived in Spain in 711 and left Andalusia in 1492. They were there for almost eight hundred years, which is plenty of time to make an impact on the food. The watermelons and artichokes that they brought from Egypt, the pomegranates from Syria, dates and hard wheat from North Africa, spinach and eggplants from Persia, and Seville oranges and cane sugar are all part of the Arab heritage. The grapes of Jerez (used to make sherry) came from Shiraz in Persia. Eight centuries of love and war left powerful legacies in the kitchen: little pies, rice dishes, vermicelli (fideos in Spanish), marzipan, almond pastries, fritters in syrup, meats with fruit, sweet-and-sour flavors, combinations of raisins and pine nuts.

Outside Granada, at the restaurant El Molino, which is also a center of gastronomic research, the old dishes, which are the origin of Spanish cooking today, are served. Many of the recipes they use are from the anonymous thirteenth-century Arabic cookery manual entitled Kitab al Tabikhfil Maghrib wal Andalus (Cookbook of the Maghreb and Andalusia). This and other Arab culinary documents have been translated and analyzed by Charles Perry, who writes for the Los Angeles Times, in a forthcoming book entitled Medieval Arab Cookery, published by Prospect Books (see appendix).

Lucie Bolens, in her book La Cuisine andalouse, un art de vivre XIe-XIIIe siècle (Albin Michel), gives three hundred ancient recipes translated from the Arabic, mainly from the book mentioned above. The late Rudolph Grewe translated into Spanish the fifteenth-century Catalan Libre di Sent Sovi and the Libro de Ruperto de Nola. It is fascinating to see how the cooking of Damascus, Baghdad, and Fez fused with that of rural Spain. The nostalgic tastes of the society made up of Arabs, Persians, Berbers, Christians, Jews, Greeks, Khazars, and others that was Muslim Spain, merged in a new, exuberant, convivial style of living. Some of those tastes have come to America via South America, brought by the Conquistadors.

In 827 an army of Arabs—Berbers from North Africa and Spanish Muslims (Sicilians called them all Saracens)—landed in Sicily. They brought their laws and their language, their literature, arts, and sciences. They irrigated the land and planted exotic fruits and vegetables and encouraged the rearing of sheep and goats. Stuffed vegetables, sweet-and-sour eggplant caponata, artichoke hearts with almonds, rice dishes, cuscusu, almond pastries, millefoglie (puff pastry), sorbets, and even pasta are the relics of that civilization. There is still a very thin type of pasta called by its old Arab name, itriya. Today, cloistered nuns in convents all over the island still make crystallized fruits, marzipan sweets with extraordinary shapes and riotous colors, pastries stuffed with almonds, and sweet couscous with nuts and dried fruit. They tell you these are Arab. Sicily is famous for her granite and sorbetti (the Sicilian dialect term sciarbat is the Arab word for a sorbet). According to local legend, the Arabs fetched snow from Mount Etna to make them, and the habit of mixing sugar and jasmine essence in a glass full of snow also goes back to those times. The Arab influence is still the most important in Sicily, despite the numerous other foreign occupations. And you also see it in southern Italy. In Puglia, in the “heel” of Italy, I ate n'capriata—mashed dried fava beans—which is like a dish we used to eat in Egypt; and triya con i ceci—pasta with chickpeas. During an evening of folk dancing, as guests of Prince Dentice di Frasso's Castel di San Vito dei Normanni, we were offered platters of local pastries and sweetmeats similar to those you might find in Morocco and Damascus.

The Ottoman Turks are responsible for much of the food you eat in the Balkans—in southern Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, the former Yugoslavia, Albania, Macedonia, and Greece—which were part of the Ottoman Empire for five centuries. All that time of integrated life under Turkish rule created a shared Balkan food culture that is an amalgam of Middle Eastern and Western European traditions. The Turks are also responsible for the little cakes called “turbans” and the puff-pastry croissants of France (in the shape of the Turkish crescent), and the strudels of Vienna. What the pastry chefs and pudding makers at the Sultan's palace were up to was all the rage in Western Europe when the empire was at its peak.

Not many of the old Saracen dishes have survived from the Middle Ages in Britain, but each generation has revived a few or picked up new ones. Eliza Acton, Mrs. Beeton, Mrs. Leyel, and other cookery writers each offered a few exotic recipes to make people dream of the Arabian Nights. There are still traces of this early influence in the most English of foods—in Christmas pudding and mince pies, marzipan, and rice pudding—and it is a curious thought that our famous brown sauces and the mint-and-vinegar sauce for lamb perpetuate the luster of ancient Persia on our everyday tables.

Elizabeth David wrote lovingly of the foods she discovered when she lived in Cairo, Alexandria, and Greece. It is her Book of Mediterranean Food which slightly eased my homesickness when I moved to England, and her brilliance and integrity which inspired me to write. In an early edition she intimated that there were many more dishes in the Near East which needed to be discovered, that what she gave was the tip of the iceberg, and that was the spark that fired me.

General Features of Middle Eastern Cuisines

The traditional cooking fats used in Middle Eastern countries in the past were alya—the rendered fat from a sheep's tail—and clarified butter, called samna. Many of the medieval recipes start with “melt tail” or “fry in tail.” As a special refinement the fat was sometimes colored red or yellow. Samna is butter (usually made from buffalo's milk) which has been melted over boiling water and clarified by straining it through thin, dampened muslin. The impurities that cause butter to burn and darken are eliminated, as well as much of the water content. It is rich and strong with a distinctive flavor, and a little will give the same result as a much larger quantity of butter. It also keeps very well. The Indian ghee, which is sold in jars, is a type of samna. (See also page 46.) Today ordinary butter and oil are mostly used. The usual oils are olive, cottonseed, peanut, corn, sunflower, and sesame. Olive oil is preferred for dishes which are to be eaten cold and for frying fish. As a general rule, people like to fry or sauté their meat and vegetables before adding water to make stews and soups in order to deepen the color and enrich the flavor. The Moroccans of Fez are an exception; their pale, delicate lamb stews are distinguished from those of the inhabitants of other Moroccan towns. Instead of frying the ingredients, they cook them from the start in water with a little oil, relying on the stocks which result, and the variety and quality of the other ingredients, to give color, texture, and body to their dishes. To them it is a crime against refinement to fry meats or vegetables destined for a stew.

The utensils and the type of heat available have to a large extent determined the style of cooking. Ovens have only recently been introduced in most homes. In the past, cooking was generally done over a type of Primus called afatayel or over a brazier. It was a long, slow procedure, and pans were sometimes left to simmer overnight. This habit has remained to the present day although the necessity may have passed, and it is more usual for food to be prepared over heat than for it to be baked or roasted in an oven.

It was customary in the past, and to a lesser degree it still is even today, to send certain dishes to be cooked in the ovens of the local bakery. People would hurry about in the streets with huge trays or casseroles, sometimes balancing them on their heads. Life at the ovens bustled with activity and humor. I am told of great-aunts who sealed their pans with a paste made of flour and water, ostensibly in order to cook the dish under pressure, but also to ensure that no one introduced an unwholesome, impure, or prohibited ingredient out of spite. Many people specified precisely in what position they wanted their pans placed in the enormous ovens. Others, perfectionists, sat by the ovens on wicker stools throughout the cooking time, watching their food and giving directions for the pans to be moved this way and that, in order to vary the degree of the heat. Today, dishes which would in the past have gone to the district oven (such as a roast leg of lamb surrounded by all its vegetables) are cooked in domestic ovens, but slowly, as before.

Another factor that helped to perpetuate the tradition of slow, lengthy cooking, as well as that of the more elaborate dishes, which require time and craftsmanship, is the social custom that kept women in the home until recently.

Precision and timing are not important, and no harm is done if a dish is left to simmer for an hour longer and the meat is so tender that it has fallen off the bone or the lentils have disintegrated. Nor is there any liking for red meat or underdone vegetables—unless they are eaten completely raw.

Grilling little morsels over charcoal is associated everywhere with Muslim cooking. Skewer cookery, whether it is meat, chicken, or fish kebabs (generally believed to have been developed by Turks on the field of battle), is the most popular street food in every Middle Eastern country, and it is not only street vendors who are masters of the art of using the heat of glowing embers.

Throughout the area, lamb is the favorite meat and the most available. Because of the dietary laws of the predominant religion of Islam, generally no pork is used, and no wine. Even where meat is not out of reach because of the cost, it is stretched to go far in a stew or sauce or as part of the filling in vegetables, with a half-pound serving on average four people. A wide variety of vegetables are eaten raw, or cooked in olive oil to be served cold. They are also stuffed and appear in stews or as pickles. Fruits are used in many different ways. Wheat is the staple cereal of the countryside, rice is the urban one to serve as a side dish and base to most foods. Fava beans, split peas, chickpeas, and lentils have been part of the diet since time immemorial. Much is made of them; the choice depends on what grows locally. Then there are noodles and very thin spaghetti. And a meal without bread to dip in is unthinkable; some people cannot enjoy anything without it.

Nuts have been used since ancient times in a variety of dishes and in unexpected ways. One of the regional characteristics which denote the nationality of the cook is the selective use of nuts. Where an Egyptian or a Syrian would use ground almonds or pine nuts to thicken a sauce such as tarator (page 93) or almond sauce (page 358), a Turk would use ground walnuts or hazelnuts. Iranians also use ground walnuts, for example in their fesenjan sauce (page 227) for chicken or duck, in the same way as they are used for the Circassian chicken (page 104). In Iran, pomegranate or sour-cherry sauce is added to the walnut sauce, while in Turkey it is sprinkled with the favorite garnish of red paprika melted in oil.

In most countries, it is customary to place on the table a bowl of fresh yogurt, sometimes flavored with salt, mint, and crushed garlic, to be eaten with such varied foods as eggah, pilafs, stuffed vegetables, salads, and kebabs. In Turkey, yogurt is used extensively as a bed for meat or vegetables, or to be poured over salads, eggs, vegetables, rice, almost anything. It is also used as a cooking medium, particularly in Lebanon, Turkey, and Iran.

Each country has developed its own special way of making a paper-thin pastry. Usually, soft dough is stretched as thin as possible; sometimes very thin pancakes are used. With melted butter brushed in between leaves, the result is a type of puff pastry.

People do not usually eat puddings or pastries at mealtime. These are reserved for visitors and festive occasions. Each country has many types of milk pudding and each has an assortment of pastries stuffed with nuts and bathed in syrup.

The flavors in savory dishes range from delicate and subtle to fierce and powerful. Persians favor dishes delicately balanced between sweet and sour, cooked with vinegar, lemon and sugar, and the juice of sour pomegranates. They share with Moroccans a predilection and a skill for combining the textures and flavors of meats and fruits. All these tastes have been adopted to some degree in the neighboring countries.

Garlic is liked, both raw and fried. Many people put a whole head in the ashes of a fire to mellow and soften to a cream. The tart taste of lemons or limes is ubiquitous in salads and many cooked dishes. A rather musty taste is obtained by Iranians and Iraqis with a dried variety, a subdued one by Moroccans with lemons preserved in salt. The faint scent of rose and orange-blossom water is evident in sweet dishes, which are sometimes made with honey instead of sugar. The Orient is so partial to the sensual pleasures of perfumes and aromatics that the widest possible variety of herbs, spices, woods, and essences are used in the kitchen.

Taste and pleasure are not the only considerations, for good healthy eating is part of the Arab philosophical doctrine of the perfect concordance of the elements of the universe with those of human nature. In the past, medical men wrote books on dietetics. Today, those who can, still strive for a balanced diet.

Understanding a Cuisine: National and Regional Differences

Having collected an extraordinarily rich assortment of recipes from a great number of people, some of whom did not know the origins of their favorite dishes but had picked them up at some point in their wanderings—from a place they had visited, from a relative or a chance acquaintance—I tried to give them a national identity. It was impossible to class them by countries because of the overlap and similarities; there would be too much repetition. Instead, a picture emerged of one broad culinary tradition, very poor in parts, extremely varied and rich in others, and with great regional differences. There were often more differences between town and country or from one town to another than across a border, and neighboring towns in the same country sometimes had different specialties while the main towns of different countries had the same foods.

The reasons for this are to be found in the geography and history of the area. The geographical differences are extremely wide; there are large, empty deserts and lush countryside, great rivers and arid hills, green mountains, marshlands, and long coastlines. Not every country has inherited a bit of each, nor do they all have the same produce. Their cooking reflects those differences, but it also mirrors the ramified complexities of the past. The result of a shared history and the unifying influences of the Arab and Islamic and later Ottoman empires, with their inherent divisions, bitter struggles, and conflicts, has been the development of one culinary tradition that can be divided into four main branches.

The most exquisite and refined, and one of the least known abroad, is the Iranian cuisine, which is the ancient source of much of the haute cuisine of the Middle East. It is based on long-grain rice, which grows around the Caspian Sea. This is cooked to the highest standard of perfection and accompanied by a variety of sauces or mixed with meats, vegetables, fruits, and nuts.

In Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan the cooking is much the same, for boundaries here are only recent. It is in this patchwork of creeds and communities, where Arab revival and consciousness first took root, that what is known as Arab food is at its best. Here urban cooking is based on rice, country food on cracked wheat (bulgur). It is no accident that the area has been called the Fertile Crescent, for the soil bears the richest variety and quality of vegetables and fruits. Although some of their neighbors with a sheep-farming economy laugh at the “vegetable-eaters” of the crescent, theirs is nevertheless the most popular cuisine of the Arab world.

Turkish cuisine is the one that has influenced most countries abroad and which we have known longest and best, for the Ottoman Empire left its traces on the tables of such countries as Bulgaria, Romania, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Greece, Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt, and parts of Russia and North Africa. In all these countries you will find the same kebabs and rice and wheat dishes, savory pies and yogurt salads, and the nutty, syrupy pastries with paper-thin or shredded dough.

The fourth distinctive cooking style is that of North Africa, where Moroccan cuisine is especially magnificent. It is based on the couscous of the original Berber inhabitants with centuries-old echoes from Spain, Portugal, and Sicily and the more recent influence of France. Remarkably, it bears the strongest legacies from ancient Persia and Baghdad in the art of combining ingredients and mixing aromatics.

Because similar dishes turned up in several countries, I was eager to find out more about their origins. It was a thrill to discover a dish mentioned in some historical or literary work, in a poem or a proverb, and to conjure up the circumstances of its arrival in a particular place, guessing which conquering general had brought it, and why one country had adopted it while another had not.

The history of this food is that of the Middle East. Dishes carry the triumphs and glories, the defeats, the loves and sorrows of the past. We owe some to an event, or to one man: the Caliph who commissioned it, the poet who sang it, or the Imam who “fainted on receiving it.”

Nothing was more valuable to me in my pursuit, or more exciting, than the discovery of writings by the French Orientalist Professor Maxime Rodinson on the history of Arab food. I am much indebted to him, and in particular to his study of early culinary manuscripts. I have dealt with these in greater detail in this new edition as I have dug deeper into them. A forthcoming book entitled Medieval Arab Cookery, published by Prospect Books, carries a full translation of his papers on gastronomy by Charles Perry.

A Cuisine Shaped by a Tumultuous History

A look into the past of the Middle East, a region strategically located athwart the crossroads of great cultures, shows it constantly beset by endless currents and crosscurrents, great and small wars, and all-embracing empires with factional and dynastic rivalries. All this, with the shifting allegiances, cultures, and subcultures and people spilling from one part into another, has affected the kitchen to its advantage. Here is its story.

The early origins of Middle Eastern food can be found in Bedouin dishes and the peasant dishes of each of the countries involved. In the case of Egypt, one can go back as far as pharaonic times to find the foods still eaten by the Egyptians today: roast goose, fava beans, melokheya soup, bamia, and botarga. In his Dictionary of the Bible, J. Hastings writes that the “Hebrews in the wilderness looked back wistfully on the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic of Egypt; all of these were subsequently cultivated by them in Palestine.” He also lists other foods mentioned in the Bible, such as varieties of beans and lentils, chickpeas, bitter herbs, olives, figs, grapes and raisins, dates, almonds, and nuts. These were prepared in a manner similar to that of the Egyptians, probably remembered by the Jews from their time in Egypt. One specialty the Hebrews adopted was fish, split open, salted, and dried in the sun. It was very useful to take on long journeys, and it is still considered a delicacy all over the Middle East.

Little is known about what the other ancient inhabitants of the region ate— the Syrians, Lydians, Phrygians, Cappadocians, Armenians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Cilicians, and Mesopotamians. But one can assume that these prosperous, civilized states had highly developed culinary traditions, undoubtedly influenced by Greek and Roman customs, which fused together at different times during their history of invasions and conquests. The inhabitants of the arid desert areas of Arabia and the Sahara produced the Spartan food still popular with Bedouins today.

The Persian Influence

The Persian Empire of c. 500 B.C. was the earliest empire to envelop the region. Macedonian Greeks followed to radiate their culture. As the Romans and Parthi-ans fought for dominance, the states they governed assimilated their traditions— and their cooking—and while these empires were won and lost, the character and style of Middle Eastern food was born.

It is in the Persia of the Sassanid period (third to seventh century) that it blossomed. The reign of King Khosrow I inaugurated the most brilliant period of the Sassanid era, and with it the decline of Byzantine power. Alexander the Great and his successors had made part of Persia, as well as parts of India, Hellenic strongholds. The debris of Hellenic civilization remained for many centuries, mingling and fusing with the Persian and Indian civilizations. There was cross-fertilization in the kitchen as there was in philosophies, myths, and cultures. Similarities in food in these countries today, particularly between India and Persia, bear witness to these early influences.

In the reign of Khosrow II (early seventh century), Byzantium was finally defeated, and the Persian generals conquered Antioch, Damascus, Jerusalem, and Alexandria. The triumphs of this great king were matched by his growing cruelty, vanity, and greed. Enormous sums were spent on his pleasures and those of his court. Persian tales and legends describe his fantastic banquets, lavishly laid, dazzling with luxury and extravagance. In his book L'Iran sous les Sassanides, Arthur Christensen describes dishes popular at the time, and the court's favorite recipes. It is then that some of the dishes so familiar today made their first appearance. A “dish for the King” consisted of hot and cold meats, rice jelly, stuffed grape leaves, marinated chicken, and a sweet date puree. A “Khorassanian dish” was composed of meat grilled on the spit and meat fried in butter with a sauce. A “Greek dish” was made with eggs, honey, milk, butter, rice, and sugar—a sort of rice pudding. A “Dehkan dish” consisted of slices of salted mutton with pomegranate juice, served with eggs.

Young kid was popular; so was beef cooked with spinach and vinegar. All kinds of game and poultry were eaten; in particular, hens fed on chènevis (hemp seed) were hunted and “frightened” before they were killed, and then grilled on the spit. The lower part of the chicken's back was considered the tastiest. Today it is still a delicacy, sometimes called “the mother-in-law's morsel.” Meat was marinated in yogurt and flavored with spices. Many different kinds of almond pastry were prepared, jams were made with quinces, dates stuffed with almonds and walnuts. All this is still done today. Our dishes were savored by Khosrow and his favorite wife, Shirin.

The decline of the Sassanids had set in by the end of Khosrow's reign, but even after this grandiose empire had crumbled, its music and its food survived. Many Arab and Turkish dishes today betray their origins by their Persian names.

Dishes Spread to the Far Corners of the Islamic Empire

The spread of Islam was the most important factor in the development of a gastronomy comparable to that of France and China. The death of the Prophet Muhammad in Arabia in the year 632 A.D. was followed by victorious wars waged by the followers of his faith. Bedouin Arabs burst out of the Arabian Peninsula, conquered one territory after another, converted it to Islam, and established an enormous Islamic Empire stretching across Asia, North Africa, Spain, and Sicily. Wherever they went with their sword, the Arabs brought their tastes and those of the countries they conquered, amalgamating and spreading the foods from one part of the empire to another.

In the early days—during the Umayyad period, when Damascus was the capital of the empire—the Arab tribes, led by the family of Muhammad, established themselves as a ruling class, separate and above their conquered subjects. The Bedouin warriors, quartered in their great army encampments, ate only once a day and kept aloof, maintaining high standards of restraint and strict, austere living. Their primitive tastes collided with the local Byzantine and Persian hedonism. They ate very simple foods which combined ingredients of agricultural and pastoral origin. Preparation was elementary—the Bedouin diet consisted of bread and dates; of mutton, with some goat and camel meat, and the milk of these animals; with the occasional game and wild berries found in the desert. The settled agricultural populations ate chicory, beets, gourds, zucchini, mar row, cucumber, leeks, onions and garlic, olives, palm hearts, fava beans, lemons, pomegranates, and grapes. A gruel called harira was made of dried barley meal to which water, butter, or fat was added, and flour was cooked in milk. Spices were hardly used, even though the Arabs were engaged in transporting them to Europe. They obtained too high a price on the Roman market to be used locally.

The tastes of the Prophet prevailed. His favorite dishes—tharid, bread crumbled in a broth of meat and vegetables, and hays, a mixture of dates, butter, and milk— were still popular. Muhammad had a special liking for sweetmeats and honey and he was fond of cucumbers. He also liked fatty meat. When a lamb or a kid was being cooked, he would go to the pot, take out the shoulder, and eat it. It is said that he never ate reclining, for the angel Gabriel had told him that such was the manner of kings. He used to eat with his thumb and his two forefingers; and when he had done, he would lick them, beginning with the middle one.

Over the years, Arab ranks were infiltrated and diluted by Byzantine, Persian, and the other conquered peoples. The subject classes, slowly working their way up through the evolving Islamic society to a footing of equality with the Arabs, came at last to constitute the new society themselves. The Abbasid regime was one of Persian ascendancy, with Persians flooding into Islam, transporting with them the core of their civilization. The Arabs, dazzled by the aristocratic brilliance of the Persians they had conquered, adopted their dishes with their traditions of chivalry and good living. The other subject nations—Asian, Aramaean, Egyptian, and Greek—also came to the fore later, bringing their own sometimes prestigious culinary heritage to the now cosmopolitan society.

Thus the Arabs, even though their own cooking was rudimentary, brought about the marriage of cooking styles of the ancient Mediterranean and the Near East and the opulent cooking of Persia.

In the Golden Age

In the Abbasid period, from the eighth to the thirteenth century, the Golden Age of Islam, cooking was transformed into an art which reached magnificent heights. The Islamic Empire occupied far-flung areas of the world—Egypt, and all of North Africa, nearly all of Spain, the islands of Sicily and Crete, with a few southern-Italian towns, besides the north of Arabia, Syria, Armenia, the southeast part of the Caucasus, Mesopotamia, Iraq, Persia, and Afghanistan. It was the most powerful influence in the world. Mecca was its religious center and Baghdad was the capital, the cultural and political hub. The creative culinary genius flourished especially under the reign (786—809) of Harun-al-Rashid. Culinary literature proliferated and reached the level of an art. There were two parallel trends. One, the result of the interest in food of the Abbasid upper classes, written by them or for them, was a princely activity devoted to the refinement of pleasure and to setting high standards of taste and savoir-vivre for the elite. Poets, astrologers, astronomers, scholars, princes, and even Caliphs took pleasure in writing about food. The other trend was the development of a branch of medicine—dietetics— and this was the work of doctors concerned with health.

Gastronomy was especially esteemed in this rich period of Arab history when the search for the most delicious combinations of food, according to increasingly subtle criteria, formed the preoccupation of a distinguished society of gourmets. The banquets at the royal courts of the Caliphs of Baghdad were proverbial for their variety and lavishness. The Caliphs commissioned people to invent dishes, to write poems about foods, and to sing their praise at gatherings which became legendary. Masudi, a writer of the time, describes in Meadows of Gold one such event at the court of Mustakfi, the Caliph who was blinded and deposed in 946. I quote from Professor Arberry's translation:

One day Mustakfi said: “It is my desire that we should assemble on such and such a day, and converse together about the different varieties of food, and the poetry that has been composed on this subject.” Those present agreed; and on the day prescribed Mustakfi joined the party, and bade every man produce what he had prepared. Thereupon one member of the circle spoke up: “O Commander of the Faithful, I have some verses by Ibn al-Mu'tazz in which the poet describes a tray containing bowls of kämakh.”

Ibn al-Mu'tazz too had been a tragic prince who ruled for one day only and was put to death in 908. The poem, about a tray of hors d'oeuvres, described the different elements in an ardent and sensuous manner. Others followed with long poems to the glory of many delicacies in terms of ecstatic love.

One man recited a work by the poet, astrologer, and culinary expert Husain al-Kushâjim describing a table of delicacies, of roast kid, partridges, chickens, tardina, sanbusaj, nad, buran, and sweet lozenges. Another quoted Ibrahim of Mosul on the marvel of sanbusaj (little pies). Yet others glorified harisa, madira, judhaba, and qata'if. Each time, Mustakfi ordered that everything that had been mentioned in the poem should be served. They ate to the sound of music and sweet maidens' voices. Never had the narrator seen the Caliph so happy since the day of his accession. To all present—revelers, singers, and musicians—he gave money and gifts. Unfortunately, the narrator added, this Caliph was one day to be seized by Ahmad ibn Abi Shajâ' Mu'izz al-dawla the Buwayhid, who had his eyes “put out.”

A ruling class had emerged whose members led a life of luxury and who devised a code of savoir-vivre. Manuals on how to be a connoisseur appeared. In Meadows of Gold, Masudi advised people to read his other work, Ahbar Az-Zaman, unfortunately lost, in which, he says:

One can be instructed in detail on the variety of wines, on desserts, on the manner of arranging them in baskets or on plates, either piled up in pyramids, or otherwise, a culinary summary the knowledge of which is essential and which cannot be ignored by a well-bred man. One can also read about the new fashions in the way of dishes, the art of combining aromas and spices for the seasoning; subjects of conversation, as well as the way to wash one's hands in the presence of one's host.

Development of a Court Cuisine

In 1949 Professor Maxime Rodinson published “Recherches sur les documents arabes relatifs à la cuisine” in the Revue des études Islamiques. In this sociological and philological study of the history of food in the Arab world, he discusses early culinary literature, analyzes various cookery manuals (see appendix), and describes the court cuisine of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In what follows I have also made use of the information he gives in the entry “Ghidha” in the Encyclopaedia of Islam.

He describes the many changes in the new empire, which affected food habits. The spread of food products was one. Agricultural crops which had formerly been grown only in one part of the area now spread throughout it. Rice is a good example. It originated in India and was grown in Syria, Iraq, and Iran before Islam. Now it was being grown all over the Arab world and became a popular food as far away as Spain (although it did not quite take the place of wheat, which was a commodity traded on a large scale everywhere). Sugar, introduced to Iran from India shortly before the Muslim conquest, spread after this through the whole of the Mediterranean.

Large-scale transport brought food from one part of the empire to another: truffles from the desert, olive oil from Syria, dates from Iraq, coffee from Arabia. Later, a wide range of ingredients was introduced from places outside the empire. Spices, such as pepper, ginger, cinnamon, cloves, cardamom, cumin, coriander, betel, musk, mastic, and nutmeg, were brought from China, India, and Africa. In the twelfth century, dried and salted fish, honey, and hazelnuts came from Russia and the Slav countries, cheese from Sicily and Crete, wine, chestnuts, and saffron from the south of France.

Increased travel meant that cooks from parts renowned for their food were employed in distant regions. In the Middle Ages, Egyptian cuisine and cooks had a high reputation. So did the cooks of Bolu in Turkey. And there were massive migrations, with immigrants introducing their traditional dishes into their new habitat. The rulers had huge, well-equipped, and well-stocked kitchens, staffed by numerous cooks and their assistants, in which all types of dishes could be attempted.

By the tenth century there was a new prosperous elite in Baghdad which aspired to refinement. Their quest for the grand, the exotic, and the unusual led them to adopt the cuisines of foreigners whose civilizations had formerly enjoyed a certain prestige for power and glory. Hence the vogue for Iranian dishes, and later the fashion for things Turkish. The European culinary influence in the period of the Crusades can be seen in the “Franc” dishes which feature in the Wusla (see appendix).

Characteristics of the New Court Cuisine

The cookery manuals naturally dealt with the new styles of cooking which were constantly developing in the kitchens of the courts. These styles had not been handed down from the past and therefore needed to be recorded.

What was the style of this princely cuisine? The following features characterized it.

1. It used expensive ingredients which only a few could afford. Some of these were rare and came from afar, such as spices; others were newly grown on Arab soil, such as rice and sugar. Chicken and lamb were used; and so were locally grown vegetables, but not the more common ones, such as okra, beans, and figs.

Everyone knew which were the foods of the poor and which of the rich. (Proverbs, songs, and popular literature express this awareness.) Meat and rice were for the rich; lentils, beans, and honey for the poor. Although these latter foods retained their popularity, they were stigmatized in a book by al-Jahiz as the food of misers and were almost ignored in the manuscripts we have mentioned. When simple local dishes were included, they were glamorized; for example, the melted-down lamb's-tail fat was perfumed with a variety of aro-matics as well as with quince and apple and dried coriander, aniseed, onion, cinnamon, and mastic, and was colored red and yellow. Bedouin dishes with dates were made grand by replacing the pits with blanched almonds. Traditional peasant dishes with wheat and lentils were enriched with meat and delicately spiced.

2. Techniques were elaborate and sophisticated. Methods of preserving with salt and vinegar, lemon juice and mustard were inherited from the ancient East and from classical civilizations. Fruit was crystallized in honey. Smoke-drying was said in Egypt to be a Greek process. (In the past they had dried meat by hanging thin strips in the open, or preserved it by burying it in fat.) Ancient ways were molded to the new demands of the court—a distinctive general style developed with flavors from as far as Spain and Turkistan, with regional variations.

3. The grander dishes were Iranian. Their origins are revealed in the Arab repertoire today by their names ending in -ak and -aj. Techniques of cooking and ele gant ways were adopted from conquered Iran, which had been the most prestigious civilization in the area.

4. Koranic prohibitions were observed. Koranic regulations and prohibitions advised by the pious specialists on religious questions were followed. No pork was used and no wine.

5. Newly acquired tastes became fashionable. The taste for highly spiced foods and sweet things developed; it was simply a continuation of the tastes of classical antiquity. So was the taste for sweet-and-sour which came via Iran.

6. Visual appeal was important. Saffron and turmeric were used for color, and much care was taken to give delight in presentation. Counterfeit dishes, such as mock brains and an omelet in a bottle, were devised as pleasant surprises.

7. Complexity was valued. Complexity in flavor was valued for its own sake, quite apart from the actual flavor itself. Aromatics were used in tiny quantities but in a great number and a variety of combinations. All the spices already mentioned were combined with herbs such as parsley, mint, rue, thyme, lavender, mallow, purslane, bay, and tarragon. Poppy and sesame seeds, fenugreek, rose petals, and rosebuds were used. The result was delicate and subtle and, if we go by the tastes handed down, not too strong or too hot.

Complexity in form was also esteemed. Confections which required skill, application, and time were well considered, especially if they were small and beautifully shaped. Vegetables were hollowed out and stuffed, tiny pies were filled, elegant little parcels were made with wrappings of pastries or leaves.

The Place of Dietetics and Medical Books

Dietetics was at the same time a branch of medicine and a form of culinary literature. Anecdotes of the period depict doctors sitting at the tables of Caliphs to advise them on what was good for them. (Maimonides sat for al-Malik al Afdal.)

The educated classes paid a great deal of attention to dietetic precepts, so that this science was of considerable importance. It stemmed both from the scientific medicine systematized by the ancient Greeks, whose theory of humors associated particular foods with the body's constitution and human temperament, and from the old Babylonian Persian beliefs in magic and the curative properties of plants. It incorporated local popular ideas—for instance, that dates cause ophthalmia but are good for childbirth—and penetrated deeply among the masses.

Arab books on dietetics preceded medical books, and all the early medical texts contained a long chapter enumerating, usually in alphabetical order, the positives and negatives of each food from the point of view of bodily and spiritual well-being. They also gave recipes, which were much like those circulating in the courts, and accompanied them by critical advice on what was good for the liver and the heart.

Culinary Literature Disappears, but Cooking Styles Continue

Arab culinary literature faded with the decline of the Abbasid dynasty and the brilliant civilization, which was marked by the fall of Baghdad in 1258 at the hands of the Mongols. Gastronomy continued to have its enthusiasts, but with the growth of religious puritanism they became more discreet. Those who wrote about it were no longer the aristocratic arbiters of taste but obscure people who painstakingly recorded recipes for their own use and the instruction of their servants.

Some of al-Baghdadi's recipes for stews could be word-for-word instructions for an Iranian khoresh or a Tunisian or Moroccan tagine of today; and we still make in my family of Syrian origin many of the dishes described in the Wusla (see appendix). As for the methods described in the old recipes—grinding fine, rolling into balls or oblongs, pounding in the mortar, simmering long in broth, cutting up in lozenges, bathing in syrup—they are uncannily like the ones people explained when they gave me recipes for this book. As in the past, milk puddings are thickened with ground rice and cornstarch or semolina; and the same honeyed pastries filled with chopped nuts are the usual fare of vendors in the street, to be kept preciously in boxes for festive occasions or the much-appreciated visit of an unexpected guest.

Muslim Spain

A new Arab style of cooking developed in Muslim Spain between the arrival of the Arabs with Berber foot soldiers in 711, in what became known as Al Andalus, and their departure from the Iberian Peninsula in 1492, when the Reconquista of Spain by the Christian kings was complete. The departing Moors brought the new styles with them when they settled in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia and initiated there a brilliant culinary renaissance.

The first emirate of Córdoba was founded by a survivor of the Syrian Umayyad dynasty. The ninth century was an era of extraordinary splendor, centered on the court of the Caliph Abd al-Rahman III. A Kurdish lute player called Abul Hassan Ali Ibn Nafi, known as Ziryab, who was from the court of Harun-al-Rashid in Baghdad and had joined the court of Córdoba as a musician, is credited with transforming the art of living in Andalusia. Apart from introducing new music, he taught people how to dress (in white in the summer, and in silk), how to wear makeup, how to cut their hair short and to dye their beards with henna. He also established rules of etiquette, table manners, and table setting and the order of serving different courses, and taught the refinements of cooking.

In the eleventh century Al Andalus had split into thirty-eight small warring Muslim states, the kingdoms of Taifas, and by the end of the century the Castilian King Alfonso VI had retaken Toledo and begun the Reconquista (the Christian reconquest of Spain). The Almoravids, Berbers from North Africa, came in to help beat the Christians, then stayed and founded an empire. Another Berber dynasty, the Almohads, from the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, followed, making the thirteenth century a period of powerful Berber influence in Al Andalus.

Despite many wars, Muslim Spain was a tolerant, convivial civilization that loved music, song and dance, storytelling, and good food, and where the company of others was prized above all. It was an extraordinary multicultural civilization with people drawn from various parts of the Muslim world—from North Africa, Persia and Yemen, Baghdad, Egypt, and elsewhere—as well as Jews and the indigenous Mozarab Christians. It produced an exuberant type of food with dishes of various origins, which is reflected in an anonymous thirteenth-century Arabic cookery manual entitled Kitab al Tabikh fil Maghrib wal Andalus (Cookbook of the Maghreb and Andalusia), first edited and translated into Spanish by Ambrosio Huici Miranda and now translated and annotated in French and English by Lucie Bolens and Charles Perry (see appendix). Many recipes are very like those in al-Baghdadi's cookbook, calling for meats cooked with fruit, and sweet-and-sour flavors; many names of dishes end in -ak and -aj, denoting a still-powerful Persian influence. There are Syrian and Egyptian dishes, North African Berber foods, such as couscous, paper-thin pancakes, semolina sweets with dates, and many, many dishes with eggs. There is the pigeon pie now famous in Morocco, the chicken with almonds and honey, the spicy sausages (merguez), the shakshoukas.

The Ottoman Empire

The next empire to pick up the immense culinary fund from the derelict Caliphate, and influence the cooking of the Muslim world, was the great Turkish Ottoman Empire in the fourteenth century. Elements of Persian and Arab cuisines had come into the area when Islam was adopted in the Seljuk period (the eleventh to the end of the thirteenth century), which preceded the Ottoman.

The Turks made their first appearance in the ninth century as slave soldiers (Mamelukes) drawn from the steppelands of Central Asia for the regular armies of the Islamic empire. These Turkish slaves were formidable warriors and came to wield great power. After ruling with a number of small local dynasties, they were in control of the whole Islamic realm. A nomadic branch, the Osmanlis, or Ottomans, were to establish the most powerful Muslim and indeed world empire in history, pushing the boundaries deep into the heart of Europe. Fierce and warlike by nature, they had little sophistication about food. Their diet consisted primarily of yogurt and meat and the pasta adopted from the Chinese, whom they had fought and harassed for centuries. Shish kebabs are said to have originated on the battlefields when their invading armies had to camp outdoors in tents awaiting a new assault.

The Sultan's table, nevertheless, soon took on the luster and glamour of the Abbasid banquets. At first the Ottoman Turks adopted the Persian and Arab cuisines as their model, but they gradually developed one of their own, based on the indigenous foods of Anatolia and on those they adopted from the welter of different peoples, creeds, and ethnic groups of their empire, and especially those of their slaves who were palace cooks. (Famous Turkish dishes like Circassian chicken and Albanian liver were borrowed from their Christian subjects.) The extraordinary amalgam of dishes was the result of the unique character of the empire and its ruling class, whose members entered as the Sultan's slaves and remained slaves all their lives as part of the Ottoman Slave Household. This institution was so superior in discipline and in organizational efficiency that it allowed the empire to survive for centuries. The more able recruits were subjected to a strict course of training and turned into courtiers, husbands of princesses, even grand viziers. The profession of public slave on a high level was dangerous, all-important, and glorious—indeed, the most splendid profession in the empire—and it was open exclusively to children born of Infidels.

The royal family, the Sultan's wives, palace and government officers, the standing army—all were slaves and descendants of slaves. The Sultan himself was the son of a slave. Most were Christians or their children, and had been captured in battle or bought in markets from Barbary pirates and Krim Tartars. Some had been given as gifts by Venetian traders. They had been plucked from Caucasian highlands, from Russian forests and Eurasian steppelands, and some came from Western Europe (a few as volunteers). Wrenched from all family ties and roots, they were more ready to serve loyally. As blue eyes, rosy cheeks, and fair hair increased in the mixed population of the greatest Muslim state, so a wide variety of foods remembered from far-off lands entered the culinary pool.

The first Turkish-born cooks employed in the Palace of Topkapi were from Bolu, the mountain region where the Sultans went hunting. According to legend, they were so pleased with the young men who cooked their meats for them in the open that they brought them back to the palace.

In this extraordinary society food was all-important. The insignia of the Janissary force was the pot and spoon, which symbolized a standard of living higher than that of other troops. The titles of its officers were drawn from the camp kitchen, from “First Maker of Soup” to “First Cook” and “First Carrier of Water,” and the sacred object of the regiment was the stew pot around which the Janissaries gathered, not merely to eat but to take counsel among themselves.

The courts of the glamorous and romantic Sultans, such as Mehmed the Conqueror and Suleiman the Magnificent, were notorious for their luxury and devotion to the pleasures of the table. In their kitchens, dishes from all over the world were developed and perfected. Cooks were recruited from the provinces or learned their trade early on as slave pageboys in the palace school, where they were taught to sharpen knives and swords, mix drinks, and cook the Sultan's favorite dishes for his sumptuous banquets. The most powerful grand vizier of all time, Mehmet Koprulu, started off as a young cook. Cooking was one of the most important of the arts, and everyone—poet, astrologer, physician, or prince— wrote recipes, songs, and poems about food.

The sixteenth-century Turkish poet Revani, in his Isret Name, deals with festive themes, and writes of the glorious banquets of the time: cultured revelers seated in a circle around crystal cups and flagons, each excelling in some art or other, debating a point of literature or philosophy, while a few musicians play the plaintive melodies of the East, a singer tells of tragic loves, and a fair young cupbearer goes her rounds. He also describes the various delicacies which figure at these banquets: sausages lying as if they were serpents keeping guard over a treasure, roast fowl dancing with delight to see the wine, grains of rice like pearls, saffron dishes like yellow-haired beauties, börek which might flout the sun, chorek shaped like the moon, jelly on which the almond fixeth her eyes, qata'if (vermicelli-like pastry, or konafa, page 436) like a silver-bodied loveling.

By the nineteenth century the decline of the Ottoman Empire was marked by corruption, inefficiency, and brutality, and society was based on sectarian allegiances. While the different countries, inspired by modern European nationalism, struggled to break free from the empire, people began to look to their own national traditions for their pleasures. Pre-Ottoman and pre-Islamic foods such as the Berber couscous and the Egyptian ful medames were celebrated with greater fervor, and the small sects and communities clung to their differences, making their specialties a proof of identity.

But the Turks nevertheless left their traces on the tables of the countries they conquered as an agreeable compensation for past tyrannies and spilled blood. Something of the old noble cuisine is still to be found in Istanbul (what is known as “classic” Turkish cooking is the cooking of Istanbul), while the cooking of Anatolia (the rest of Turkey), which remained largely unknown in its great regional diversity, is gaining popularity in the cities as people from the countryside invade them.

The Turkish restaurant trade is also a legacy of Ottoman times. The prestige with which professional cooks are regarded has never been equaled elsewhere in the Middle East. The strict hierarchy that reigns in restaurant kitchens—denoted by different shapes of cook's hats—was born at the palace. In the heart of Anatolia, near Lake Abant, lies the vilayet of Bolu, from where cooks were recruited to serve in the royal palace or the houses of the nobles. Leaving the fields to be tilled by women, all the young men went to Istanbul. At the age of twelve or thirteen, boys were sent to work in the kitchens near their fathers, uncles, or cousins, who taught them what no stranger was allowed to learn. They would go back to the village to marry, leave their wives, and return to their kitchens in Istanbul. This is how a closed society of chefs was formed, as well as guilds of specialist food producers, such as the milk-pudding makers and pastry makers. Most cooks today still come from the region of Bolu, especially from the villages of Gerede and Mengen, where there is a catering school (you can see why the restaurant menu is standard). But the trade is no longer so jealously guarded, and many outsiders have been allowed to join, because young men are not so keen to work as hard as their fathers.
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New Trends

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in the early part of this century, the identity of the Arabic-speaking world crystallized as an Arab world, and at the same time the influence of Europe became very important. People came to settle from all over the world. It was the Middle East of Lawrence Durrell, the Alexandria where Greek and Italian were spoken on the corniche, the Lebanon where most people spoke French. Italy was in Libya, the British were everywhere, the Maghreb was French. In this cosmopolitan and Europeanized climate, Western food, especially French cuisine, was considered more desirable than local foods. Restaurants and caterers offered European menus. Dishes became lighter and cooking fats more digestible, and there was a fusion of tastes of East and West. The Grand Hotel of Khartoum offered a menu reminiscent of British Rail fare, although clients could be served local food on request.

Each country began to follow its own gastronomic way and cultivate its peasant or regal past, its Arab identity or its closeness to Europe. Traditional local dishes were more openly appreciated, but many countries were too poor to make the most of their gastronomic heritage. Women went out to work when they could and impoverished bourgeoisies could no longer keep up old standards with a cuisine that required the skill of patient hands and the availability of good ingredients.

Socialism and Islamic egalitarianism created a new mood in the kitchen. Ideology elevated peasant food, and “cheap, quick, and easy” things became respectable. Presumably it was not so easy to persuade hostile servants to spend hours pounding and stuffing. The humble food, which had been stigmatized in the past as low-class and miserly, became fashionable. It had probably always been the preferred “family food”—rich in grains, beans, and vegetables, with the special touch usually bestowed on what is for the nearest and dearest—but it now also became the food for entertaining.

The oil-rich countries, generally those with a starker diet and rudimentary methods of cooking, could afford to import culinary talent from their poorer but more sophisticated neighbors. People in Egypt complained that the Saudis were taking away their family cooks. Since the Lebanese civil war, Lebanese cooks have been engaged in hotels and restaurants and their dishes have been widely adopted. And with the new mobility of businessmen, professionals, technicians, and all types of workers within the Arab world, there is a greater familiarity with the styles of cooking from one part to another. A few regional recipes have become famous; some now appear on menus of international hotels. The trouble is that, when they become standardized, something is usually lost in the flavoring (there is less garlic, for instance). Recently restaurants have become more sophisticated and enlarged their menus as tourists show their interest in local food, but too often they try to adapt to Western tastes, so that authenticity is compromised and the result is not usually good.

Social Aspects

The activities of cooking and eating reflect many subtly intricate facets of the Middle Eastern character and way of life. They are intensely social activities, while the dishes hold within them centuries of local culture, art, and tradition.

Hospitality is a stringent duty all over the Middle East. “If people are standing at the door of your house, don't shut it before them,” and “Give the guest food to eat even though you yourself are starving,” are only two of a large number of sayings which serve to remind people of this duty, a legacy of nomadic tribal custom when hospitality was the first requirement for survival.

Sayings of Muhammad in the Koran, folk proverbs, and religious, mystical, and superstitious beliefs set up rules of social savoir-vivre—sweetly tyrannical, immutable, and indisputable rules of civility and manners—to the minutest detail. They dictate the social behavior of people towards each other and sometimes submerge and entangle them in social obligations.

The ultimate aim of civility and good manners is to please: to please one's guest or to please one's host. To this end one uses the rules strictly laid down by tradition: of welcome, generosity, affability, cheerfulness, and consideration for others. People entertain warmly and joyously. To persuade a friend to stay for lunch is a triumph and a precious honor. To entertain many together is to honor them all mutually. The amount of food offered is a compliment to the guest and an indication of his importance. Failure to offer food and drink shows a dislike of visitors and brings disrepute to the host.

It is equally an honor to be a guest. Besides the customary obligations of cordiality and welcome, there is the need for the warmth of personal contact and cheerful company, the desire to congregate in groups, and the wish to please. It is common when preparing food to allow for an extra helping in case an unexpected guest should arrive. Many of the old recipes for soups and stews carry a note at the end saying that one can add water if a guest should arrive. When a meal is over, there should always be a good portion of food left, otherwise it might seem that someone has not been fully satisfied and could have eaten more.

The host should set before his guest all the food he has in the house, and apologize for its meagerness, uttering excuses such as: “This is all the grocer had,” or “I was just on my way down to the confectioner's,” or “For the past two weeks I have been preparing for my niece's wedding and have not had time to make anything else.”

If a guest comes unexpectedly, the host must never ask why he has come, but receive him with a smiling face and a look of intense pleasure. After a ceremony of greetings, he should remark on the pleasure of seeing him and the honor of such a visit. The guest should never say right away why he has come, if there is a reason, but first inquire about the family, friends, and affairs of his host. The latter must treat his guests as though he were their servant; to quarrel with them would be a disgrace. He must never argue with them about politics or religion, but should always acquiesce. He must never ask his guests if they would like food or drink, but provide these automatically, insisting that they have them and ignoring repeated refusals.

“The first duty of a host is cheerfulness” is a maxim strictly abided by. A host must amuse and entertain, provide light gossip, jokes, and, occasionally, riddles and a little satire. He may also offer a tour of the house and an inspection of new acquisitions. A guest, in turn, must also play his role correctly. He should “guard his voice, shorten his sight, and beautify [praise] the food.” That is, although he must commend everything, exclaim in admiration, and congratulate, he should not look about too much, or inspect too closely. The Koran advises him to talk nicely and politely: “Sow wheat, do not sow thorns; all the people will like you and love you.” “Don't enter other people's houses, except with permission and good manners.” “Beautify your tongue and you will obtain what you desire.”

A guest must at first refuse the food offered to him, but eventually give in on being urgently pressed. In particular, he must never refuse dishes that have already been sampled by others of the company, as this would put them in an uncomfortable position. If he comes invited, he must bring a present, and if this happens to be a box of confectionery, the host must open it immediately and offer him some.

The Koran advises, “It is not right for a man to stay so long as to incommode his host.” When a guest leaves, he must bless his host and he is under an obligation to speak well of him to others.

However, this beautifully laid-out pattern has its pitfalls. The wrong sort of admiration might be mistaken for envy, and give rise to a fear of the “evil eye,” of which it is said that “half of humanity dies.” Folklore provides phrases to avoid this. The words “five on your eye” are equivalent to the Western “touch wood.” Blessings uttered towards various saints and the invocation of the name of God also act as a protection from evil. The person who is the object of admiration may protect himself by denouncing the reality of his good fortune and protesting that he has also been the victim of various misfortunes. However, a remark of admiration directed towards a personal possession may oblige the owner to offer it instantly and pressingly.

Cooks always cook to suit the taste of those who will eat the food. They need and expect approval. Often, dishes for the evening are lengthily discussed in the morning. Husbands express their wishes as to what they would like for dinner, and while they are eating often remark on the success of the dish. However, a few husbands of my acquaintance believe that they must criticize something in a meal or complain that the dish requires a little more of one thing or another, thereby preventing their wives from becoming complacent. Women are constantly coaxed and encouraged to surpass themselves and to perfect family favorites. Cooking ability is rated high among female accomplishments. One Arab saying goes: “A woman first holds her husband with a pretty face, then by his tummy, and lastly with the help of a sheb-sheb [a wooden slipper].”

Cooking is often done in company. Mothers and daughters, sisters, cousins, and friends love to talk about what they will serve their family for lunch or dinner, and they sit with or help each other to prepare delicacies which require time and skill. At all special occasions, such as family gatherings and national or religious holidays, the hostess can count on the help of many eager and generous relatives and friends, who come to help prepare the food, sometimes two or three days ahead. If they are unable to be present at the preparations, they will often send a plateful of their own particular specialty instead.

People always turn to food to mark important events. Weddings, circumcisions, religious festivals, new arrivals, in fact most occasions call for a particular dish or delicacy, or even a whole range of specialties. If these are lacking when it is customary to include them, it is a cause for offense and gossip. Criticism and disapproval are feared most by those who wish to impress and do the right or customary thing. This accounts for the fact that the fare at parties, though often extraordinarily lavish and varied, is also repetitive within each community. No table could be without stuffed grape leaves, kahk, ma'amoul, or baklawa and the usual range of delicacies. How fearful one is of the critical gaze of a guest searching for some specialty which is missing from the table!

It is said that there is a language of flowers. In the Middle East there exists a language of food. A code of etiquette for serving and presenting particular dishes expresses subtle social distinctions. Which piece, of what, and in what order gives away the status of the person who is being served. There are rules of procedure according to social and family status and age. A dignitary or the head of the family is served the best helping first. A guest who comes seldom or who comes from afar is served before one who is a regular and familiar visitor to the house. A bride-to-be is served ceremoniously at the house of her husband-to-be. But when she is married, her status drops considerably at the table (as it does everywhere else), to rise again when she is expecting a baby. Then she is often pampered and allowed to indulge in extravagant yearnings. If she gives birth to a son, her status remains high.

A person of “low extraction” who insists on sitting next to one of high birth or importance might be asked: “What brought the sardine to the red mullet?” A proverb advises men to pay respect to status, and to give to each according to his station: “Divide the meat and look at the faces.” And a saying reflects this regard: “When a wealthy man comes to a feast, the host tells some poor man to get up and give his place to the newcomer.”

In some parts of the Middle East where folklore is rich in beliefs about the evil eye, djinns, and omens, some foods are believed to have magical powers. Garlic is said by some to ward off the evil eye and is sometimes hung at the front door of a house to protect its inhabitants. For its disinfectant qualities it is hung on a string around children's necks during epidemics. In some parts, people do not eat brains for fear of becoming as stupid as the animal; in others, they eat them to fortify their own brains and become more intelligent. Some do not eat the hearts of birds in case they might acquire their timidity.

Certain beliefs are uncommon and localized, and few people will have even heard of them. Others are widespread in all the countries and communities. One of these is that eating yellow things will result in laughter and happiness; another, that eating honey and sweet things will sweeten life and protect one from sadness and evil. Predictably, black foods, such as very black eggplants, are considered by some to be unlucky, while green foods encourage the repetition of happy and prosperous events and symbolize a new beginning.

In the past, some foods were believed to have aphrodisiac qualities. Sheikh Umar Ibn Muhammed al Nefzawi, in his now famous sixteenth-century book, The Perfumed Garden, recommends various foods as cures for impotence or as powerful sexual stimulants. For the former, he recommends eating “a stimulant pastry containing honey, ginger, pyrether, syrup of vinegar, hellebore, garlic, cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamoms, sparrows' tongues, Chinese cinnamon, long pepper, and other spices”; also “nutmeg and incense mixed with honey.” Among foods which “all learned men” acknowledge to have a positive effect in stimulating amorous desires are: an asparagus omelet, a fried-onion omelet, camel's milk mixed with honey, eggs boiled with myrrh, coarse cinnamon and pepper, eggs fried in butter, then immersed in honey and eaten with a little bread, and simply plain chickpeas. He assures his readers that “the efficacy of all these remedies is well known, and I have tested them.” Even today, a certain belief in the aphrodisiac powers of some foods still exists. Spice shops offer all kinds of pastes and spice mixtures “to make men happy.” When I asked a vendor in Egypt if he had something to make women happy, he said, “If a man is happy, the woman will be happy.”

Cooking in the Middle East is deeply traditional and nonintellectual—an inherited art. It is not governed by strict rules like French cuisine, nor is it precise and sophisticated like Chinese cooking, or experimental and creative as in America today. Its virtues are loyalty and respect for custom and tradition, reflected in the unwavering attachment to the dishes of the past. Many have been cooked for centuries, from the time they were evolved, with relatively few changes. Yet all cooks feel that within the boundaries of tradition they can improvise. They can pit their artfulness and wits, their sensuous feeling for the food, its texture and aroma, to create a unique and exquisite dish with the imprint of their own individual taste.

Of the people who have given me recipes, most added remarks such as: “Personally, I like to add a little mint,” implying that this was their own innovation; or “I always put double the usual amount of ground almonds,” meaning that they are extravagant; or “I use dry breadcrumbs instead of soaked bread,” to show their ingenuity; or, with a touch of guilt, “I use bouillon cubes instead of making a chicken stock because it is easier, but I find it very acceptable.” Somebody even devised a way of stuffing zucchini without actually doing so, by curling slices around a compact ball of meat-and-rice filling and securing them tightly with a toothpick. Nevertheless, if I were to suggest to those same people a totally new taste or a totally new form or method for a dish, they would be mildly outraged or laugh incredulously at the folly of such an idea.

A capacity to absorb new cultures while still remaining true to themselves has enabled the countries of the Middle East to integrate dishes introduced by the Crusaders, those brought back by the Moors from Spain, Greek dishes, and, more recently, French, Italian, and even English dishes, and to adapt them to suit local tastes. The biggest change was brought about when the products from the New World arrived first in Spain and Portugal and gradually spread into the Middle East in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Tomatoes and peppers, potatoes and sweet potatoes, string beans, pumpkins, and Jerusalem artichokes were adopted and integrated in the local cuisines and took on local flavors.

Among the dishes which evolved because of the character and style of life are the large variety of mezze, served before a meal or to accompany drinks at any time of the day. These reflect the passion that people have for leisure and the importance they attach to their peace of mind, the luxury of tranquil enjoyment which they call keif. It is for them a delight to sit at home on their balconies, in their courtyards, or at the café, slowly sipping drinks and savoring mezze.

The numerous stuffed mahshi, börek, sambousek, and pastries, all requiring artful handiwork, reflect the pride in craftsmanship and skill. The smaller they are the more esteemed, for they are more difficult and take longer. The traditional decoration of dishes, down to the humblest sauce or soup, with a dusting of red paprika or brown cumin and a sprinkling of chopped parsley is the result of a love of beauty and ornamentation, the same that has produced the luscious Islamic decorative arts. The sensuous blue-and-green patterns of the ceramics are echoed in the green chopped pistachios and pale chopped blanched almonds adorning cream puddings. The crisscross patterns of the wooden balconies, behind which the women used to hide, haunt the lozenge shapes of basbousa and baklawa. The colors of confectioneries, syrups, and pickles are those of the brilliant dresses which appear at mûlids (festivals).
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The Traditional Table

Before proceeding to the table, guests are entertained in a different room, where they often sit on sofas at floor level. A maid comes round with a large copper basin and flask, pouring out water (sometimes lightly perfumed with rose or orange blossom) for the guests to wash their hands, and a towel is passed round.

Dining tables are low and round—large metal trays resting on a type of stool, or on short, carved, folding wooden legs, sometimes inlaid with mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell. The trays themselves are of copper, brass, or silver, beaten and engraved, sometimes inlaid with silver or other metals. Thin threads of the metal are beaten into crevices with a little hammer, making traditional decorative patterns and writings: words of blessing, charms against the evil eye, and words in praise of Allah. Usually a number of tables are placed in the room, and the diners sit around them on cushions. Several bowls containing a variety of dishes are placed on each table for guests to enjoy the pleasure of deciding which dish to start with, and with which delicacy to follow.

Before the meal is started, the word Bismillah (In the name of God!) is uttered by all. In eating, a strict code of etiquette is observed. It is related that the Imam Hassan (son of Ali) listed twelve rules of etiquette to be observed. The first four are necessary—namely, to know that God is the Provider; to be satisfied with what he has provided; to say “In the name of God!” when beginning to eat and to say “To God be thanks!” when you finish. The next four are customary, and it is well to observe them, though they are not required: to wash the hands before eating; to sit with your left to the table; to eat with three fingers; and to lick the fingers after eating. The last four are rules of particular politeness: to eat out of the dish that is immediately in front of you and out of your own side of the dish; to take small pieces; to chew the food well; and not to gaze at the others at the table with you. These twelve rules form the traditional basis for the table manners of the majority of the people.

Besides these rules, there are other, subtler points of savoir-vivre. It is tolerated to eat with five fingers when eating food of a not-too-solid consistency, such as couscous. It is considered sociable and polite to detach choice morsels such as chicken hearts or livers, or fish roes, and to offer these to a neighbor. If one feels

satiated, one should nevertheless continue to nibble at a dish from which others are still eating, since if one person stops eating everyone else may feel compelled to stop too, and the dish will be removed from the table. One must lick one's fingers at the end of a meal only. To do so before would be a sign that one has finished.

One must always talk about pleasant and joyful things and never introduce a sad or bitter note into the conversation. One must be cheerful and entertaining, and remark on the perfection of dishes, saying, “Your fingers are green!” if the hostess has prepared them or helped in their preparation; and “May your table always be generous to all!”—a phrase entertaining the hope that one will be asked to eat there again soon.

Sometimes, in parts where women have not yet become emancipated, men only are invited. Islam looks upon women with suspicion. According to Muslim tradition, the Prophet Muhammad said: “I have not left any calamity more hurtful to man than woman.” In some countries, women are believed to have more power to cast the evil eye, so they are served first, before their look of longing can have a harmful effect on the food. If two people have eaten together, they are compelled to treat each other well, as the food contains a conditional curse. This is alluded to in the sayings “God and the food will repay him for it,” and “Cursed, son of a cursed one, is he who eats food and deceives him who shared it with him.” Host and guest in particular are tied in a relationship governed by this conditional curse. When the meal is finished, guests leave the table to go through the hand-washing ceremony again and to partake of coffee or tea.

Similar rules to these are added to Western manners in homes where Western habits of eating have been adopted. Actions and words reveal an attachment to ancient tradition. At buffet dinner parties in our house, for example, the guests stood far away from the table and had to be urged and pressed to eat. Although the mechanics of the European table, the knife and fork, and the table napkin had been adopted, the old, Middle Eastern manners and rules of bienséance remained.

In her beautiful book Three Centuries, Emine Foat Tugay describes the customary hospitality of the aristocratic Ottoman families in the early part of this century, especially during the month of Ramadan, when gates and house doors would be opened to the public:

An Imam and a muezzin were engaged for the whole month at our house, and the latter would chant the call to evening prayer from the top of the stairs leading into the garden. Prayer-rugs facing south-east towards Mecca had been spread in the main hall for the men, and the drawing-rooms were similarly prepared for the women. As soon as a cannon boomed, announcing that the sun had set, the fast was broken with olives and bread, prior to the short evening prayer. The household, with its resident guests and any strangers who had come in, then sat down at different tables to iftar, as the first meal after the fast is called. The men were all served in the selamlik, whether they were known to my father or not. He dined separately with his guests, but the food was the same for all. Strange women did not often come to iftar, nevertheless a table was always ready for the Allah misafiri, the guests of God. Special dishes were served at iftar. Black and green olives, several kinds of sliced cheese, a variety of jams, very thin slices of a sausage made of mutton, and the dried meat of mutton or turkey, the two last-named being the only foods flavored with garlic which were ever eaten in the konaks, had been placed, each one separately, in tiny dishes before each plate. Goblets containing sherbet always stood beside the glasses for water. The meal invariably began with soup, followed by eggs cooked either with cheese or meat, sausage, or dried meat, and usually ended after a large number of courses with the serving of güllaj, a sweet made from thin wafers of starch. Two hours after sunset, the muezzin again chanted his call to the last prayer of the day, the Yatsi Namaz. During Ramazan only, another prayer, the Teravi Namaz, immediately follows the yatsi, both together lasting over an hour. My father, with his sons and household and those of his guests who wished to participate, never missed any of these prayers. I used to pray with the other women in the drawing-room, where screens placed in front of the wide-open double doors enabled them to hear the recitations without being seen. Those who fast are permitted two meals only, the sahur, an hour before sunrise, and the iftar at sunset. During the interval nothing may pass down the throat, even smoking being prohibited, since smoke can be swallowed. The iftars which I have known, generous and ample as they were, would have seemed paltry in comparison with some of the gargantuan meals of former times. The following anecdote, related by Colonel Aziz Bey in my hearing, will give some idea of an iftar in those days.

During Sultan Mahmud Us reign, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Sheyh-ul-Islam, Meki Efendi, was famed for the excellence of his table. The Sultan, hearing of this, decided to put to the test the Sheyh's reputation of being both a generous host and himself a gourmet of superb excellence. Unannounced, he arrived one evening in Ramazan, with a retinue of forty, to partake of the iftar at Meki Efendi's yali. The Sheyh-ul-Islam was quietly sitting in his room beside a window which looked out on the Bosphorus, reading the Qur'an. When his servants informed him of the Sultan's arrival, he closed the holy book, kissed and lifted it to his forehead, then placed it on a high shelf. Turning to his servants he said: “Have the iftar served in the selamlik, and the sahur in the harem to the family.” He then went down to meet his unexpected guests. The food was so abundant that, after justice had been done to each superlative dish, all were more than satisfied. After the sweetmeats had been served, cut-glass bowls containing stewed sour cherries (vishne) were set down to refresh jaded palates. The Sultan, astonished that the bowls all began to drip and dissolve, wanted to know why this was happening. Meki Efendi humbly explained that the bowls were made of ice, which had been specially preserved in pits and was every day carved and adorned with intricate patterns by specialized craftsmen. The Sultan laughed and had to admit that even his own table could not boast of such luxury as this.

On a much smaller scale our own table, in readiness for any uninvited guests, was laid for sixteen every day. Without counting my father, who only lunched at home on Fridays, we were already six, my mother, three children, and two governesses. Poor Halil (then in an invalid chair for his tubercular back) ate separately. The ladies who dropped in to lunch usually brought their own children. Hala Hanim, for instance, never came without her daughter and two granddaughters. There were rarely empty seats at table. Simultaneously with ours, a second table presided over by the bacis was laid in another room for such guests as might be considered to be “below the salt.” They were served by younger girls. At our table the three specially trained sofracis [servants] were reinforced by at least as many other maids. The enormous platters of food were handed round once (there were no second helpings) and then passed to an under-maid who waited outside the dining-room, to be taken to the bacis' table. Food was so abundant that when we had finished the dishes were still more than half-full. The staff had their meals, cooked specially for them, in the servants' hall in the basement. For each meal the cooks prepared food for twenty-five at the master's table and for forty indoor and outdoor servants; these had only five courses. They began with either soup, eggs, or a pastry stuffed with cheese, had a meat course, a vegetable dish served separately, the inevitable pilav made of rice, and lastly either a sweet or fruit.

Our “frugal” meals of six courses, which had so shocked my mother's family, always began with either fish, eggs, or börek, a dish comprising various kinds of pastry stuffed with cheese and herbs, or spiced minced meat. Then came meat or fowl with potatoes and salad, two vegetable courses, the first eaten cold and cooked in oil, the second in butter and served hot, pilav, each day a different kind, and either a milk pudding or pastry soaked in syrup. Fruit always finished off the meal. Coffee was served in the drawing-room or in summer in the entrance hall, which was delightfully cool.

Everyone publicly washed their hands before and after each meal, either in a passage beside the dining-room, which was lined with marble basins and taps, or inside, where the maids offered silver ewers and basins to the senior guests. In my mother's youth one maid had held the basin, a second poured water, and a third offered the towel. She had simplified the process; the same maid held the basin in her left hand and poured out with her right. If the guest was important enough, we children deferentially handed the towels instead of this office being performed by a servant.

Muslim Dietary Laws

The religion of Islam is the most important part of Middle Eastern culture and its dietary laws have influenced the cooking of the region. The code of religion is derived mainly from the Koran, throughout which the Prophet Muhammad mentions food many times and insists particularly on its beneficial character as a gift from God. He repeated injunctions about what kinds of food are permitted and not permitted.

So eat of what God has given you, lawful or good, and give thanks for God's favor if Him it is you serve.

Say I find not in that which is revealed to me aught forbidden for an eater to eat thereof, except that it be what dies of itself, or blood poured forth, or flesh of swine—for that surely is unclean—or what is a transgression other than (the name of) God having been invoked in it. But whoever is driven to necessity, not desiring nor exceeding the limit, then surely thy Lord is Forgiving, Merciful.

The following foods are forbidden:

1. animals dead before they are slaughtered, or those killed for reasons other than that of food

2. blood

3. pig's flesh

4. animals slaughtered as an offering to a pagan deity or in the name of the deity

5. alcoholic or fermented liquids, and all inebriating liquors, although they were favored at first; they are forbidden in cooking, too

An animal that is killed for the food of man must be slaughtered in a particular manner: the person who is about to do it must say: “In the name of God, God is most great!” and then cut its throat.

These dietary laws are observed in varying degrees of laxity throughout the Muslim world. It is very uncommon for people to eat pork. Some Muslims drink wine, and other types of alcohol such as the anise-flavored liquor arak or raki and mahia.





Flavorings, Aromatics, Condiments, and Oils

No one who has walked through a Middle Eastern spice street can ever forget the intoxicating effect of mingled scents or the extraordinary displays of knotted roots, bits of bark and wood, shriveled pods, seeds, berries, translucent resins, curious-looking plants, bulbs, buds, petals, stigmas, and even beetles.

Practically every main town in the Middle East has its attarine or spice street in the souk or bazaar, where rows of very small shops—some as small as cupboards—sell spices and aromatics. Vendors lay them out artfully to tempt those passing by with their delicate shades of gold and brown and their enigmatic shapes. They sometimes roast, grate, or crush them to a powder in a mortar on demand, and sift them through a fine sieve as they did centuries ago. They fill little cones made out of tightly rolled pieces of newspaper and offer them as though they were magic potions.

The Orient is renowned for its delight in incense, perfumes, and aromatic flavorings. Since early times it was part of the spice route between the Far East, Central Africa, the Spice Islands, and Europe. The local taste for spices and for sweet dishes was inherited from ancient Egypt and the Greco-Roman world, in which spices are thought to have been used also to mask the smell of slightly “off” meat. Long before Islam, Arabia was already known as the land of spices, and Herodotus wrote that the whole country was scented with spices and exhaled a marvelously sweet odor. The country, however, was only the transit area—as were Persia and Ethiopia—for the transport trade between East and West when spices were the most highly prized merchandise because of their small volume and high prices. Their commerce, which was kept going in a small way even throughout the Muslim conquests, flourished especially during the Crusades. The middlemen— Arabs, Persians, and Saracen merchants (the last mainly Syrians and Jews)— fiercely guarded their monopoly and their sources of supply. Saracen ships brought spices from China, Tibet, Malacca, Java, and Sumatra, as well as India and Ceylon and the east coast of Africa, through the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea. Trading posts were established everywhere, and when the Arab conquests interrupted business relations with Europe, Jews became the middlemen. Goods were transferred to camels to follow the caravan routes through the Arabian desert to Palestine and Syria, or came via Cairo in boats on the Nile. Trading ships waited in the Mediterranean to carry them into Europe through the ports of Venice and Genoa. It is not surprising that the intermediaries should have succumbed to the attractions of their precious merchandise.

A certain magic still surrounds spices and aromatics, which are used not only for their taste but also for their medicinal, therapeutic, and even sometimes aphrodisiac value. For they are variously believed to increase the appetite, help digestion, or calm the nerves, to be good for the heart and circulation, to be antitoxic or sexually stimulating, and even to kill microbes. Attributes may be well founded or romantic; ginger is said to make people loving, rose water to give a rosy outlook, dill and aniseed to have digestive qualities, and garlic to be both health-giving and an antiseptic.

Almost everything that can add a touch of flavor or aroma is used in cooking. The aromatic plants most commonly used are flat-leaf parsley, cilantro (sometimes referred to as “Arab parsley”), and mint. Oregano, wild marjoram, thyme and dill, fenugreek, bay, celery and fennel leaves, chives and tarragon, purslane and rue also play their part. Herbs are so popular that they are sometimes placed in a bunch on the table for people to pick at. Cilantro is used liberally in salads as well as stews, mint marries happily with yogurt, dill is especially popular in Turkey and Iran.

All the usual spices come into use. Saffron, turmeric, cumin, coriander, cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice, cloves, ginger, cardamom, caraway, aniseed, sesame, poppy seed, fennel, dill, fenugreek and mustard seeds, sumac, peppercorns, cayenne, and paprika—all these have an important place. Each country has its favorites and its own special mixtures and combinations.

Storing and Toasting Spices

Keep your spices and dried herbs in small airtight jars, preferably in a cool, dark spot, to preserve their aroma and flavor.

Whole spices keep their flavor better and longer than ground ones, so grind them, if you can, as you need them. Toasting whole spices brings out their flavor. Toast them very briefly in a dry skillet over medium-high heat, shaking the pan and stirring until they begin to release their aroma. Remove them from the heat at once and let them cool before grinding with a pestle and mortar or in a spice mill.

Otherwise buy ground spices in small quantities, so as not to have them around for too long.

Special Flavorings and Aromatics

Barberries. Called zereshk in Iran, these are tart red berries used in their dried form in Persian cooking.

Bois de Panama, saponaria, erh el halawa is a pale dry wood which when boiled in water produces a thick white foam. It is used to make the cream called naatiffe for karabij (page 435) (it is also used in carpet shampoos). In America it can sometimes be found in powder form in health-food stores. It is the wood from an American tree called Quillaja saponaria. It can also be the root of soapwort (Saponaria officinalis), which has the same foaming effect.

Cardamom can be used in the pod (which can be green, white, or brown), as whole seeds, or ground.

Chilies. There are many varieties which vary in shape (most are thin and pointed), size, and degrees of pungency and flavor. They are all green to begin with and ripen through shades of yellow and orange to a bright red. They are used whole—fresh or dried—or chopped. Dried and ground, they range from the mild and sweet such as paprika, and the coarsely ground into flakes, to the fiery-hot ground chili and cayenne peppers.

Dibbis, or date syrup, is an Iraqi sweetening agent made by boiling dates until they form a pulpy mass. In the past it was poured into a basket strainer, another basket was inverted over this, and they were placed between two boards, by means of which the juice was expressed. (People stood and jumped on top.) It was then poured onto trays and allowed to evaporate in the sun; the thick syrup which resulted was stored in jars. The syrup, which looks like thick brown molasses, keeps well and is used in savory as well as sweet dishes. I have not found any of the com mercial varieties particularly good. People like to mix it with tahina and eat this with bread.

Fenugreek leaves (shambabileh in Persian) are used, fresh or dried, in Iranian soups and stews. They have a pleasant bitter flavor.

Fenugreek seeds have a strange bitter taste and powerful scent. When they are soaked in water overnight they produce a bitter-tasting, viscous, jellylike substance. A relish called hilbeh (page 66) is made with it in the Yemen. A drink is made with the seeds in Egypt.

Lemons and limes are ubiquitous as flavorings in different forms. Preserved in salt, they are a North African specialty; for ways of making them see page 459. Dried limes are a specialty of Iran, Iraq, and Persian Gulf countries. One is usually enough for a stew for six. Iraqis call them noomi basra, Persians call them limoo omani. In the Arabian Gulf states, where they are much used, they are called loomi. They are used to flavor soups and stews and to make an infusion to drink. The usual way is to pierce with the point of a knife in a few places, or to crack them open with a hammer, or pulverize them in a food processor (in that case the pips must be removed first).

You can buy them whole or pulverized in Indian and Oriental stores. You can also make them yourself very easily. Simply leave whole small lemons or limes to dry out, preferably in the sun or, as I do, on radiators, until they are brown and very light and sound hollow when you tap them.

Mahlab is a spice obtained from the dark kernels inside the pits of small black cherries of trees that grow wild. They give a special almondy taste to breads and pastries. They are sometimes sold already ground.

Mastic is the resin exuded from small evergreen trees or bushes which famously grow on the Greek island of Chios. When tiny incisions are made in the stems in the summer, sticky oval tears of resin appear. The small (about a quarter-inch), hard translucent lumps of dried mastic must be pulverized in an electric mill or pounded and ground in a mortar with a bit of sugar before they can be used to flavor desserts. In Cairo, mastic was also used as chewing gum, mixed with a little piece of ordinary wax to soften it. It is sometimes wrongly called “gum arabic,” which is a glue.

Musk, a secretion from the abdominal scent glands of the male musk deer of the Himalayas, gives a heavy scent to desserts. It is very rarely used. Seeds from the abelmusk (abelmoschus, moschatus; ambrette in French), which have a slight musky flavor, are a substitute flavoring.

Nigella seed (shamar in Arabic and mavro in Greek). These tiny black seeds with a piquant taste, also called onion seeds, are sprinkled on bread and kahk (page 401).

Orange-blossom water (mai qedda), produced from the blossom of the sour-orange tree, lends a delicate perfume to syrups, pastries, and puddings. As the flavor is rather powerful, and because the distilled essence can be found diluted to varying degrees of strength, it is worth adding less than the amount stated to begin with and adding more to taste.

Peppers. Many types of peppers are used. Besides the black-pepper berry and the weaker white-pepper seed freed from its powerful wrinkled black skin, there are gray peppers called cubebs and long peppers which look like a black catkin, both of which are not as strong as the black berries. All these are best bought whole and used freshly ground.

Pomegranate seeds. The juicy, shiny pink seeds of the fresh fruit are sprinkled on salads and on tahina sauce for fish. Cut the fruit in half, scoop out the seeds, and discard the bitter-tasting pith. Dried wild seeds give a sharp flavor to hummus and tahina.

Pomegranate syrup, now more usually labeled “molasses” or “concentrate,” is made from the juice of sour (not sweet) pomegranates boiled down to a thick syrup. It is much used in Iranian and Syrian cooking. Some varieties are a bit too sweet for my liking. One made in Lebanon is less sweet than an Iranian variety.

Rosebuds. A powerfully aromatic variety of rose from Damascus is used to perfume strong spice mixtures. In Egypt we used to leave rosebuds about in little plates to embalm the air. I once walked into a restaurant which was a converted house in the Medina in Marrakesh to find myself treading on a soft carpet of deli-ciously scented rose petals.

Rose water (mai ward), the distilled essence of rose petals, is used to scent syrups, pastries, and puddings. It is weaker than orange-blossom water and can be used less sparingly. They are often used together. Because the diluted versions sold in America from various provenances vary in strength, you should adjust the quantities to taste.

Saffron. The highly prized red saffron threads—the pistils of a particular purple crocus grown in Iran, Kashmir, and Spain—are much used, especially in Persian and Moroccan cooking. There are various grades. The highest have an incomparable flavor. The threads are crushed with the back of a teaspoon and mixed with a little hot water before using. It is better to buy the threads than the powders, but in certain dishes a powder is more useful. Some commercial powdered saffron is very good and worth buying, but many are adulterated, so you must be sure of your source.

A cheap substitute sold in Egyptian and Turkish bazaars is the yellow pistils of safflowers, which give color but little flavor and a different taste.

Sahlab (also called salep). The bulb (or root tuber) of a type of orchid is used in powder form to thicken milk and lend a special flavor to a hot drink and an ice cream. It is quite expensive. Some that I have bought in bazaars have turned out to be low-quality adulterated with cornstarch.

Samna (clarified butter) is also used for its distinctive acid flavor. To clarify butter, heat it slowly in a pan until it is thoroughly melted and bubbling, then chill it until it is firm. Transfer carefully to another pan, leaving behind the residue at the bottom. Melt the butter again, and when it froths, strain it through a fine cloth into a jar. Make a large quantity—it keeps for months (actually, years). It gives a special acid taste to food and does not burn. Some people flavor the butter as it bubbles with aromatics such as fenugreek, caraway, or cardamom seeds. Use 1—2 tablespoons of seeds to ½ pound butter.

Sumac (or sumak), the dark wine-colored spice with an astringent sour flavor, is made from the coarsely ground dried berries of the sumac shrub. Iranians, Iraqis, Lebanese, and Syrians use it frequently and provide it in restaurants, particularly to sprinkle on kebabs and salads or on fish. Juice can be extracted by soaking the cracked berries—about 4 ounces in 4½ cups of water—for 20 minutes, then straining and squeezing the juice out. It is sometimes used instead of lemon juice.

Tahina paste (tehina, tahini) is the thick, oily pale-beige sesame meal which results from grinding sesame seeds. It is used both raw, in dips and salads, and cooked, in sauces. It keeps for a year.

Tamarind (tamarhendi) is a fat pod with large, hard shiny beans surrounded by a sour pulp. Used with sugar, it gives a delightful sweet-and-sour flavor. You can find it in Indian and Middle Eastern stores, sold semi-dried as a sticky mass of broken pods with fibers and beans, or as a moist vacuum-packed fibrous pulp. Both of these need to be soaked in water overnight; then the juice is strained and squeezed through a fine cloth. Unless you prepare a large quantity, and keep it in ajar, it is not worth the trouble of making. Many years ago you could find an Italian brand of tamarind syrup which was wonderful to use. One that is produced in Lebanon to dilute as a drink is much too sickly sweet and not suitable at all for cooking. The best alternative is tamarind concentrate—a dark, shiny paste, produce of India, which is available in plastic jars in Indian and Oriental stores. It keeps for years—no need to refrigerate. You dilute it in water or add it to the dish as it cooks.

Turmeric is often referred to as “Oriental saffron” because it imparts a bright-yellow color. The spice, the dried ground rhizome of a tropical plant, sometimes replaces saffron in Middle Eastern dishes. Where grand families use saffron, poor ones and street vendors use turmeric. But the flavor is entirely different—slightly bitter with a musky fragrance—and is also loved for itself.

Spice Mixtures

Every household has favorite spice mixtures which they blend to taste and keep in jars as ready condiments or flavorings. A few are made to be eaten with bread. The bread is broken into pieces, dipped in olive oil and then in the condiment, to pick it up. Vendors sell classic mixtures which they make up. These are often simply called “the three spices” or “the four spices.” In Egypt what we called les quatre épices (the four spices) was a ground mixture of cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, and pepper. “Four spices” in Tunisia may be cinnamon, pepper, rosebuds, and paprika, and in Morocco it may be cloves, nutmeg, ginger, and pepper. “Curry mixtures” of varying compositions popular in the regions neighboring India are similar to those of that country.

Baharat. In Egypt this is a mixture of ground cinnamon, allspice, and cloves which is often used with meat. In Morocco it is a mix of ground cinnamon and rosebuds.

Ras el hanout means “the grocer's head.” Spice merchants in North Africa stake their reputation on a “house blend” which, according to folklore, may contain up to a hundred aromatics, though in reality it contains around twelve. The mixture generally includes cinnamon bark, nutmeg, dried rosebuds, pieces of dried ginger, cloves, cubebs (tailed peppers) and other peppers, and sometimes also the golden-green Spanish fly, renowned for its supposed aphrodisiac qualities. They are mixed and pounded together in a mortar as required.

Zaatar (or zahtar) is wild thyme. It is also the name of the mixture of this herb with sumac, salt, and toasted sesame seeds. The mix, which is popular in Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan, is sold in little paper cornets to dip into with bread. To make it, mix 1 part ground dried thyme, 1 part lightly toasted sesame seeds, 1 part sumac, and salt to taste. You can buy it in jars in Middle Eastern stores.

Besar is a blend much used in the United Arab Emirates. For this, mix ½ cup cumin seeds, ½ cup fennel seeds, 1 cup cinnamon sticks, ½ cup coriander seeds, V4 cup peppercorns, 2 tablespoons dried red chilies, V4 cup turmeric powder. Roast all of the spices except the turmeric in a dry skillet over low heat, stirring constantly, until the spices begin to color. Then grind in a food processor and mix with the turmeric.

Relishes and Condiments

Some spice mixtures are made into a paste with oil or something moist. A covering layer of oil keeps them from spoiling.

Harissa. This very hot chili-pepper paste flavored with garlic and spices is much used in North African cooking. It can be bought ready-made in tubes and cans but it will not have the special perfume of the homemade variety. To make your own, see page 464.

Tabil is a strong-tasting Tunisian mixture of coriander and caraway seeds, garlic, and chili peppers (both sweet and fiery), ground or pounded to a paste. It is used to flavor meat-and-vegetable stews.

Zhoug. I discovered this Yemenite relish in Israel. It was so strong that a tiny drop picked up on the tip of my little finger set my throat on fire. Grind and blend the following to a paste: 1 teaspoon black pepper, 1 teaspoon caraway seed, 1 teaspoon cardamom seeds, 4 strong dried chili peppers soaked in water for an hour, 1 whole small head of garlic, a large bunch of cilantro (2 cups), and salt. Use it to flavor soups and stews, or simply to dip your bread in. It can be red or green depending on what color chili peppers you use.

Oils

On the whole, olive oil is used raw to dress salads and to sprinkle on dips. It is used for cooking vegetables to be eaten cold, and to deep-fry fish. For general all-purpose cooking, vegetable and other relatively flavorless oils—peanut oil, corn oil, and most recently the widely adopted sunflower oil—are used. Greece and Tunisia are the largest producers and the greatest users of olive oil. Nut oils such as almond, walnut, hazelnut, and pistachio were used very occasionally in the past. Sesame oil was much prized in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq. Argan oil is produced from the nut in the fruit of the argan tree, which grows exclusively in the southwest of Morocco. It is believed locally to have aphrodisiac properties.
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On Using the Book

Readers are encouraged to trust their taste and to taste often, and to allow themselves a certain freedom in preparation. This is in the spirit of a cuisine which is very personal and rich in variations, and it is what cooking is about. With some exceptions, quantities and measures need not be interpreted with too much precision. It is more important to adjust the dish as it progresses and to take more control. You cannot go wrong if you trust your taste. Anyway, measuring in cups is not as precise as weighing, since you can press ingredients down or not. And we are dealing with products of nature, and these vary.

You can have a small lemon that has more juice and is sharper than a larger one. Garlic cloves vary in size and flavor. There are many varieties, and they can be young or old and more or less strong. Tomatoes have a different taste in different countries, grown in different soils, under a different sun. Flour, even of the same variety and the same provenance, varies from one year to another in the amount of water it absorbs. Once upon a time

On Using the Book the recommendation was to add “as much water as it takes,” and there was some sense in that.

The flavor of fresh herbs is different, depending on where they were grown. Spices vary greatly too, depending on where they come from and the particular harvest. There are different grades and qualities, and if they are old they might have lost their potency, or they may never have had it. Dry herbs that have been around for some time get weaker. That is why you may have to adjust the amount of aromatics. Even rose and orange-blossom extracts, which come in bottles, can be more or less diluted according to the producer. I do not generally give precise quantities of salt in my recipes, because I believe salting is so much a matter of personal  taste and it is the one seasoning that people know how to dose and have an “eye” for even before tasting. (See “About Salt,” on page 63.) It is best to start with less and add more later.
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It is quite possible to substitute oil for butter in most dishes without spoiling them, and onions and garlic may be used abundantly, or omitted entirely if you don't like them.

You can be flexible in the way you plan menus. Mezze, or appetizers, can be served with drinks, as a first course, or as side dishes. You can make a casual meal out of two or three, accompanied by bread and perhaps cheese or yogurt and olives, and a large assortment can be offered at a buffet party. The traditional drinks served with appetizers are arak (or raki), the anise-flavored spirit distilled from grapes, and the Moroccan mahia made with figs or dates. Beer too goes well with appetizers. For those who do not take alcohol, fruit juices or chilled yogurt beaten with water or soda are traditional alternatives.

You can make a meal out of a soup accompanied by bread. A pie or an omelet—both of which can be quite substantial—can also serve as a one-course meal. For most of the fish dishes you may use alternative kinds offish. Feel free to use a cheaper fish or one more easily available than the one suggested. Lamb is the traditional meat of the Middle East, but beef or veal can be used instead; and in many recipes, such as stews, meat and poultry are interchangeable. Rice, couscous, and bulgur are the staples of the area and make a good accompaniment to many dishes.

Vegetarians will find a great many ideas to make up wonderful meals. The best way to end your repast is with fresh fruit, or with dried fruit and nuts. Puddings and pastries are for special occasions.




Appetizers, Salads,
and Cold Vegetables
MEZZE WA SALATAT

The custom of eating mezze—little bits of food to accompany drinks—is one of the most appealing features of the Middle Eastern way of life. It is a ritual and an institution inherited by all the Arab lands and represents an art of living. The word “mezze” derives from the Arabic t'mazza, meaning “to savor in little bites.” Mezze are meant to be enjoyed in an unhurried way. The pleasure of savoring the food in convivial company and beautiful surroundings is accompanied by feelings of peace and serenity, and sometimes by deep meditation. You only have to witness the look of delight, approaching ecstasy, part sensual, part mystical, in men sitting in cafés to see that. And there are rules. Mezze are meant to whet the appetite, not to fill you up. There should be a variety—ideally four different items, some hot, some cold, served in small quantities. They should have seductive flavors to open the appetite, and they should be a feast for the eyes.

Middle Eastern meals begin with mezze, but these are not always served at the table. Sometimes there is a separate mezze table. When my father came home from work, all the family settled in the large balcony and waited for Awad the cook to bring in the drinks tray. There was arak or whisky or beer and an assortment of little bites—pieces of cheese or botarga, salted almonds, olives, pickled turnips, sticks of cucumber, radishes. At the risk of spoiling our appetite, we wolfed down the food as we watched the feluccas gliding slowly by on the Nile and listened to my father's account of his day in the Mouski. When we had guests, the array of usually elaborate delicacies that was served as mezze could be extraordinary. There were grape leaves and a variety of stuffed vegetables, fillo cheese cigars and meat triangles, little fish balls, meatballs, fried eggplant, vegetable omelets cut into squares, and all kinds of dips and salads. In the kebab houses and the cafés by the Nile, the menu had a standard list of mezze always the same and not very long. It included hummus and tahina, eggplant purees, falafel, and grape leaves.

The mezze tradition developed as a way of soaking up the drink arak, a refreshing but powerful distilled liquor made from sweet white grapes flavored with aniseed. It is called raki in Turkey and ouzo in Greece. In Iraq, dates are used to make it, while the national drink of North Africa, boukha in Tunisia and mahia in Morocco, is made from figs. The drink, affectionately called “lion's milk” because it turns cloudy when water is added, is mixed with cold water (one part arak to two of water) and served with a chunk of ice. Sometimes two glasses—one containing arak, the other iced water—are served together, to be sipped alternately.

The cooks at the Sultan's palace in Istanbul reputedly produced more than two hundred different types of mezze. Each country developed its own local specialties. In North Africa they are called “kemia.” The list of foods which have come to represent mezze in the West through Lebanese and Turkish restaurants was born in the mountain resorts in the Lebanon, where arak is produced, and in the old-style meyhane—the taverns or drinking houses of Istanbul. But other types of foods are also offered as mezze in the home. I have given here a selection of those most commonly known in several different countries, but you will find many more in the chapters on savory pies, egg dishes, pickles, vegetables, meat, chicken, and fish. Kibbeh, for instance, and cheese cigars are famous mezze.

For a meal, following our Western way of eating only one first course, it is fine to have only one or two mezze, but for a large party when you are ready to invest more time in cooking, it is exciting for the guests to be offered a variety. A large selection of mezze makes an ideal buffet meal. Some dishes, like the Tunisian meshweya and the Turkish piaz, make a snack meal on their own, served with bread. In the recipes which follow, quantities given are usually quite large, designed for people who will be offered only one or two as a Western-style first course, so reduce the quantities if you are serving a large variety.

Salads and cold vegetable dishes are present at every type of Middle Eastern meal, both as hors d'oeuvre and as accompaniments to the rest of the meal, so serve them as a first course or together with the main dish.

Do'a or Dukkah

An Egyptian Seed, Nut, and Spice Dip

Makes 4 cups • This dearly loved Egyptian specialty is a loose mixture of nuts and spices in a dry, crushed, but not powdered form, usually eaten with bread dipped in olive oil. In Egypt it is served at breakfast or as an appetizer. It is a very personal and individual mixture which varies from one family to another. On a recent visit to Australia I was amazed to find that my mother's recipe had made it fashionable there. Wineries were inspired to produce their own adaptations of “Aussie dukkah” with locally grown seeds, different spices, and even ground chili pepper and now sell it in elegant packages, while restaurants put some out on little plates for people to dip in.

It will keep for months stored in ajar. To serve, pour a little olive oil on small slices of bread and sprinkle generously with the mixture. Or provide Arab bread for people to tear pieces and dip into bowls of olive oil and do'a.

1 cup sesame seeds

1¾ cups coriander seeds

⅔ cup blanched (skinned) hazelnuts

½ cup cumin seeds

½ teaspoon salt, or more to taste

¼ teaspoon pepper (optional)

Put each variety of seeds and nuts on a separate tray or a shallow oven dish and roast them all in a preheated 350°F oven for 10—20 minutes, until they just begin to color and give off a slight aroma. As they take different times, you must keep an eye on them so that they do not become too brown, and take each out as it is ready. Alternatively, you can toast them in a large dry frying pan, stirring constantly. Put them together in the food processor with salt and pepper and grind them until they are finely crushed but not pulverized. Be careful not to overblend, or the oil from the too finely ground seeds and nuts will form a paste: dukkah should be a crushed dry mixture, not a paste. Taste and add salt if desirable.

Variation

Some people use peanuts or almonds instead of hazelnuts, and some add dried mint. Some use no nuts.
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A Bowl of Fresh Herbs

In Persia fresh herbs are served as mezze. A bowl or platter containing a varied assortment is placed on the table at most meals for people to nibble at throughout the meal.

Wash sprigs of fresh flat-leaf parsley, mint, chives, cress, dill, cilantro, tarragon, scallions— and other fresh herbs that you like—and arrange them on a plate. Sometimes radishes are added.

[image: ]

PERSIAN SAYING:

“Even the worm inside a stone eats herbs.”
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Khodrawat bel Khal

Raw and Vinegared Vegetables

A selection of raw vegetables, such as cucumbers, tomatoes, peppers, and radishes, to nibble at is a common way to start a meal.

An alternative is to turn them into instant pickles. Have carrots, turnips, cauliflower, celery stalks, and small cucumbers, all cut into thin sticks, slices, or florets. Sprinkle generously with salt and let the juices run out for an hour. Then moisten with wine vinegar and leave for a further hour before serving.
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Bassal bel Khal

Onions with Vinegar

Serves 6 • It is said that the Prophet Muhammad did not like the smell of onions although he liked to eat them, and he therefore asked people not to attend the mosque smelling of onion or garlic. According to numerous sayings and proverbs, onions have a low rating in Arab folklore, but they are very much appreciated and often eaten raw, quartered or sliced.

An Iranian version with added mint called sarkeh piaz is a relish to serve with broiled meats.

2 large mild onions Salt

2-3 tablespoons wine vinegar

1 tablespoon crushed dried mint (optional)

Cut the onions in half, then slice them into half-moon shapes. Sprinkle with a little salt; add the vinegar and mint. Toss the onions in this seasoning, and leave them to stand for at least 1 hour before serving. They will become soft, lose much of their pungency, and absorb the other flavors.

Serve them as an appetizer, or place them in little bowls on the table to accompany a main dish.

Variation

A Lebanese way is to sprinkle the onions simply with salt and a little sumac.
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ARAB SAYING:
“Hefastedfor a year, then he broke his
fast on an onion” (implying that an onion is
not special enough to justify fasting).
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Batarekh

Botarga (Boutargue in French)

The salted, dried, and pressed roe of the gray mullet was prized as a great delicacy since the time of the Pharaohs and is still considered so by Egyptians today. It has a deep sienna-brown color, a firm hard texture, and rich strong flavor. The taste is an acquired one which can become a passion. It is usually sold sealed in a wax coating. Remove the wax and serve it sliced very thinly on small slices of bread, either buttered or dipped in olive oil. If you like, squeeze a little lemon juice over it.

Taramosalata

Serves 8 • Gray-mullet roe was originally used in Turkey and Greece for this famous dip, but smoked cod's roe now generally replaces it. I like to use a mixture of sunflower or flavorless vegetable oil and olive oil, which allows the taste of the roe to dominate.

½ pound smoked cod's roe

3 slices white bread, crusts removed,

soaked in water Juice of 1 lemon, or to taste ¼ cup sunflower or light vegetable oil

and ¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

Skin the smoked cod's roe and mash it in the food processor with the bread, squeezed dry, and the lemon juice.

Gradually add the oil in a thin trickle while the blades are running and blend to a creamy paste. Cover with plastic wrap and chill. If it is too liquid, do not worry—it will become thick and firm after an hour or so in the refrigerator.

Gebna Mashwi aw Makli

Broiled or Fried Cheese

Greek cheeses such as halumi, kefalotyri, and kasseri, which are hard and salty, or the popular kashkaval, are delicious cut into cubes or slices, grilled or fried, and served with a squeeze of lemon.

Cook the cheese under the broiler, until the skin begins to blister, becomes spotted with brown, and starts to melt. Alternatively, fry the cheese in hot oil or sizzling butter, rolling the pieces in flour first if you like. Serve very hot, sprinkled with lemon juice.

Fried cheese used to be served in cafés in Cairo in two-handled frying pans straight from the fire, to be eaten with bread and lemon juice.

Sidqi Effendi, in his Turkish cookery manual written in the nineteenth century, gives this recipe for grilling cheese: “Put a portion of cheese in silver paper. Wrap it up and put it over a fire. When the paper starts to glow the cheese is ready to eat and deliciously creamy…. This is good food which enhances sex for married
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As soon as Goha discovered that
someone had stolen the piece of salted cheese
from his lunch box, he ran to the fountain.
“What are you doing here?” asked a
friend. “I am waiting for the one who stole
my cheese. I always come here as soon
as I have eaten some.”

[image: ]

Muhammara

Walnut and Pomegranate Paste

Serves 6-8 • There are many versions of this exquisite Turkish and Syrian relish. Serve it with bread as an appetizer, or as an accompaniment to a cooked vegetable salad, or with broiled fish or meat.

1¼ cups shelled walnuts

1½—2 tablespoons tomato paste

1 slice whole-wheat bread, crusts removed, lightly toasted

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons pomegranate syrup (also called “concentrate” or “molasses”)

1 teaspoon coarsely ground red-pepper flakes or a pinch of ground chili pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

2 teaspoons sugar Salt

Blend all the ingredients to a rough (not too smooth) paste in the food processor.

Cevisli Biber

Roasted Pepper and Walnut Paste

Serves 8 • This is another wonderful Turkish paste which makes a delicious canapé spread.

4 large red bell peppers

1 cup finely chopped walnuts

4 cloves garlic

Salt

Juice of ½-1 lemon

1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

Pinch of chili pepper or flakes

Roast the peppers by turning them under the broiler or in the hottest oven until their skins blacken and blister, then skin them and remove the seeds (see page 84). Blend the peppers to a paste in the food processor, add the rest of the ingredients, and blend very briefly—just enough to mix them well.

Wara Einab or Dolma

Cold Stuffed Grape Leaves

Makes about 35 grape leaves • Stuffed grape leaves were served at the court of King Khosrow II in Persia in the early seventh century. There are numerous versions today of this delicacy, which is popular in every country throughout the Middle East. Meat is used in the making of hot dolma, and cold dolma are without meat. In Egypt the meatless variety is called “false” or “lying” because there is no meat, but it is the most popular. This is my mother's recipe. It is particularly aromatic. The leaves can be bought preserved in brine, but fresh ones have a better flavor. Only very young, fresh, tender ones picked in the spring will do. They freeze very well raw and wrapped in foil.

8 ounces preserved or fresh grape leaves

1¼ cups long-grain rice

2 to 3 tomatoes, peeled and chopped

1large onion, finely chopped, or 4 tablespoons finely chopped scallions

2tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

2 tablespoons crushed dried mint ¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon V4 teaspoon ground allspice Salt and pepper

2tomatoes, sliced (optional)

3or 4 cloves garlic

⅔ cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 teaspoon sugar

Juice of 1 lemon, or more

If using grape leaves preserved in brine, to remove the salt put them in a bowl and pour boiling water over them. Make sure that the water penetrates well between the layers, and Wara Einab or Dolma (continued) leave them to soak for 20 minutes, then change the water twice, using fresh cold water. If using fresh leaves, plunge a few at a time in boiling water for a few seconds only, until they become limp, and lift them out.

Pour boiling water over the rice and stir well, then rinse under the cold tap and drain. Mix the rice with the chopped tomatoes, onion or scallions, parsley, mint, cinnamon, allspice, and salt and pepper to taste.

Stuff the grape leaves with this mixture: Place each leaf on a plate, vein side up. Put one heaping teaspoonful of filling in the center of the leaf near the stem end. Fold the stem end up over the filling, then fold both sides towards the middle and roll up like a small cigar. Squeeze lightly in the palm of your hand. Fill the rest of the leaves in the same way. This process will become very easy after you have rolled a few.

Pack the stuffed leaves tightly in a large pan lined with tomato slices or leftover, torn, or imperfect grape leaves, occasionally slipping a whole clove of garlic in between them if you like.

Mix the olive oil with ⅔ cup water. Add the sugar and lemon juice, and pour the mixture over the stuffed leaves. Put a small plate on top of the leaves to prevent them from unwinding, cover the pan, and simmer very gently for about 1 hour, until the rolls are thoroughly cooked, adding water occasionally, a coffee-cupful at a time, as the liquid in the pan becomes absorbed. Cool in the pan before turning out. Serve cold.

Variations


	Add 3 tablespoons raisins or currants and 4 tablespoons pine nuts to the filling.


	Mix ¼ teaspoon powdered saffron or turmeric with the olive oil and water before pouring over the stuffed grape leaves.


	Soak about ¼ cup dried chickpeas in water overnight. Then crush them in a mortar and add them to the filling. In this case use V4 cup less rice. You may also use drained canned chickpeas.




 

Hot Stuffed Grape Leaves

Makes about 35 grape leaves

8 ounces drained preserved or fresh

grape leaves ½ cup long-grain rice 8 ounces ground beef or lamb 1 tomato, peeled and chopped 1 small onion, finely chopped 3 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf

parsley 3 tablespoons finely chopped celery

leaves (optional)

1 teaspoon cinnamon Salt and pepper

2 tablespoons tomato paste, or more (optional)

2 tomatoes, sliced (optional)

2 cloves garlic, halved or slivered

Juice of 1 lemon, or more

If using grape leaves preserved in brine, to remove the salt put them in a bowl and pour boiling water over them. Make sure that the water penetrates well between the layers, and leave them to soak for 20 minutes, then change the water twice, using fresh cold water. If using fresh leaves, plunge a few at a time in boiling water for a few seconds, only until they become limp, and lift them out.

Wash the rice in boiling water, then rinse under the cold tap and drain. In a large bowl,mix the rice with the ground meat, chopped tomato, onion, parsley, optional celery leaves, cinnamon, salt, and pepper. For a Greek flavor, add 2 tablespoons or more tomato paste.

Stuff the grape leaves with this mixture. Place each leaf on a plate, vein side up. Put one heaping teaspoon of filling in the center of the leaf near the stem end. Fold the stem end up over the filling, then fold both sides towards the middle and roll up like a small cigar. Squeeze lightly in the palm of your hand. Fill the rest of the leaves in the same way.

Line the bottom of a large saucepan with a layer of tomato slices or leftover grape leaves to prevent the stuffed leaves from sticking to the pan and burning. Pack the stuffed leaves in tight layers on top, pushing small pieces of garlic here and there between them. Sprinkle with lemon juice and add about ⅔ cup water.

Put a small plate over the rolled leaves to prevent them from coming undone, and cover with a lid. Cook the leaves over very gentle heat for about 1 hour, or until tender, adding water gradually as it becomes absorbed.

Turn out onto a serving dish and serve hot.

Variations


	A Lebanese variation adds 4 or more garlic cloves (crushed) in addition to the slivered ones and 1 tablespoon crushed dried mint with a little water about 20 minutes before the end of cooking time.


	A Greek version is served with avgolemono sauce. Bring 1½ cups of meat or chicken stock (you may use a bouillon cube) to the boil. Beat 3 egg yolks with the juice of 1 lemon and beat in a ladle of the stock, then pour this into the pan with the simmering stock, beating vigorously until the sauce thickens. Quickly remove from the heat, and do not let it boil, or the eggs will curdle. Pour over the stuffed leaves when you serve.




 

Ta'amia or Falafel

Bean Rissoles

Serves 10 • This is one of Egypt's national dishes, welcome at all times, for breakfast, lunch, or supper. The Christian Copts, who are said to be pure descendants of the ancient Egyptians, claim this dish as their own, along with melokheya soup (page 146). Their claim might be justified, since these dishes are extremely old. During Coptic religious festivals, and particularly during Lent, when they are not allowed to eat meat for many weeks, every Coptic family produces mountains of ta'amia for their own daily consumption and to be distributed to non-Coptic friends and neighbors.

Ta'amia (called “falafel” in Alexandria) are patties or rissoles made from large dried fava beans (ful nabed), which look white because they are sold skinless. Splendidly spiced and flavored, and deep-fried in oil, they are delicious. I have never known anyone not to like them.

The best I have eaten were in Alexandria, with my aunt and uncle. Every year they rented a flat there, the balcony of which was directly above a café which specialized in ta'amia. My relatives were both rather large, which was not surprising, since we always seemed to come upon them eating; and I could never visualize them eloping, gazellelike, in their youth, which was the romantic legend that was told to us.

On each visit, we would sit with them for hours on their balcony overlooking the sea. Time and again, a basket would be lowered on a rope to the café below and pulled up again with a haul of fresh ta'amia, sometimes nestling in the pouch of warm, newly baked Arab bread. We would devour them avidly with pieces of bread dipped in tahina salad, and then wait anxiously for the basket to be filled up again.

must buy the large broad beans which are sold already skinned as “split broad beans” in Middle Eastern stores (again, they look white without their brown skins).

1pound dried (skinless) split broad beans, soaked in cold water for 24 hours

Salt and pepper

2teaspoons ground cumin

1 teaspoon ground coriander

Good pinch of ground chili pepper or cayenne (optional)

1 teaspoon baking soda or baking powder

1 large onion, very finely chopped or grated

5 scallions, very finely chopped

6 cloves garlic, crushed

⅔ cup finely chopped flat-leaf parsley ⅔ cup finely chopped cilantro
 Sunflower or light vegetable oil for deep-frying

The long soaking of the beans to soften them is all-important. After soaking, drain the beans very well and let them dry out a little on a towel. Then put them in a food processor and process until they form a paste, adding salt and pepper, cumin, coriander, chili pepper, and baking soda or baking powder (these last two release carbon-dioxide gas, which causes the paste to rise slightly and lighten). The paste must be so smooth and soft that it will hold together when you fry. Let it rest for at least ½ hour.

Add the rest of the ingredients except the oil. If you have chopped or grated the onion in the food processor, strain to get rid of the juice, or the rissoles could fall apart when you fry.

Knead the mixture well with your hands. Take small lumps and make flat, round shapes 2 inches in diameter and ¼ inch thick. Let them rest for 15 minutes.

Heat at least 2 inches of oil in a heavy pot until sizzling hot. Fry the patties in batches, without crowding them, until crisp and brown, turning them over once. Lift them out with a slotted spoon and drain on paper towels.

Serve hot, accompanied by hummus bi tahina (page 68) or baba ghanouj (page 65), a tomato-and-cucumber salad, and pita bread.

Variations


	A common version is made by dipping the ta'amia in sesame seeds before frying them.


	If the paste does not hold together, it usually means that the beans have not been properly mashed. You can remedy this by adding 2—3 tablespoons flour.


	A quarter-ounce dried yeast dissolved in a few tablespoons lukewarm water may be mixed into the paste, which should then be allowed to rest for an hour. The result is lighter rissoles.


	A dry falafel “ready mix” is not nearly as good as the real thing, but you can use it to make a quick appetizer. Add water as directed on the packet, and allow the paste to rest for a while. To improve the flavor, add a little finely chopped parsley, finely chopped scallions, crushed garlic, and the other flavorings called for in the master recipe to taste, then shape and fry in oil as above.


	In Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan, falafel are made with a mix of chickpeas and fava beans, and in Israel, where falafel has become the national dish, it is made with chickpeas alone. It is mostly the Israelis who have popularized falafel in the West, and their style is the one generally known abroad.
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Eggplant Caviar

Serves 4 • Roasted and mashed with olive oil and lemon juice is a common and delicious way of eating eggplants, often described as “poor man's caviar.” Use firm eggplants with a shiny black skin.

2 eggplants, weighing about 1½ pounds

total

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of ½ lemon, or more to taste Salt

Broil or roast the eggplants (see page 63). Peel, letting the pieces fall into a colander with tiny holes, then chop with a pointed knife and mash to a puree with a fork or a wooden spoon, so that the juices escape through the holes of the colander.

Transfer the eggplant to a bowl and beat in

Dor

the oil and lemon juice and some salt.

Variations

• For a Syrian flavor, mix in 2 tablespoons pomegranate concentrate or molasses (see page 45) instead of lemon juice, 2 crushed garlic cloves, and 3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley.

• For a spicy Moroccan version, add 1 crushed garlic clove, ½ teaspoon harissa (see page 464) or a pinch of cayenne and h teaspoon paprika, ½ teaspoon ground cumin, and 1 tablespoon chopped cilantro.

• For an eggplant salad, add 3 tablespoons chopped parsley, 2 chopped tomatoes, 4 chopped scallions, and ½-I finely chopped (and seeded) chili pepper.

Borani-e Bademjan

Eggplant Puree with Yogurt

Serves 6 • This is very popular in Iran. A similar recipe, called buran, is to be found in al-Baghdadi's thirteenth-century cookery manual (see appendix). There, fried meatballs are added to the puree, and the dish is seasoned with ground cumin and cinnamon.

3 eggplants, weighing about 1½ pounds

total

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 1¼ cups plain whole-milk yogurt Juice of 1 lemon 2 cloves garlic, crushed Salt 2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

(optional)

Broil or roast and peel the eggplants (see page 63).

Chop the flesh with a pointed knife in a colander to let the juices escape, then mash them with a fork or a spoon. Pour into a bowl and beat in the olive oil and the yogurt and mix vigorously until it is thoroughly blended with the eggplant puree. Mix in the garlic and salt, spoon into a serving bowl, and garnish, if you like, with chopped parsley. Serve cold.

Variations


	Instead of yogurt, add 2A cup fresh thick cream or sour cream and omit the oil.


	Add 3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh mint or 1 tablespoon dried.


	Garnish with ¼ teaspoon crushed saffron threads mixed with 2 tablespoons boiling water, then with 2 tablespoons of yogurt. Dribble this on top.




 

Baba Ghanouj or Moutabal

Eggplant and Tahina Dip

Serves 6 • This is a popular mezze in every Arab country and a regular companion to falafel. You will always find it in Lebanese and Egyptian restaurants in the West, and even in supermarkets. The smoky flavor of the eggplant and the nutty taste of tahina sharpened by lemon and garlic make a seductive combination.

2 pounds eggplants

2 or 3 cloves garlic, crushed (optional) Salt

4 tablespoons tahina (sesame paste)

Juice of 2 lemons, or more to taste ½ teaspoon ground cumin (optional)

Optional garnish: 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil and 1 tablespoon finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

Broil or roast the eggplants until very soft inside (see page 63). Peel them, letting the soft flesh fall into a colander with small holes, then chop the flesh with a pointed knife and mash it with a fork in the colander, letting the bitter juices run out. Pour into a bowl and add garlic, a little salt, the tahina paste, and lemon juice, beating well and tasting to adjust the flavoring. You may use a food processor, but the texture is best when it is done by hand.

Pour the eggplant into a shallow dish and garnish, if you like, with a dribble of olive oil and a sprinkling of parsley. Serve with Arab or pita bread to dip in.

Variation

Instead of lemon juice, add 2-3 tablespoons pomegranate syrup (see page 45). Garnish, if you like, with fresh pomegranate seeds.

 

Tarator bi Tahina

Tahina Cream Sauce

Serves 6 • Serve as an appetizer with pita bread, or as a sauce to accompany various dishes such as fried fish, boiled vegetables, and falafel.

⅔ cup lemon juice or the juice of 2½

lemons, or more to taste ⅔ cup tahina paste 1-3 cloves garlic, or to taste, crushed Salt 2 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf

parsley to garnish

Blend all the ingredients together in a food processor or blender, adding enough cold water to achieve a smooth, light cream. Taste and add more lemon juice, garlic, or salt until the flavor is fairly strong and sharp.

Serve in a shallow bowl sprinkled with chopped parsley and provide Arab or other bread to dip in it. Or use as a sauce to accompany falafel (page 61) or grilled meats and salads.

Variations


	An Egyptian way is to flavor this with ½ teaspoon ground cumin and to garnish with a sprinkling of olive oil and a dusting of cumin and chili pepper.


	For a parsley-and-tahina cream, ba'dounes bi tahina, stir in h cup finely chopped flat-leaf parsley.


	For a wonderful version rich with pine nuts, tahina bi senobar, fry 1—1½ cups pine nuts in a drop of oil over low heat, shaking the pan, until lightly golden, and stir them in. This is particularly good as a sauce for fried or grilled fish.




 

Yemeni Hilbeh

Fenugreek Relish

A curious gelatinous relish with a slightly bitter flavor is made with fenugreek seeds. It is an acquired taste that can become addictive. Eat it with bread to dip in.

The flat square yellow-brown seeds need to be crushed or ground, so it is best to buy the fenugreek in powder form. It needs to be soaked to remove some of the bitterness and to develop the gelatinous texture.

2 tablespoons ground fenugreek

4 cloves garlic, crushed in a garlic press

2 large tomatoes, peeled and quartered

1 tablespoon tomato paste

Salt and pepper

¼ teaspoon caraway seed

½ teaspoon powdered cardamom

½ teaspoon chili pepper or more to taste

First prepare the fenugreek jelly: Pour plenty of boiling water over the ground fenugreek (2 tablespoons absorbs a large quantity of water and gives you a large amount of jelly), stir well, then let rest for at least 2 hours but preferably overnight, by which time a gelatinous mass will have settled at the bottom, leaving a clear liquid on top. Drain all the liquid off without disturbing the gelatinous substance. Now beat in about ½ cup of water, drop by drop, until the mixture is light and foamy (the beating is traditionally done with the hand and can take 10 minutes).

Blend the rest of the ingredients in the food processor, then add the drained fenugreek jelly and process to a soft, slightly frothy paste. It keeps for at least a week, covered in the refrigerator.

Variation

Mix the jelly with a few tablespoons of zhoug (page 48).
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Tahina bel Laban Zabadi

Tahina Cream Salad with Yogurt

Serves 4-6 • This version has a delicate flavor and is rather creamier than most. My mother discovered it in the Sudan, and has made it ever since. It can be a dip or a sauce.

2 or 3 cloves garlic Salt

⅔ cup tahina paste ⅔ cup plain whole-milk yogurt Juice of 2½ lemons, or more 2 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf parsley to garnish

Put all the ingredients except parsley together in a food processor or blender and blend to a smooth cream. Taste and add more salt, lemon juice, or garlic if necessary.

Pour into a shallow bowl and sprinkle on the parsley. Provide Arab or pita bread to dip in.

Serve as an appetizer, or to accompany grilled or fried meat dishes and salads.

Teradot

Tahina with Walnuts

Serves 4-6 • A specialty of Jehan, in southern Turkey, this is served as a dip with fried mussels or baked fish, or as an accompaniment to salads and boiled vegetables, such as runner beans or cauliflower.

1 cup walnut halves

2 cloves garlic Salt

3-4 tablespoons tahina paste

Juice of 2 lemons

4 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

Pound the walnuts and garlic in a mortar with a little salt until the walnuts are almost, but not quite, ground to a paste. Add the tahina and lemon juice gradually, stirring well. Add a little cold water, enough to have a light creamy paste. Then mix in the chopped parsley.

You may use a blender or food processor, in which case blend the lemon juice and tahina with a little water first, to a light cream, then add the walnuts and garlic. Be careful not to overblend the walnuts, which might then lose their slightly rough texture.

Hummus Habb

Chickpea Puree

Serves 4-6 • Chickpeas are so common in the Arab world that they could be a symbol of it. The pureed version combined with tahina has become ubiquitous in the West, but this one, without tahina, called “hummus habb” or “sada,” is nice too, if you dress it with plenty of lemon juice and olive oil.

1¼ cups chickpeas, soaked overnight

Salt and pepper to taste

2 teaspoons ground cumin

2 large cloves garlic, crushed, or to taste

4-5 tablespoons or more lemon juice

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

A good pinch of chili pepper (optional)

To garnish: a few sprigs of flat-leaf

parsley and a dribble of extra-virgin

olive oil

Drain the chickpeas and simmer in fresh cold water for I½ hours, or until really soft, adding salt to taste towards the end.

Cool a little, extract a few chickpeas to use as garnish, and put the rest through the food processor or blender with the rest of the ingredients and enough of the cooking water to achieve a light cream. You must add the flavorings gradually and taste often. It should be distinctly sharp. Use the reserved chickpeas to garnish.

Serve in flat plates garnished with sprigs of parsley and a dribble of olive oil.

Accompany with warmed Arab or pita bread to dip in.

Hummus bi Tahina

Chickpea Puree with Tahina

Serves 4-6 • This salad puree is the most widely known and appreciated of all outside the Middle East (abroad it is known simply as hummus). It is the constant companion of shish kebab and ta'amia in Oriental restaurants and is also good with fish or eggplants.

1¼ cups chickpeas, soaked in cold water

overnight

Juice of 2-2½ lemons, or to taste 2 or 3 cloves garlic, crushed Salt 4-5 tablespoons tahina (sesame paste)

Drain and boil the soaked chickpeas in fresh water for about 1½ hours, or until they are very soft. Drain, reserving the cooking water. Blend to a puree in the food processor. Add the remaining ingredients and a little of the cooking water—enough to have a soft creamy paste. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Add more lemon juice, garlic, or salt if necessary.

Pour the cream into a flat dish and serve with Arab bread or pita.

Optional Garnishes


	Dribble 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil mixed with 1 teaspoon paprika, and sprinkle on 2 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf parsley.


	Garnish with a good pinch of chili pepper and h teaspoon ground cumin, making a star design of alternating red and brown.


	Sprinkle with a few whole cooked chickpeas, put aside before blending.


	Sprinkle with ground sumac and a little chopped parsley.


	Soak and boil an extra V4 cup of chickpeas and keep them aside to reheat just before serv ing. Spread the hummus in a clay dish, pour the hot drained chickpeas on top, and sprinkle with olive oil, paprika, and chopped parsley.




Variation

This is a delicious hot version. Pour the hummus bi tahina in a shallow baking dish. Fry 3 tablespoons pine nuts lightly in 2 tablespoons butter and pour with the melted butter over the dish. Bake for 15-20 minutes in a 400°F oven to heat through.

 

Ful Nabed or Bissara

Dried Fava Bean Puree

Serves 6 • For this flavorful Egyptian dip, buy the split fava beans which are sold with their brown skins removed and look creamy white.

2 onions, chopped

4 tablespoons plus 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1¼ cup (skinless) white fava beans, soaked overnight

4 to 6 cloves garlic

Salt

Juice of 1½ lemons

1 teaspoon superfine sugar

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon paprika or a pinch of ground chili pepper (optional)

4 tablespoons finely chopped fresh dill or flat-leaf parsley

Fry the onions in 4 tablespoons olive oil until golden brown.

Simmer the drained beans in fresh water to cover together with the garlic for 1 h hours, or until they are very soft, adding salt towards the end. Drain, keeping the cooking water, then turn to a puree in a food processor, adding the juice of 1 lemon and sugar and enough of the cooking water to have a soft cream.

Fold in the fried onions and serve, spread on a large plate. Sprinkle with 3 tablespoons olive oil, cumin, paprika or chili pepper, and dill or parsley. Accompany with Arab or pita bread and pass round the spices and the bottle of olive oil for people to help themselves to more.

Variations


	For a Turkish version calledfava, add 2 large onions, cut in pieces, to the pan with the beans. When cooked, drain and puree the beans with the onions. Mix with h cup extra-virgin olive oil, salt, 2 teaspoons sugar, and the juice of 1 lemon. Then pour into a moistened mold and chill for 8 hours. It will become very firm. Turn out and serve sprinkled with olive oil, chopped dill, and 1 red onion cut into thin slices.


	A Tunisian version has 1½ teaspoons tomato paste and I½ teaspoons harissa (page 464).




 

Fassoulia Beida

Puree of Dried White Beans

Serves 6

1¼ cups dried navy or haricot beans,

soaked overnight

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of 1 lemon, or more Salt and pepper 8 black olives (optional)

Drain and boil the beans in fresh water for about 1½ hours, or until very soft. Drain, keeping some of the cooking water. Save a few whole beans for garnish, and put the rest in a food processor with the olive oil and lemon juice, salt and pepper. Blend to a soft, light paste, adding a little of the cooking water to thin it if necessary.

Serve in a bowl, decorated with the whole beans and, if you like, a few black olives.

Purslane or Lamb's Lettuce and Yogurt Salad

Serves 4

1 pound purslane or lamb's-lettuce

leaves (4 cups well packed) 1 cup plain whole-milk yogurt

1 clove garlic, crushed

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Salt and white pepper

If using purslane, pull the leaves off the stem but do include the stem if very tender. Wash the purslane or lamb's lettuce, then wash and dry it. Beat the yogurt with the garlic, oil, and a little salt and pepper, and mix with the leaves.

Cacik

Yogurt and Cucumber Salad

Serves 6 • This popular Turkish salad can be served as a cold summer soup. We sometimes used to drain the yogurt through a fine cloth to thicken it (see page 111), but now you can buy a thick strained Greek variety.

4-6 small cucumbers or 1 large one,

diced or cut into half-moon slices Salt 2½ cups plain whole-milk or thick

strained Greek yogurt 2 cloves garlic, crushed (optional) 2 sprigs of mint, finely chopped, or 2

tablespoons crushed dried mint, or 2

sprigs of dill, finely chopped White pepper

Peel and dice the cucumbers, or cut them in half lengthwise, then into half-moon slices. Unless the salad is to be served immediately, sprinkle with plenty of salt and leave for 1 hour in a colander for the juices to drain.

Beat the yogurt in the serving bowl with the garlic, mint, and pepper. Rinse the cucumber of excess salt, drain, then mix into the yogurt. Add a little salt, if necessary

Variations


	Beat 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, 1 of vinegar, and 3 tablespoons chopped dill into the yogurt.


	For a cold soup, use natural, not strained, yogurt and chop or grate the cucumber.


	A lovely alternative is to use a mixture of sour cream and yogurt in equal quantities.


	A fragrant Persian version (mâst-o khiar) mixes in 3—4 tablespoons raisins and h cup chopped walnuts. It can be garnished with a few chopped or grated radishes and dried rose petals.




 

Borani-e Esfenaj

Spinach and Yogurt Salad

Serves 4 • This refreshing Iranian salad has a pure and delicate flavor.

1 pound spinach

1 cup thick strained Greek-style yogurt or plain whole-milk yogurt

2 cloves garlic, crushed 3A teaspoon sugar

Salt and pepper

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of ½ lemon

Wash the spinach and remove stems only if they are thick and hard. Drain the leaves and put them in a large pan. Cover and set over low heat until the leaves crumple into a soft mass. They steam in the water that clings to them in very few minutes.

Drain, and when cool enough, squeeze out the excess water with your hands. Chop with a sharp knife and mix with the rest of the ingredients.

Variation

Another version calls for 1 large chopped onion sautéed in 1 tablespoon butter or vegetable oil.

 

Feta Cheese Dip

Serves 6 • You need good feta cheese for this. Serve with pita bread to dip in.

½ pound feta cheese Juice of 1 lemon 2 tablespoons vegetable oil 1 tablespoon olive oil

With a fork, crush the feta cheese and mash with the lemon juice and the vegetable and olive oils until smooth.

Michoteta

Feta Cheese and Cucumber Salad

Serves 6 • This strong-tasting Egyptian salad made with feta cheese is good withful medames (page 328).

½ pound feta cheese

Juice of 1 lemon

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 red Italian or large mild onion, finely

chopped

½ large cucumber, peeled and diced White pepper

Crumble the cheese with a tablespoon of water, using a fork, and work in the lemon juice and olive oil. Mix in the onion and cucumber, and add pepper.

Shanklish

Goat Cheese Salad

Serves 4 • The salad is made in the Lebanese mountain villages with a fermented goat cheese, but you can use a strong, crumbly goat cheese.

½ pound goat cheese 1 clove garlic, crushed or mashed (optional)

1 mild red or white onion, finely chopped

2 or 3 firm ripe tomatoes, diced

4-5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Crush the cheese with a fork, adding garlic if using. Stir in the onion and tomatoes, and sprinkle generously with olive oil.

Salata Arabieh

Arab Salad

Serves 6 • In this most common of Arab salads, all the ingredients are cut very small. Do not prepare it too long before serving, and dress it just before serving.

1 small or ½ large head romaine lettuce 1½ red Italian or mild white onions or

9 scallions

2 small or 1 long cucumber

3 tomatoes

6 radishes, thinly sliced (optional)

3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

1 tablespoon chopped fresh dill or chervil (optional)

2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint (optional)

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of ½ lemon, or more to taste Salt and pepper 1 clove garlic, crushed (optional)

Shred the lettuce, chop the onions finely, and cut the vegetables into tiny dice, using a sharp knife. Put them in a bowl with the radishes and herbs.

Make a dressing with the oil and lemon juice, salt and pepper, and garlic if you like. Pour over the salad and mix well.

Na'na Mukhalal

A medieval recipe from al-Baghdadi for herbed vinegar:

Take fresh large-leafed mint, and strip the leaf from the stalk, wash and dry in the shade: sprinkle with aromatic herbs. If desired, add celery leaves and quarters of peeled garlic. Put into a glass bottle and cover with good vinegar, colored with a little saffron. Leave until the mint has absorbed the sourness of the vinegar so that the latter has lost its sharpness: then serve.

Leaf Salads

Rocket or arugula (gargir), purslane (bakle), and cress (rashad) are popular Arab salad leaves. Choose one and dress with a dribble of extra-virgin olive oil, a little salt, and a drop, if any, of vinegar or lemon juice.
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Fattoush

Bread Salad

Serves 6-8 • Fattoush is a rustic country salad of Syria and Lebanon which is on the standard menu of Lebanese restaurants. The old, traditional way was to moisten and soften the toasted bread with water and a little lemon juice before imbibing it further with the dressing, which made it deliciously soggy. Nowadays it is usual to put the bread in crisp, like French croutons.

1½ Arab or pita breads

1 head romaine lettuce, cut into ribbons

3 medium-sized firm ripe tomatoes, cut

into ½-inch pieces 3 small cucumbers, peeled, cut into thick

slices

1 green bell pepper, seeded and cut into small slices

1½ mild red or white onions or

9 scallions, chopped Bunch of rocket leaves, torn Bunch of purslane leaves or lamb's

lettuce, torn

Small bunch of flat-leaf parsley, chopped A few sprigs of mint, shredded 5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of 1 lemon

2 cloves garlic, crushed Salt and pepper

1 tablespoon ground sumac

Cut open the breads and toast them under the broiler until they are crisp, turning them over once. Break them into small pieces in your hands.

Put all the vegetables in a large bowl with the onions, rocket and purslane leaves or lamb's lettuce, flat-leaf parsley, and mint.

For the dressing, mix the olive oil with the lemon juice, garlic, salt, pepper, and sumac.

Just before serving, add the toasted bread and toss well with the dressing.

Variation

For the old-style version, put the broken pieces of toast in a bowl. Moisten and soften with a little cold water or lemon juice before adding them to the salad.

 

Khiar bel Na'na

Cucumber Salad with Mint

Serves 4 • The fragrance of mint goes well with cucumber.

1 cucumber, peeled and sliced very thinly

Salt

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons lemon juice or 1 tablespoon wine vinegar

1 teaspoon orange-blossom water, or

to taste 1 tablespoon crushed dried mint leaves

Sprinkle the cucumber generously with salt and leave to drain in a colander for ½—1 hour. The salt will run away with the water, but if the cucumber is still too salty, rinse and drain before mixing with the rest of the ingredients.

Salata Horiatiki

Greek Country Salad

Serves 6 • This salad brings back for me memories of the garlands of islands floating in the deep blue sea, the plaintive sound of the bouzouki, and the sugar-cake houses.

1 head romaine lettuce, cut into ribbons

2 large firm ripe tomatoes, cut in wedges 1 cucumber, peeled, split in half through

its length, and cut into thick slices 1 green bell pepper, cut in thin rings

crosswise 1 large mild onion, thinly sliced, the

rings separated, or 9 scallions, thinly

sliced 8 ounces feta cheese, cut into small

squares or broken with your fingers

into coarse pieces 1 dozen or more black Kalamata olives

Tamatem bel Bassal

Tomato Salad with Onions

Serves 4 • Tomatoes are banadoura in Arabic and tamatem in Egypt.

1 pound firm ripe tomatoes, sliced

1 red Italian or large mild onion or 5 scallions, chopped

2 tablespoons chopped parsley or cilantro

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon wine vinegar or the juice

of ½ lemon Salt and pepper ½ teaspoon ground cumin (optional)

Put the tomatoes in a bowl with the onions and parsley or cilantro. Dress with a mixture of oil and vinegar or lemon juice with salt and pepper and cumin, if using.

FOR THE DRESSING

A good bunch of flat-leaf parsley,

coarsely chopped

6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of 1 lemon Salt and pepper

Put all the salad ingredients together in a large bowl. Just before serving, mix the dressing, pour over the salad, and toss.

Variations

Other possible additions to the salad are chopped dill, fennel, wild marjoram, sprigs of fresh mint, capers, and sliced pickled gherkins.

 

Radish Salad

If possible, use the very large, elongated type of radish, which can be white, violet, red, or black, and which is also called mouli. Slice the radishes very thinly or grate them coarsely and dress with a lemon-and-olive-oil dressing. A few drops of orange-blossom water will give it a delicate perfume. Garnish with plenty of finely chopped flat-leaf parsley.

Tabbouleh

Parsley and Bulgur Salad

Serves 6 • This is a homely version of the very green parsley-and-mint salad with buff-colored speckles of bulgur wheat you find in all Lebanese restaurants all over the world. Like many items on the standard Lebanese restaurant menu, it was born in the mountain region of Zahlé, in the Bekáa Valley of Lebanon, where the local anise-flavored grape liquor arak is produced. Renowned for its fresh air and its natural springs and the river Bardaouni, which cascades down the mountain, the region acquired a mythical reputation for gastronomy. In 1920 two cafés opened by the river. They gave away assorted nuts, seeds, olives, bits of cheese, and raw vegetables with the local arak. Gradually the entire valley became filled with open-air cafés, each larger and more luxurious than the next, each vying to attract customers who flocked from all over the Middle East with ever more varied mezze. The reputation of the local mountain-village foods they offered, of which tabbouleh was one of the jewels, spread far and wide and became a national institution. What started as a relatively substantial salad, rich with bulgur, was transformed over the years into an all-green herby affair.

[image: ]

When the first edition of my book came out, I received letters telling me I had too much bulgur in that recipe. One letter from Syria explained that mine was the way people made the salad many years ago, when they needed to fill their stomachs. You see, many of my relatives left Syria for Egypt a hundred years ago, and that was how they continued to make it. The following is a contemporary version.

½ cup fine- or medium-ground bulgur

(cracked wheat) Juice of 1-2 lemons, to taste 4 firm ripe tomatoes, diced Salt and pepper

4 scallions, thinly sliced or chopped 2 cups flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped

by hand

⅔ cup finely chopped mint ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil 2 Bibb lettuces or the heart of a romaine

lettuce to garnish

Soak the bulgur in plenty of fresh cold water for 10 minutes. Rinse in a colander and press the excess water out. Put the bulgur in a bowl with the lemon juice and the tomatoes. Leave for 30 minutes, to absorb the lemon and tomato juices and until the grain is tender. Mix gently with the rest of the ingredients.

A traditional way of eating tabbouleh is to scoop it up with lettuce leaves.

Variation

An Egyptian version adds 1 or 2 small diced cucumbers.

 

Kisir

Bulgur and Tomato Salad

Serves 8 • Kisir is a filling and luscious Turkish country salad. Chili flakes or a chili pepper give it a thrilling zing.

1½ cups bulgur (cracked wheat) 2 tablespoons tomato paste

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of 1 lemon

Salt

⅓ teaspoon chili flakes or pinch of

ground chili pepper, to taste 1 fresh red or green chili pepper, very

finely chopped

1 cup chopped flat-leaf parsley ⅓ cup chopped mint leaves

6 scallions, finely chopped

2 large tomatoes, finely diced

Put the bulgur in a bowl, pour plenty of boiling water on it, and leave for 20—60 minutes, until the grain is tender. Drain and squeeze the excess water out in a colander.

Add the tomato paste, oil and lemon juice, salt and chili flakes or chili pepper and mix thoroughly. You can do this in advance.

Just before serving, mix in the rest of the ingredients.

Variation

Adding 2 tablespoons of sour-pomegranate concentrate or molasses gives the grain a brown tinge and sweet-and-sour tartness.

Batrik

Bulgur Salad with Nuts

Serves 4-6 • In this nutty Turkish salad with an intense flavor, the bulgur is softened in the juice of fresh tomatoes.

¾ cup fine-ground bulgur (cracked

wheat) 1 pound tomatoes, peeled, blended to a

cream in the food processor 1 teaspoon tomato paste 3-4 tablespoons olive oil Salt A pinch or more of chili flakes or

ground chili pepper 1 smallish mild onion or 5 scallions,

finely chopped ½ cup walnuts or pistachios, or a

mixture of the two

Mix the bulgur with the blended tomatoes and tomato paste, and leave for an hour, or until the grain has become tender. Add a little water if it hasn't.

Add the oil, salt, and chili flakes or ground chili pepper to taste.

Before serving, add the onion and walnuts or pistachios.

Salsouf

Bulgur and Chickpea Salad

Serves 6 • A rustic Lebanese salad.

1 cup bulgur (cracked wheat)

A 1-pound can good-quality chickpeas,

drained

1 tablespoon dried mint Salt 6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Soak the bulgur in plenty of cold water for ½—1 hour, then drain and squeeze the excess water out. Mix with the rest of the ingredients.

Grated Carrot Salad

Serves 4 • A Moroccan salad with an intriguing combination of flavors.

1 pound carrots, peeled and coarsely

grated

½ cup black or golden raisins 5 tablespoons olive oil 1-2 tablespoons honey Juice of 1 lemon ½ teaspoon ginger 1 teaspoon cinnamon Salt and pepper

Mix all the ingredients together in a bowl.

Couscous Salad

Serves 6-8 • This salad, which was born in France as the North African “tabboulé,” is not governed by strict rules, as is the classic Lebanese one of the same name made with bulgur. It is filling and easy to do for a large company. You can make it in advance. It does not spoil.

¼ cups medium couscous 1¼ cups cold water Juice of 1—1½ lemons, or to taste 6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Salt and pepper

Grated zest of 1 lemon (optional) 4 firm medium tomatoes, diced 1 cucumber, peeled and diced 8 scallions, chopped 1 large bunch of parsley, chopped 1 large bunch of cilantro, chopped Few sprigs of mint leaves, chopped 12 black or green olives, chopped (optional)

Put the couscous in a bowl, add the water, stir well, and leave for about 20 minutes, until the water is absorbed. Fluff it up and break up any lumps with a fork.

Make a dressing of lemon and oil, salt and pepper, adding lemon zest if you like. Stir into the couscous, and mix in the rest of the ingredients. Leave for ½ hour, until the grain has absorbed the dressing, before serving.

Orange and Olive Salad

Serves 6 • The delicate nutty argan oil is particularly good in this spicy Moroccan salad. It is made from the nut in the fruit of the argan tree, which grows exclusively in southwestern Morocco.

4-6 oranges

Juice of ½-1 lemon

3 tablespoons argan oil or hazelnut,

walnut, or sesame oil 3 cloves garlic, crushed in a press or

finely chopped Salt

A handful of black olives 1 teaspoon ground cumin 1 teaspoon paprika A pinch of ground chili pepper

(optional)

Peel the oranges, removing the pith. Cut them into slices and then into pieces. Dress with a mixture of lemon juice, oil, garlic, and salt and add the olives. Serve sprinkled with cumin, paprika, and chili pepper.

Lettuce and Orange Salad

Serves 4 • Another Moroccan orange salad. Argan is the preferred oil for it in Morocco, but you could also try hazelnut, walnut, or sesame oil.

1 curly endive or 2 Bibb lettuces cut into ribbons

Juice of ½ orange Juice of ½ lemon ½ tablespoon orange-blossom water

2 tablespoons argan, hazelnut, walnut, or sesame oil

Salt

2 oranges (sweet or sour), peeled and sliced

Dress the lettuce with a mixture of orange and lemon juice, h tablespoon orange-blossom water, 2 tablespoons oil, and a little salt. Scatter in a wide serving dish. Lay the oranges on top.

Other Orange Salads

Orange Salad with Orange-Blossom Water and Cinnamon

Peel 3 large oranges, taking care to remove all the bitter white pith. Slice very thinly and arrange on a plate. Sprinkle with orange-blossom water and dust lightly with ground cinnamon.

Orange and Radish Salad

In this salad, a bunch of radishes is thinly sliced, and 1 or 2 oranges are peeled, sliced, and divided into small pieces. The whole is seasoned lightly with salt and a little lemon juice.

Carrot and Orange Salad

Grate 1½ pounds of carrots, peel and cut an orange into small pieces, and dress in a mixture of the juice of 2 oranges and 1 lemon and 2 tablespoons orange-blossom or rose water. Stir in a bunch of chopped cilantro leaves. This is very refreshing to serve with a hot, spicy dish.

Turnip and Orange Salad

This salad is Tunisian.

Wash 1 pound very young, tender turnips and slice them very thinly. Macerate for an hour in a mixture of 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil and the juice of 1 bitter Seville orange or 1 grapefruit, or with a mixture of orange and lemon juice (the dressing needs to be sharp), with a crushed clove of garlic, salt, and pepper. A pinch of ground chili pepper is optional.

Serve as it is with a few sprigs of parsley, or add a chopped-up orange.

Betingan bel Khal wal Tom

Eggplant Slices with Vinegar and Garlic

This is a wonderful Egyptian way of preparing eggplants. Fry, grill, or broil the slices as described on page 290. If frying, drain on paper towels. Arrange on a platter and dribble on the following dressing:

Chop 3 or 4 garlic cloves and fry them over low heat in 1 tablespoon olive oil for moments only, until they just begin to color, then mix with h cup white- or red-wine vinegar. Serve garnished with chopped flat-leaf parsley.

Betingan bel Rumman

Eggplant Slices with Pomegranate Syrup

This is a Syrian way. Fry, broil, or grill the slices as described on page 290. If frying, drain on paper towels. Arrange on a platter and dribble on the following sauce:

Mix 2 tablespoons pomegranate syrup (molasses or concentrate) with 1 crushed garlic clove and 4—5 tablespoons water if dressing fried slices, or with 4—5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil if dressing grilled or broiled slices.

Yogurtlu Patlican

Eggplant Slices with Yogurt

Serves 4-6 • This common Turkish way of serving eggplants is simple and quite delicious.

3 medium eggplants or 2 large ones, weighing about 2 pounds total

Salt

2 cups plain whole-milk or thick strained Greek-style yogurt

Fry, broil, or grill the slices as described on page 290. If frying, drain on paper towels. Arrange on a platter and serve, hot or cold, with yogurt spread thickly over each slice.

Variation

Beat into the yogurt 1 crushed garlic clove and 2 teaspoons crushed dried mint.

 

Domatesli Patlican Tava

Eggplant Slices with Tomato Sauce

Serves 6 • Another lovely Turkish way of preparing eggplants.

3 medium eggplants, weighing about 2½ pounds total

Olive oil

4 cloves garlic, crushed

1½ pounds tomatoes, peeled and

chopped 2 tablespoons red- or white-wine

vinegar

1 tablespoon sugar Salt

Good pinch of chili pepper ⅓ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley

Fry, grill, or broil the slices as described on page 290. If frying, drain on paper towels and arrange side by side on a platter.

For the sauce, fry the garlic in 2 tablespoons oil for a few seconds, stirring. Add the tomatoes, vinegar, sugar, salt, and chili pepper, and cook, uncovered, over low heat for about 20 minutes, or until reduced to a thick sauce. Add the parsley and let it cool.

Serve the eggplants cold, covered with the tomato sauce.

Variations


	For a Syrian flavor, add to the sauce 2—3 tablespoons pomegranate molasses or concentrate and 5 garlic cloves left whole (omit the crushed garlic).




 

Betingan bel Dibs Rumman

Marinated Baby Eggplants with Pomegranate Syrup

Serves 4-6 • Pomegranate syrup gives this attractive Syrian specialty a sweet-and-sour flavor. Look for eggplants which are about 4 inches long.

1 pound baby eggplants, 3-4 inches long Salt

5 whole cloves garlic

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons pomegranate syrup (also called concentrate or molasses)

Juice of ½ lemon

¼ teaspoon ground chili pepper

½ teaspoon ground cumin

3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

Wash the little eggplants, remove caps, but leave the stems on. Cut in half lengthwise, but not right to the end, so that the halves remain attached at the stem end.

Boil in salted water with the garlic cloves for 10—15 minutes, until soft, then drain.

For the marinade, mash the boiled garlic cloves, and mix with the rest of the ingredients. Roll the drained eggplants in the marinade, opening them so that the cut sides can absorb it well.

Leave for at least 12 hours and serve cold.

Eggplants in a Spicy Honey Sauce

Serves 4 • The sauce is a splendid example of the hot, spicy, and sweet combinations which are a thrilling feature of North African cooking. Serve it cold with bread.

2 medium-large eggplants Olive oil

Salt

3 cloves garlic, crushed

2 inches fresh gingerroot, grated, or cut into pieces and the juice squeezed out in a garlic press

1½ teaspoons ground cumin

Large pinch of cayenne or ground chili pepper, to taste

4-6 tablespoons honey

Juice of 1 lemon

⅔ cup water

Cut the eggplants into rounds about ⅓ inch thick. Do not peel them. Dip them in olive oil, turning them over, and cook on a griddle or under the broiler, turning them over once, until they are lightly browned. They do not need to be soft, as they will cook further in the sauce.

In a wide saucepan or skillet, fry the garlic in 2 tablespoons of the oil for seconds only, stirring, then take off the heat. Add the ginger, cumin, and cayenne or ground chili pepper, honey, lemon juice, and water. Put in the eggplant slices and cook over low heat—either in batches, so that they are in one layer, or together, rearranging them so that each slice gets some time in the sauce—for about 10 minutes, or until the slices are soft and have absorbed the sauce. Add a little water if necessary.

Sweet-and-Sour Eggplant Salad

Serves 6 • Broken pieces of toasted pita bread are sometimes placed at the bottom of the serving dish to become well moistened and soggy with the dressing.

1½ pounds eggplants, cut into 1-inch

cubes Salt ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 large Spanish onion, coarsely chopped

2 cloves garlic, chopped

1 pound tomatoes, peeled and chopped,

or a 14-ounce can peeled tomatoes 4 tablespoons finely chopped parsley 1 tablespoon dried mint

3 tablespoons wine vinegar 1 tablespoon sugar

Pepper or a good pinch ground chili pepper to taste

Sprinkle the eggplant cubes with salt and leave in a colander for about ½ hour for the juices to drain away. Then rinse and dry.

Cover the bottom of a heavy pan with olive oil. Fry the onion in this until it is soft and golden. Add the eggplants, and stir, turning them over, for about 5 minutes. Add the garlic and stir, until it begins to color. Add the tomatoes, with their juice, the parsley, mint, vinegar, sugar, and pepper or ground chili pepper. Cook over very low heat for about 20 minutes, or until the eggplants are soft. Serve cold.

Variations


	For a Syrian flavor, instead of the vinegar add 2-3 tablespoons pomegranate molasses or concentrate and 5 or 6 cloves garlic left whole.


	Add 1 pound canned chickpeas (drained).




 

Zaalouk

Spicy Eggplant Salad

Serves 6•I love this Moroccan salad. The eggplants are boiled, not fried, so it is not oily. It is best made several hours in advance so that the flavors have time to penetrate.

1½ pounds eggplants, peeled and cubed

5 cloves garlic, peeled

Salt

3 large beefsteak tomatoes (about 1½ pounds)

4 tablespoons argan oil (see page 48) or hazelnut, sesame, walnut, or mild extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons wine vinegar

½ teaspoon harissa (see page 464), or a mixture of ½ teaspoon paprika and good pinch of ground chili pepper, to taste

1 teaspoon ground cumin

½ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley

Boil the eggplants with the garlic in plenty of salted water, in a pan covered with a lid, for about 30 minutes, or until they are very soft. Drain and chop the eggplants and garlic in a colander, then mash them with a fork, pressing all the water out.

Put the tomatoes in the emptied pan and cook over low heat for about 20 minutes, or until reduced to a thick sauce, stirring occasionally. Mix with the mashed eggplants and the rest of the ingredients and add salt.

Variation

Add the juice of 1 lemon (instead of the vinegar) and 1 teaspoon ground caraway or coriander.

 

Salatet Felfel wal Tamatem

Roast Pepper and Tomato Salad

Serves 6 • Every country in the Middle East has a roast-pepper-and-tomato combination. This is an Egyptian one.

4 red or green fleshy bell peppers

6 large cloves garlic, whole, in their peels

3 large tomatoes, peeled and sliced
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½ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley or

cilantro 4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon wine vinegar or juice of ½ lemon

Salt and pepper

Roast the peppers, then peel them and remove the seeds (see box at left). At the same time, broil the garlic cloves, unpeeled, until they just begin to feel soft, turning them over once.

Cut the peppers into strips. Peel the garlic. Put peppers and garlic in a serving bowl with the tomatoes and parsley or cilantro.

Dress with a mixture of oil and vinegar or lemon, salt and pepper.

Roasted Red Peppers

with Preserved Lemon

and Capers

Serves 4 • A North African salad.

4 fleshy red bell peppers

2-3 tablespoons argan (see page 48) or

extra-virgin olive oil Salt Peel of 1 preserved lemon (see page

459), cut into small pieces, to garnish

2 tablespoons capers to garnish

Roast, seed, and peel the peppers as described in box at left and cut them into strips about 2A inch wide. Dress with argan or olive oil and very little salt, and garnish with the preserved lemon and capers.

Meshweya

Tunisian Roasted Salad

Serves 4-6 • They call it meshweya, which means “roasted,” because the vegetables are roasted—usually over a fire. There are many versions. This one can be a meal in itself.

3 medium onions

3 green or red bell peppers

3 medium tomatoes, peeled and

quartered

A 7-ounce can tuna in brine, drained 2 hard-boiled eggs, cut in wedges 4-5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Juice of 1 lemon Salt and pepper ½ teaspoon caraway seeds 1 tablespoon capers (optional garnish) 8 green or black olives (optional

garnish)

Put the onions and peppers in the hottest preheated oven and roast for about ½ hour, or until the skins are very browned and they feel soft, turning them over to brown their sides. Peel the onions and cut them in wedges. Peel the peppers (see page 84) and cut them into ribbons.

On a serving dish or individual plates arrange the elements of the salad—the onions, peppers, tomatoes, flaked tuna, and eggs—in a decorative way. Mix the oil and lemon juice, salt, pepper, and caraway seeds and dribble on top. Garnish with capers and olives if you like.

Ajlouke Qura'a

Mashed Zucchini Salad

Serves 4-6 • In this Tunisian salad the blandness of zucchini is lifted by the very rich flavoring.

1 pound zucchini

Juice of ½ lemon, or more

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

½-1 teaspoon harissa (see page 464)

Salt

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed

½ teaspoon ground coriander

½ teaspoon caraway seeds

Trim the ends of the zucchini and cut into large pieces. Boil in water for 10 to 15 minutes, until very soft.

Drain, then chop and mash in the colander to get rid of excess water. Beat the rest of the ingredients together and mix into the zucchini.

Serve cold.

Variation

Garnish with 4 ounces feta cheese, crumbled with a fork, and a few green and black olives.

 

Kousa bi Laban Zabadi

Fried Zucchini Slices with Yogurt

Serves 4 • For this Arab and Turkish way of serving zucchini, the vegetables may be deep-fried, grilled, or broiled.

1 pound zucchini, cut into slices

lengthwise

Olive or vegetable oil Salt 1½ cups plain whole-milk or thick

strained Greek-style yogurt

Deep-fry the zucchini in hot oil till lightly browned, turning the slices over once, then drain on paper towels and sprinkle lightly with salt. Alternatively, brush the slices with oil and grill or broil them (see variation for broiling procedure).

Serve hot or cold with yogurt spread over each slice.

Variations

• The yogurt may be flavored with 1 crushed garlic clove and 2 teaspoons dried crushed mint.

• To broil the zucchini, arrange the slices on a tray, brush both sides very lightly with olive oil, and sprinkle with salt. Put under the broiler, and cook, turning them over once, until browned.

• Another traditional accompaniment is a fresh tomato sauce. Use the one for eggplants on page 81.

Mashed Zucchini and Tomatoes

Serves 6 • A North African appetizer full of rich sensuous flavors.

2 large onions, chopped

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 cloves garlic, crushed

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 pound zucchini, cut into thick slices Salt and pepper

2 tablespoons red- or white-wine vinegar

A good pinch of ground chili pepper 1 pound tomatoes, peeled and chopped

Fry the onions in the oil until golden and stir in the garlic and cumin. Add the zucchini, salt, pepper, vinegar, ground chili pepper, and tomatoes. Put the lid on and cook for about 10 minutes without added water, until the zucchini slices are very soft.

Mash with a fork or a potato masher and serve at room temperature.

Zucchini Salad with Raisins and Pine Nuts

Serves 4—6 • The combination of raisins and pine nuts was brought by the Arabs all the way to Spain and Sicily.

1 pound zucchini, thinly sliced

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons pine nuts

2 tablespoons black or golden raisins, or currants

1 clove garlic, crushed and chopped Salt and pepper

2 teaspoons dried mint (optional) Juice of ½ lemon, or more

Sauté the zucchini quickly in the oil with the pine nuts, raisins, and garlic. Add salt and pepper and dried mint, if using, and cook, stirring, over moderate heat until the zucchini slices are just tender.

Serve hot or cold with lemon juice squeezed over the salad.

Variation

The zucchini may be left uncooked and simply macerated in a mixture of 5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil with the juice of h—1 lemon and salt and pepper for at least an hour. Toast the pine nuts and add them before serving.

 

Kabak Muçveri

Zucchini Fritters

Serves 4 • Yogurt often accompanies these Turkish fritters.

1 pound zucchini, grated

1 large onion, coarsely chopped

Sunflower oil

3 eggs

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour

Pepper

A few sprigs of mint, chopped

A few sprigs of dill, chopped

7 ounces feta cheese, mashed with a fork

Grate the zucchini. Fry the onion in 3 tablespoons oil over medium heat, till soft and lightly colored. Add the grated zucchini and sauté, stirring, until soft.

In a bowl, beat the eggs with the flour until well blended. Add pepper and the herbs and mix well. Fold in the feta cheese and the cooked onions and zucchini.

Film the bottom of a preferably nonstick frying pan with oil and fry by the half-ladle or 2 tablespoons, turning over once, until both sides are brown. You can do a few at a time.

Drain on paper towels and serve hot or cold.

Kharshouf bi Zeit

Baby Artichoke Hearts Stewed in Oil

Serves 4 • If you want to use fresh baby artichokes, see instructions for preparing the hearts on page 282.

9 artichoke hearts, fresh or frozen ⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil Juice of 1 lemon, or to taste 2 cloves garlic, chopped Salt and pepper

Put the artichoke hearts in a pan with the rest of the ingredients and barely cover with water. Simmer, uncovered, for about 20 minutes if fresh or 10 minutes if frozen, until tender. Lift out the artichokes and reduce the sauce.

Serve cold—whole if small, halved or quartered if large—in their own sauce.

Chopped Artichokes and Preserved Lemons

Serves 4—6 • This simple and delightful North African salad is easy to make with the frozen artichoke bottoms obtainable from Middle Eastern stores.

A 14-ounce packet frozen artichoke

bottoms, defrosted Salt

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil Pepper

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed (optional) A few sprigs of dill, chopped 1 preserved lemon peel (see page 459),

rinsed and chopped

Simmer the artichoke bottoms in salted water to cover for about 10 minutes, till just tender. Then drain and chop them coarsely with a sharp knife and mix with the rest of the ingredients.

Serve cold.

Omi Houriya

Spicy Carrot Puree

Serves 6 • Make this fiery Tunisian salad with old carrots, which taste better, and add the flavorings gradually, to taste. The color is beautiful. Serve as a dip with bread or bits of raw vegetables.

1½ pounds carrots

Salt

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

3 tablespoons wine vinegar

2 cloves garlic, crushed

½-1 teaspoon harissa (see page 464) or

1 teaspoon paprika and good pinch of

chili pepper 1½ teaspoons ground cumin or caraway

seeds V4-½ teaspoon ground ginger

Peel the carrots and cut into large pieces. Boil them in salted water until tender, then drain and chop them with a knife or mash them with a fork.

Mix well with the rest of the ingredients and serve cold.

Variations

• Garnish with 6 green or black olives or 4 ounces crumbled feta cheese.

• Instead of cumin or caraway, add 2 tablespoons honey and 1 teaspoon cinnamon.

Ajlouk de Carottes

Mashed Carrot and Potato Salad

Serves 6 • For this Tunisian salad, use old carrots and mealy potatoes.

4 large carrots

3 potatoes

4-5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 1 lemon, or more

Salt

½ teaspoon harissa (page 464) or 1

teaspoon paprika and good pinch of

chili pepper 1 teaspoon caraway seeds

Peel and boil the carrots and potatoes separately until they are soft (the carrots should be very soft). Then drain and mash with a fork or a potato masher. Put them together in a bowl, add the remaining ingredients, and mix very well.

Serve cold.

Slatit Batata Marfusa

Mashed Potato Salad with Capers

Serves 6 • Use mealy potatoes for this Tunisian salad, which is served as an appetizer and also as an accompaniment to grilled fish.

1½ pounds potatoes

Salt

4-5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1½ tablespoons wine vinegar

Pepper

½ teaspoon harissa (page 464) or a good

pinch of chili pepper (optional) ½ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley 3 tablespoons capers, squeezed to get rid

of excess vinegar

Peel and boil the potatoes in lightly salted water until soft, then drain, keeping a little of the cooking water.

Mash with the oil and vinegar and 2-4 tablespoons of the cooking water—enough to have a soft, moist texture. Add the rest of the ingredients and mix well.

Serve cold.

Slatit Batata Helwa

Sweet Potato Salad

Serves 6 • In this Moroccan salad, the curious mix of sweet and spicy is quite delicious. It is nice as it is but you may add, if you like, a handful of black olives, the chopped peel of a preserved lemon (see page 459), and a tablespoon of capers.

1½ pounds sweet potatoes, peeled and

cut into l½-inch cubes ½-¾ teaspoon ground ginger 1 teaspoon cinnamon

1 teaspoon harissa (page 464) or a good pinch of chili pepper

Juice of ½-1 lemon

2 teaspoons honey Salt

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 4 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley or cilantro

Boil the sweet potatoes in just enough water to cover. Stir in the ginger, cinnamon, harissa or ground chili pepper, lemon juice, honey, and salt, and cook, uncovered, for 15 minutes, or until the potatoes are tender, turning them over once and being careful not to let them overcook and fall apart. The sauce should be reduced to a thick syrupy consistency. If it is not, lift out the potatoes with a slotted spoon into a serving dish and reduce the sauce further by boiling.

Just before the end of cooking, stir in the oil and the parsley or cilantro.

Serve cold.

Bamia

Sweet-and-Sour Okra

Serves 4 • Okra is one of the most popular vegetables in the Arab world.

1 pound small young okra

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil ½-1 tablespoon sugar

Salt and pepper

Juice of 1 small lemon, or to taste

Cut off the stem ends and wash the okra. Heat the oil in a heavy skillet. Add the okra and sauté gently for about 5 minutes, turning each pod over.

Add sugar, salt and pepper, the lemon juice, and just enough water to cover the okra.

Simmer for about 15 minutes, or until the okra is tender and the liquid is reduced. Raise the heat if neccesary to reduce the liquid at the end.

Serve cold.

Mushrooms in Olive Oil

Serves 2-4 • Mushrooms are not common in the Middle East but you do find them—in Cyprus, for instance.

½ pound small button mushrooms

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 1 tablespoon water

Salt and pepper

Juice of ½-I lemon

½ teaspoon dried thyme (optional)

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed

4 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

Wash the mushrooms. Cut them in half if they are a little large.

Pour the oil and water into a frying pan. Stir in all the remaining ingredients except the mushrooms and bring to the boil. Add the mushrooms and simmer gently for about 7 minutes, or until they are tender, turning them over occasionally. Pour into a serving dish.

Taste and adjust the seasoning before serving, as its intensity changes with the drop in temperature.

Serve cold.

Mushrooms with Onions and Red Wine

Serves 6•I was given this recipe by a lovely Cypriot. I had never come across it before. It can be made with all kinds of mushrooms. I used shiitake with a Cabernet Sauvignon and found them delicious except that the stalks remained chewy, so cut those off if you use them.

1½ large onions, sliced

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

11 ounces mushrooms, left whole, or cut

in half if very large Salt and pepper 1 cup red wine

In a saucepan, fry the onions in the oil, covered, slowly over low heat, stirring occasionally, for about 20 minutes, until soft and golden.

Add the mushrooms, salt and pepper, and the wine and cook, covered, over low heat until the mushrooms are soft—between 10 and 30 minutes, depending on the mushrooms. Take off the lid to reduce the sauce if necessary.

Loubia bi Zeit

Green Beans in Olive Oil

Serves 6

1½ pounds green beans or young runner

beans

1 large onion, coarsely chopped 4-5 tablespoons olive oil 4 cloves garlic, sliced 4 tomatoes, peeled and chopped Salt and pepper

Top and tail and wash the beans. Cut the runner beans into 2 or 3 pieces.

In a saucepan, fry the onion in oil until soft. Add garlic, and when the onions and garlic begin to color, add the tomatoes and the beans. Only just cover with water, add salt and pepper, and simmer, uncovered, until the beans are tender and the liquid is reduced.

Serve cold.

Fennel, Celery, and Cauliflower Salad

The vegetables may be served raw, but when boiled they make a very pleasant salad. The fennel gives it a faint anise flavor. Wash equal amounts of the vegetables and cut them into pieces and florets. Boil in salted water until only just soft. Dress with plenty of olive oil, lemon juice, and a little salt and pepper. The fennel has enough perfume of its own, but a little chopped fresh mint is an agreeable addition.

Turkish Tarator Sauce for Boiled Vegetables

Serves 6 • Serve this in a bowl with plain boiled or steamed vegetables such as runner beans, zucchini, or cauliflower.

2 thin slices bread, crusts removed 1 cup walnuts or hazelnuts, coarsely

ground

⅔ cup extra-virgin olive oil 3-4 tablespoons wine vinegar 1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed Salt and pepper

Soak the bread in water and squeeze dry. Crumble it, and add it to the nuts in a bowl. Gradually add the olive oil, beating constantly, then stir in the vinegar and garlic, and season to taste with salt and pepper. The sauce should be very smooth and creamy.

You may use a food processor or blender. In this case add whole walnuts or hazelnuts at the end, when the rest of the ingredients have been turned to a cream, and leave the nuts slightly coarse.

Pancar Salatasi

Beet and Yogurt Salad

Serves 4 • This is a Turkish way of dressing beets.

1 pound young beets

2 tablespoons lemon juice

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 1 cup plain whole-milk yogurt Salt

1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley to garnish

Cut the tops off the beets and boil them in plenty of water for 30 to 40 minutes, until tender. Peel and slice them.

Mix the lemon juice with the oil. Add yogurt and salt and beat well. Then mix with the beets.

Pour into a serving dish and garnish with chopped parsley.

Variation

An alternative dressing is olive oil and a little salt mixed with about 1 teaspoon orange-blossom water or rose water and a sprinkling of cinnamon.

 

Salatet Korat

Leek Salad

Serves 4 • Leeks are especially popular in Egypt.

1 pound leeks

3 tablespoons olive oil

Juice of ½ lemon, or more

Salt and pepper

1 teaspoon dried mint

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed

½ teaspoon sugar

With a pointed knife, split the leeks lengthwise to their center and wash them carefully, fanning them out in the water to remove all traces of soil between the leaves. Discard the tough outer leaves and trim the tops and roots. Cut the leeks into 1- or 2-inch lengths and boil them in lightly salted water for 15—20 minutes or until soft, then drain and press the excess water out.

Mix the olive oil, lemon juice, salt and pepper, mint, garlic, and sugar and pour over the leeks in a serving dish. Serve cold.

Variations

• Simmer the leeks very gently with the dressing ingredients and very little water to cover, until very soft, about 20 minutes. Allow to cool in their liquid and serve cold, garnished with chopped parsley.

• Roll the boiled leeks in a sauce made by beating 2—3 tablespoons olive oil with the juice of 1 lemon, 4—5 tablespoons yogurt or sour cream, salt, and pepper. Serve cold with a sprinkling of finely chopped parsley or cilantro.

 

Cooked Onion Salad

In the old days people used to set onions in their skins to cook very slowly in the ashes of a fire. They acquired a sweet, mellow taste, which an hour in a low oven will also give them. Put a few in a 325°F oven for an hour or longer, until they are very soft. Let them cool, then peel and cut them into slices or pieces and dress with an oil-and-vinegar dressing. Garnish, if you like, with capers or bits of parsley, and serve cold.

Sweet-and-Sour Onions

Serves 6

1 pound little pickling onions or shallots 3-4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 3 tablespoons wine vinegar

1 tablespoon sugar

2 tablespoons golden raisins Salt and pepper

2 teaspoons dried mint (optional)

Peel the onions (one way is to plunge them for a few seconds in boiling water until the skins come off easily). Put them in a pan with the oil, and sauté, shaking the pan to brown them lightly all over. Add the rest of the ingredients and a little water, and cook, covered, over low heat for about 20 minutes, or until soft, adding more water if necessary.

Bassal bel Tamarhendi

Baby Onions with Tamarind

Serves 6 • You can find tamarind paste in Oriental stores. It gives the onions a delicious, intense sweet-and-sour taste.

1 pound shallots or pickling onions or

simply small onions 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 1 tablespoon tamarind paste 1 tablespoon sugar

Poach the onions in boiling water for about 5 minutes (this makes them easier to peel) and peel them when just cool enough to handle.

In a pan just large enough to contain them in one layer, sauté the onions in the oil, shaking the pan and turning them to brown them lightly all over.

Add the tamarind and the sugar and half-cover with water. Stir well and cook, covered, over low heat for about 25 minutes, or until very soft, adding water so that it does not dry out, and lifting the lid to reduce the sauce at the end.

Serve cold.

Celeriac with Turmeric

Serves 6 • The celeriac acquires a special delicate flavor and a pale-yellow tinge.

2 celeriac, weighing about 2 pounds

3 cloves garlic, crushed

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil ¼ teaspoon turmeric Salt and pepper 2 teaspoons sugar Juice of 1 lemon

Peel and wash the celeriac and cut into pieces of roughly the same size (about 1 inch). Put them in a saucepan with the rest of the ingredients and enough water to cover.

Cook, uncovered for 10—15 minutes, over low heat, until the celeriac is soft and the liquid is absorbed, turning the pieces over and raising the heat, if necessary, to reduce the sauce at the end.

Serve cold.

Taratorlu Kereviz

Celeriac and Carrots with Nut Sauce

Serves 6 • In Turkey all kinds of vegetables, including cauliflower and green beans, are dressed with a nut sauce called tarator. Here celeriac and carrots make a good combination of flavor and color, and yogurt is a refreshing addition to the sauce.

1 large celeriac

3 large carrots Salt

FOR THE SAUCE

1 cup hazelnuts, coarsely ground

2 cloves garlic, crushed

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

3 tablespoons wine vinegar

1 cup plain whole-milk yogurt

Salt

Pinch of ground chili pepper (optional)

Peel the celeriac and carrots and cut into matchsticks. (To peel the celeriac, you need to cut away the earth-covered exterior with a strong knife.) Boil in salted water for a few minutes until just tender and drain. Mix all the sauce ingredients and pour over the vegetables. Serve cold.

Mujadra bel Burghul

Lentils and Bulgur with Caramelized Onions

Serves 4-6 • This Lenten specialty of the Orthodox Christian communities of Syria and Lebanon can be served hot or cold. Accompany with yogurt.

About 4 cups chicken stock (page 143)

(or you may use 2 bouillon cubes) ½ teaspoon allspice Good pinch of chili pepper (optional) 1 tablespoon tomato paste

1 cup large brown or green lentils, washed

Salt and pepper

1¼ cups coarse-ground bulgur (cracked

wheat) 8 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 large onions, halved and thickly sliced

In a large pan, bring the stock to the boil. Add the allspice, ground chili pepper (if using), and tomato paste. Stir well and add the lentils. Simmer, with the lid on, for about 15 minutes, or until the lentils are almost tender.

Add salt (taking into account the saltiness of the stock or bouillon) and pepper, and stir in the bulgur. Cook, with the lid on, over very low heat for about 10 to 15 minutes, adding a little water if it becomes too dry. Then leave for 10 minutes or longer, with the lid on, until the bulgur is plump and tender. Stir in 5 tablespoons of olive oil.

At the same time, in a large frying pan, fry the onions in the remaining oil over medium heat for about 30 minutes, stirring often, until they are very brown, putting the heat up towards the end to caramelize them. Serve the lentils and bulgur topped with the onions.

Megadarra

Brown Lentils and Rice with Caramelized Onions

Serves 4-6 • Megadarra is immensely popular in Egypt, as it is all over the Arab world (elsewhere it is pronounced mujadra and sometimes called mudardara). It is a modern version of a medieval dish called mujadarra, described by al-Baghdadi (see appendix) as a dish of the poor, and still referred to as Esau's favorite. In fact, it is such a favorite that, although it is said to be for misers, it is a compliment to serve it. An aunt of mine used to present it regularly to guests with the comment “Excuse the food of the poor!”—to which the unanimous reply always was: “Keep your food of kings and give us megadarra every day!”

The proportions of lentils and rice vary with every family. Large quantities of dark, caramelized onions are the best part. It is served either warm or cold, as a mezze or as part of a light meal, usually accompanied by yogurt.

3 large onions, weighing about 1½

pounds total, cut in half and sliced ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil ¼ cups large brown or green lentils 1¼ cups long-grain rice Salt and pepper

Fry the onions slowly in a large pan over very low heat in 3—4 tablespoons of the oil—covered to begin with, until they soften, stirring often, and then uncovered—until they turn a rich golden brown.

Rinse the lentils in cold water and drain. Cook in 4½ cups water for 20 minutes. Add half of the fried onions and the rice to the lentils. Season with salt and pepper and stir well. Put the lid on and cook over very low

heat for another 20 minutes, or until the rice and lentils are tender, watching and adding water if it becomes too dry.

At the same time, put the remaining onions in the pan back on the fire, and continue to fry them, stirring often, over medium to high heat, until they are a dark brown—almost caramelized.

Serve the lentils and rice cold or warm in a wide shallow dish with the onions sprinkled on top and the remaining raw oil poured all over.

Variations

• Add 1 tablespoon tomato paste and h teaspoon dried red-pepper flakes or a pinch of ground chili pepper to the water with the lentils.

• Add 1 teaspoon cumin and 1 teaspoon coriander to the cooking water, or 2 teaspoons dried mint.

• In another dish of rice and lentils, called masafi, the lentils are turned to a puree. Red lentils, which disintegrate easily, can be used for this.

 

Fasulye Piyazi

Haricot Bean Salad

Serves 4 • This famous Turkish salad makes a light snack meal.

2 14-ounce cans of cannelini or white

haricot beans 5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons white-wine vinegar Salt and pepper

1 mild onion, finely chopped

3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley 10 black olives

2 firm tomatoes, cut into wedges

2 hard-boiled eggs, cut into wedges

Drain the canned beans, dress with oil, vinegar, salt, and pepper, and mix with chopped onion and parsley.

Serve garnished with olives, tomatoes, and hard-boiled eggs.

Salq bi Loubia

Spinach with Black-eyed Peas

Serves 4

4 ounces dried black-eyed peas or a

14-ounce can, drained Salt 1 pound fresh spinach or frozen leaf

spinach, defrosted 1 large onion, chopped 4 tablespoons olive oil Pepper

Simmer the black-eyed peas in water for about 20 minutes, or until they are tender, adding salt when they have begun to soften. They do not need soaking and fall apart quite quickly if they are overcooked.

Wash the fresh spinach, removing any thick stems, and drain. Frozen spinach must be completely thawed and have the water squeezed out.

In a large saucepan, fry the onion in the olive oil until soft and transparent. Add the spinach, put the lid on, and cook for a few minutes only, until the spinach crumples to a soft mass. If using frozen spinach, cook until tender. Add salt and pepper.

Stir the drained beans into the spinach and cook through.

Serve cold.

Salatet Adds

Lentil Salad

Serves 6

1¼ cups large green or brown lentils

Salt

6-7 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 1½ lemons, or to taste

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed (optional)

Pepper

½-1 teaspoon ground coriander or

cumin (optional) 3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

Rinse and drain the lentils, and boil them in fresh water for about 20 minutes, or until tender, adding salt towards the end. Then drain.

Mix the rest of ingredients plus a little salt and pour over the lentils while still hot.

Serve cold.

Variations

• Fry 3 chopped garlic cloves in 2 tablespoons of the oil with 1 teaspoon ground cumin or coriander and stir into the lentils. Omit these from the dressing.

• Cook the lentils until they are very soft, mash to a puree, and dress as above.

 

Salatet Adds wal Tamatem

Lentil and Tomato Salad

Serves 6

1¼ cups large green or brown lentils

1 large onion, chopped

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil or

more

3 tomatoes, peeled and cut into pieces Salt and pepper

2 tablespoons wine vinegar

3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

Rinse and drain the lentils. Fry the onion in oil until lightly colored. Add the tomatoes and cook, stirring, for a minute.

Add the drained lentils, cover with water, and simmer gently for about 25 minutes, or until they are tender, adding water as required. Season with salt and pepper, add vinegar, and cook until the lentils are soft and the liquid is absorbed.

Add the parsley and, if you like, a dribble of olive oil.

Serve cold.

Salatet Hummus

Chickpea Salad

Serves 6 • This is an instant salad to make with canned chickpeas, but they must be good-quality.

A 2-pound can chickpeas

6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 1-2 lemons

Salt and pepper

1 mild onion, finely chopped

⅓ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley

Drain the chickpeas and mix with the rest of the ingredients.

Variation

Omit the onion and instead pass around a little saucer with about 8 crushed garlic cloves for people to help themselves if they want to.
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ARAB SAYING:

“Rather than eat rice with eggplants, buy something to cover your hind part.” (Until very recently,

rice was considered an expensive dish and only for the rich. A poor man buying rice and eggplants too was therefore thought to be unnecessarily extravagant.)
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Ful Ahdar bel Roz wal Laban Zabadi

Fresh Green Fava Beans with Rice and Yogurt

Serves 6 • You need young fava beans, not tough old ones. Some supermarkets sell them shelled in the season. Good-quality frozen ones are also fine to use. An Iranian grocer near where I live sells frozen skinned ones from Iran which are exceptional. The dish can be served hot or cold. The yogurt can be poured over the rice or served in a separate bowl.

1¼ cups American long-grain rice

Salt

4-5 tablespoons mild extra-virgin

olive oil

Bunch of dill or mint, finely chopped White pepper 14 ounces shelled fava beans, fresh or

frozen

2 cups plain whole-milk yogurt 1 clove garlic, crushed (optional)

Pour the rice into boiling salted water. Boil hard for about 14 minutes, until it is almost but not entirely tender. Drain and put back into the pan. Stir in 3 tablespoons of the oil, the herbs, and salt and pepper to taste. Put the lid on and leave the pan on very low heat for the rice to steam for about 15 minutes, or until tender.

Boil the fava beans in salted water for a few minutes, until tender, then drain. Stir gently into the rice with the remaining oil.

Serve hot or cold with the yogurt, beaten with crushed garlic if you like and a little salt, poured over.

Patlicanli Pilavi

Pilafwith Tomatoes and Eggplants

Serves 6 • This is one of a few Turkish pilafs which are cooked in olive oil and eaten cold.

1 large onion, chopped

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 pound tomatoes, peeled and chopped

1 teaspoon sugar ½ teaspoon allspice

Pinch of chili flakes or ground chili

pepper (optional) Salt ¼ cups long-grain rice

2 eggplants, weighing about 1 pound total, cut into 1-inch cubes

Olive oil or vegetable oil to fry the eggplants

3 tablespoons chopped dill

3 tablespoons chopped mint

In a large pan, fry the onion in 2 tablespoons of the olive oil till soft. Add the tomatoes, sugar, allspice, and chili, and cook over low heat for

10 minutes.

Add 1 h cups water, stir in some salt, and bring to the boil. Add the rice, stir, and cook, covered, over low heat for about 20 minutes, until the rice is tender and the liquid absorbed, adding a little water if it becomes too dry and begins to stick. (The tomatoes provide some of the liquid.)

In the meantime, deep-fry the eggplants in

oil to cover, turning them over once, until lightly browned. Then drain on paper towels.

When the rice is done, gently fold in the dill and mint, the remaining raw oil, and the eggplants. Cover and cook a few minutes more.

Serve cold.

Tabbouleh bel Roz

Rice and Parsley Salad

Serves 6I like to make this Lebanese salad with basmati rice, because the grains stay very separate.

¾ cup basmati rice Salt

Juice of 2-3 lemons ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil Pepper

2 cups chopped flat-leaf parsley ½ cup chopped mint 10 scallions, chopped 5 firm ripe tomatoes, cut into small dice 2 hearts of romaine or Bibb lettuce to garnish

Pour boiling water over the rice, leave for a few minutes, then rinse and drain. Boil in salted water for about 14 minutes, then drain and pour back into the pan. Put the lid on and leave over low heat (it will steam) for 15 minutes, or until tender.

While still hot, dress with the lemon juice and olive oil and a little salt and pepper.

Just before serving, mix with the parsley, mint, and scallions. Serve topped with the tomatoes and garnished with a ring of lettuce leaves stuck around the edge of the salad.

Midye Pilavi

Mussel Pilaf

Serves 4 • In Turkey, where this dish comes from, mussels are large and fat.

About 20 large mussels or 30 small ones

2 medium onions, chopped

4-5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons pine nuts

½ cup long-grain rice

2 medium tomatoes, peeled and chopped

I½ teaspoons sugar

1 tablespoon raisins

Salt and pepper

1 teaspoon allspice

¼ cup chopped dill

Scrub the mussels, pull off their beards (the hairy bits that hang out of the shell), and wash them well. Discard any which are broken and those which feel very heavy or very light or which do not close when they are tapped or dipped in cold water. Put them in a pan with ¼

inch of water. Put the lid on and bring to the boil. The shells will open in 2-3 minutes. Take them off the heat and discard any which remain closed. Keep 8—10 mussels aside in their shells. Remove the others from their shells and discard the shells. Strain the liquid in the pan and keep aside.

Fry the onions in 2 tablespoons of the oil till soft and golden. Add the pine nuts, and when they begin to color, add the rice and stir for a minute or so. Add the tomatoes and the sugar and simmer 5 minutes.

Add the raisins and ¾ cup of the mussel water (add more water if necessary to make up the amount). Season with salt, pepper, and allspice and stir gently. Cook, covered, over low heat for about 15—20 minutes, until the liquid is absorbed and the rice is tender.

Stir in the remaining raw oil and the dill. Very gently fold in the shelled mussels and serve cold, arranging the mussels in their open shells on top.
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Slatit Hout

Fish Salad

Serves 4 • For this North African salad, use a firm white fish such as cod, haddock, or monkfish.

1 pound new potatoes Salt

1 pound fish steaks or fillets

6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 1 lemon

Pepper

Peel of ½-1 preserved lemon (page

459), rinsed and cut into small pieces

(optional)

2 tablespoons capers (optional)

3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley or cilantro

Boil the potatoes in salted water until tender. Then drain, peel, and cut into 1-inch pieces.

Poach the fish in boiling salted water for 5—8 minutes, until it just begins to flake when you cut into it with a pointed knife. Drain, let it cool, and flake it into largish pieces.

Beat the oil and lemon juice with a little salt and pepper and pour over the fish and potatoes in a serving bowl. Add the rest of the ingredients and mix gently.

Variations

• Add 2 ounces salted anchovies (chopped) and 6 green or black olives or 4 or 5 thinly sliced pickled gherkins.

• In the dressing mix 1 teaspoon ground cumin or ½ teaspoon harissa (page 464).

Koftit Ferakh

Fried Minced Chicken Balls

Serves 4-6 • Rolled into marble-sized balls, they make a nice appetizer.

2 cooked chicken quarters, preferably

breasts

2 large slices white bread Milk

1 large egg

Pinch of turmeric (optional) Salt and pepper Flour

Vegetable oil for deep-frying Juice of ½ lemon (optional)

Skin and bone the chicken, and remove any sinews and hard membranes.

Remove the crusts from the bread. Soak the slices in a little milk and squeeze dry.

Put the chicken, bread, egg, and seasonings through the food processor and blend to a paste. Knead well and shape into marble-sized balls.

Roll them in flour and fry in hot oil about h inch deep, turning them over once, until a dark-golden color.

Serve the balls hot or cold, with a few drops of lemon juice squeezed over them if you like.

Çerkez Tavugu

Circassian Chicken

Serves 8 • In Turkey and Egypt during the period of the Ottoman Empire, the women in the harems, the wives and concubines of the Sultans and aristocracy, were the widows and daughters captured at war. The Circassians among them were known for their beauty and their culinary skills. This classic is part of their legacy. The recipe was given by Luli Fevsi and comes from the kitchens of the old Ottoman aristocracy in Egypt. It is a cold dish which may be served as an hors d'oeuvre or as part of a buffet table.

4 chicken breast halves 4 chicken wings

1 onion stuck with 3 cloves A few celery stalks

A sprig of tarragon or thyme Salt and white pepper

2 thin slices dry white bread, crusts removed

2 cups walnut halves, coarsely minced or ground

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed (optional)

2 teaspoons paprika

2 teaspoons walnut or other oil

Put the breasts and the wings (which are to enrich the stock) in a saucepan. Cover with water (about 2 h cups), bring to the boil, and remove the scum. Add the onion and cloves, celery, and herbs and season to taste with salt and pepper. Simmer for about 15 minutes, until the breasts are tender.

Prepare the sauce. Soak the bread in a little of the stock and turn it to a paste in a blender or food processor. Mix with the walnuts in a

small saucepan and add enough stock to get the consistency of porridge. Cook, stirring, a few minutes, until the sauce thickens. Add garlic, if you like, and a teaspoon of paprika, and stir well.

Skin the chicken breasts and shred into small pieces. Mix well with two-thirds of the sauce and spread on a serving dish. Cover with the rest of the sauce.

To garnish, mix the remaining paprika with the oil and dribble over the top. In Turkey, people use the oil squeezed out of walnuts, but I have not been successful with this.

Serve cold.

Hamud Shami

Lemony Chicken Jelly

Serves 6 • Although shami means “Syrian,” this was a specialty of the Jews of Egypt. It has a strong taste of lemon and garlic. It should be made with a good, well-flavored chicken stock (see page 143). After the recipe was given to me thirty-five years ago, I never heard of it again until recently, when I was giving a lecture about Jewish food and a man complained bitterly that I had left it out of my Jewish book. So I feel obliged to leave it in here.

2¾ cups good chicken stock

1 tablespoon oil

2 large cloves garlic, crushed ¼ cup rice powder (see Note) Juice of 1 lemon, or a little more ½ teaspoon turmeric

Bring the stock to the boil. In another pan, heat the garlic in the oil until the aroma rises, then pour in a ladle of the stock.

Dissolve the rice powder in a little cold water. Beat in the garlic-flavored stock, and pour back into the pan. With the pan over gentle heat, pour the rest of the stock in gradually, stirring all the time, and bring to the boil. Add the lemon juice and turmeric and continue to cook, stirring, until the mixture becomes very thick. Pour into a serving dish.

Let it cool, and chill if you wish. The mixture will become a pale-yellow jelly. It looks beautifully translucent in a transparent bowl.

This unusual salad is delicious served with cold chicken and plain hot rice. It is often served as an appetizer, with bread or grape leaves to dip into it.

Note: Use a food processor or spice grinder to pulverize raw rice into powder.

Salatet Mokh

Brain Salad

Serves 6-8 • Brains are considered a great delicacy in the Middle East. In some parts, it is believed that they feed one's own brain and render one more intelligent. In other places, it is thought that eating brains reduces one's intelligence to that of the animal, and people who hold such beliefs cannot be persuaded to touch them. I used to have to eat them in hiding from my children, who screamed when they saw me.

2 sets calf's brains or 4 sets lamb's brains

Salt

Wine vinegar

½ large mild onion or 4-6 scallions,

finely chopped Juice of ½-1 lemon, or more 4-6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil White pepper 2-3 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf

parsley to garnish

Brains should be cooked when they are very fresh, preferably on the day they are bought. Soak them for 1 hour in cold water with salt and 1 tablespoon vinegar. Carefully remove the thin outer membranes, and wash under cold running water. Simmer gently for 10 minutes in salted water to which you have added a teaspoon of vinegar.

In the meantime, marinate the chopped onion in lemon juice. Drain the brains thoroughly and slice them. They should be firm enough to keep their shape. Arrange the slices in a single layer in a shallow serving dish.

Stir the olive oil into the onion and lemon, season to taste with salt and pepper, and sprinkle over the brains. Garnish with parsley.

Serve as an appetizer or a salad.

Kebdah Makly

Fried Liver Pieces

Serves 6 • Lamb's liver is traditionally used, but calf's liver is tastier and more tender. It is also more expensive.

6 slices calf's or lamb's liver

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil plus

more for frying 2 tablespoons wine vinegar Salt and pepper Oil

Juice of ½ lemon (optional) 2 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf

parsley (optional garnish) 1 mild onion, very thinly sliced (optional

garnish)

Cut the liver into 1-inch pieces, and remove any sinews or membranes. Mix the olive oil and vinegar with salt and pepper and marinate the liver for 1 hour in this mixture.

Pour the liver and its marinade into a skillet and cook over high heat for 2 or 3 minutes,

turning the pieces over, until brown on the outside but still pink and juicy inside. (Liver dries very quickly and is not good overcooked.)

Serve hot or cold, sprinkled with lemon juice, and garnished with chopped parsley and onion slices if you like.

Variations


	A Moroccan way is to add a good sprinkling of paprika, and ground cumin and coriander to the frying oil.


	For a Turkish “Albanian-style” liver, cut the liver in small cubes, salt them, and dredge in flour. Deep-fry in about ½ inch very hot sunflower or vegetable oil for 1—2 minutes until crisp and brown. Lift out with a slotted spoon and serve sprinkled with ground chili pepper or flakes, or with paprika. Accompany with sliced onions rubbed with salt and sprinkled with 2 teaspoons sumac.




 

[image: ]

Mokh Makly

Fried Breaded Brains

Serves 6-8

2 sets calf's brains or 4 sets lamb's brains

4 teaspoons wine vinegar

Salt

Flour

2 egg yolks, beaten White or black pepper

Fine dry breadcrumbs or matzo meal Sunflower or vegetable oil for deep-frying

3 tablespoons finely chopped parsley to garnish

Juice of ½-1 lemon (optional)

Soak the brains for 1 hour in water acidulated with 1 tablespoon of the vinegar. Remove the thin membranes in which they are encased and wash the brains under cold running water. Drop the brains into boiling salted water acidulated with the remaining teaspoon of vinegar, and simmer for about 3 minutes. Remove, and drain thoroughly.

When cooled, cut into smallish (about I½-inch) pieces. Gently roll the pieces first in flour, then in beaten egg yolk seasoned with a little salt and pepper, and lastly in fine breadcrumbs or matzo meal. Fry in hot oil about ¾ inch deep for a minute or two, until golden brown, turning them over once. Drain on paper towels.

Serve hot or cold, garnished with parsley and, if you like, sprinkled with lemon juice.

Brains Moroccan Style

Serves 8

2 sets calf's brains or 4 sets lamb's brains Salt

4 teaspoons wine vinegar

3 cloves garlic, chopped 3 tablespoons oil

1 pound tomatoes, peeled and chopped, or a 14-ounce can tomatoes, chopped

2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley 2 tablespoons chopped cilantro

1 teaspoon paprika Pinch of ground chili pepper, to taste 1 teaspoon ground cumin Juice of ½ lemon

Peel of ½ preserved lemon (page 459), chopped up

Soak the brains for 1 hour in water acidulated with 1 tablespoon of the vinegar. Remove the thin membranes in which they are encased and wash the brains under cold running water. Drop the brains into boiling salted water acidulated with the remaining teaspoon of vinegar, and simmer for about 3 minutes. Remove, and drain thoroughly, then cut each in 2 or 4 pieces.

Fry the garlic in the oil in a large pan until it just begins to color. Add the peeled tomatoes and the rest of the ingredients (except the brains) and simmer for a few minutes. Then drop in the brains and cook gently a further 15 minutes. As good cold as it is hot.

Salatet Lissan

Tongue Salad

Serves 6

1 veal tongue

1 large onion, cut in 4

1 large carrot, cut into pieces

3 celery stalks with leaves

1 bay leaf

A few parsley stalks

Salt and pepper

FOR THE DRESSING

3-4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 1 lemon

1 or 2 cloves garlic, crushed

A few sprigs of flat-leaf parsley, finely

chopped Salt and pepper

Wash the tongue and blanch for a few minutes in boiling water. Throw out the scum with the water.

Put the tongue back in the saucepan with the rest of the ingredients except those for the dressing. Cover with fresh water and bring to the boil, then simmer until it is very tender. It will need 2—3 hours.

Drain and allow it to cool just enough to handle, then peel off the skin. If you let it get cold it will be difficult to skin. Remove the roots and return the tongue to the pot to cool in the stock.

Just before serving, cut into slices or cubes. Mix the dressing ingredients and pour over the tongue.

Variation

For a Moroccan flavor, add to the dressing 1 teaspoon ground chili pepper, h teaspoon cumin, and h teaspoon coriander.
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A DISH OF YOGURT
FOR TWO

e Khoja and a friend of his bon
yogurt o be caten “share and share

alike.”

They were just beginning to eat it when his

iend made a mark across the middle, saying, “I

am going to put sugar and salt o my half”

“But dhis is liguid,” cied the Khoja, “and
part of it is sure fo come over o my side. It
wonr'tbe nice. If you do put it on, sprinkl it all
over,and we shall know wha we are cating”

“Lhave very lle sugar” said the other, “and
L not obliged o give you any”

T
hand to his knapsack, ook out a bottle of salad
and at once began 10 pour it on.
“What!” said the man. “Salad
heard of puttng salad ol into yogurt?”

“What is it o do with you? I am going to
pour it on my ouwn half 1 shall do as I please,
and as for you, ook afier your own part.”

“But,” said the man, “s it possible 1o put
anything into a liguid which wil not go from
oneside to the ofher?”

Don't play the fool then!” said the Khoj
“Put the sugar i the middlel”

t some

Khioja got angry and, reaching out his

1! Who ever

BARNHAM, TRANS..
TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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A RECIPE FOR COOKING LIVER

e day the Kihoja bough some livr, and as
e was carrying it away a friend met him
and asked how he meant to cook it.

“OMY s wsual” answered e

“Nol”said his fend,“here i a very i
of doing . Let me describe i to you.”

He did s, but the Khojasaid, “t camnot remem-
e all these detals Wie down the recipe on
pice of paper and 1 wil cook the lver accord-
ingly”

said

way

His frend wrot it down and handed it to i
He was proceeding home decp in thonght when
a hawk pounced down, took the liver out of his
hand, and flew off with i
“The Khoja, however did not seem o mind, for
he leld out the recipe and called 1o the hauk,
“What is the use of your doing that? You can't

vioy i, because I have got the recpe here.”

BARNHAM, TRANS..
TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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GOHA’S COAT

e day Goha was ivited t0 a wedding He

had 10 rush there straight from: work and.
ot have time to get changed. The hosts took
ane ook at him and put him at he bottom of the
table. Every time a dish was passed around lc was
the last one o be served. All the good bits had one
and he was served very lile.

The next imvitation he received for a wedding,
e made sure he was wel dessed and borrowed the
gnandest coat i the neighborhood. The hosts reated

him with joy and respect and e was ofered the
best place at the table. Al the choice pices were of-
Jered o him. One dish afier another came firs
him, and His plate was piled high with delicace
Instead.of eating he started tugging at his own
lapel saying, “Eat! Eat!” His neighbor looked at
him i surprise and afier a while bent over and
whispered, “How can a coat eat?” Then Goha
replicd, “I¢% all for him, not for me!”
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To Roast and Pecl Bell Peppers

Many dishes call for roasted bell peppers
(red ones are riper and have a better aste).
Choose fleshy peppers. Put them on an
oven tray under the broiler, about 32
inches from the heat (or grill them on the
barbecuc). Turn them undl their skins are
black and blistered all over.

Alternatively, it is easier (o roast them in
the hottest oven for about 2 hour, or until

they are soft and their skins begin to blister
and blacken—they need to be turned once
on their sides. To loosen the skins further,
put che peppers
it closed, and leave for 10 to 15 minu

Another way, which has the same effect, is

a strong plastic bag,

0 put them in a pan with a tight-fitting
tid

When the peppers are ool enough to
handle, peel them and remove the stems
and seeds. Keep the jui
straining it o remove the sceds, as it can be

that comes out,

used as part of a dressing.
Roast peppers can be kept for a long
time in a jar, covered in oil.
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Bulgur or Cracked Wheat

Bulgur o cracked wheat—wheat that has
been boiled and dried, then ground—is the
basis of many a salad in the Middle East.
Tabbouleh has become famous, but there
are others more substantial that are espe-
cially wonderful.
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About Salad Dressings

and complaines
eaven with an ofie tree and presented i to Adars, and told
the ol and use it whenever he had pain, suring him that it would be

it o extract
il

o pls

DONALDSON, THE WILD RUE

According to folklore, it was once be-
lieved that olive oil could cure every illness
except the one by which a person was des-
tined by fate to die. People sill believe in its
beneficial qualities and somedimes drink it
neat when they feel anemi
used lavishly in salads and cold dishes. Pre
pared commercially or by peasants, it ranges
from a pure, pale-golden color to green and
brownish shades. Salad dressings are a mix-
ture of olive oil and lemon juice or, less com-
monly, wine vinegar with salt and pepper.
Boiled vegetables are always dressed with
olive oil and lemon
34 blespoons of olive oil (o 1 of vinegar
or a good deal more lemon juice—some-
imes the same amount of lemon as oil.

or tired. It

juice. Proportions are

[¢
garlc, scallions, chopped mild red o white
onion, and chopped fresh herbs such as pars-
ley, mint, dill, and cilantro. To give a salad a
flavor of North Africa, add 4 teaspoon
harissa (page 464), or a pinch of ground chili
pepper and a teaspoon of paprika, or a pinch
of cumin and coriander or cinnamon. Alter-
natively, you can perfume the dressing with
drops of orange-blossom or rose water or

n embellishments are  crushed

geranium extract, and you may use bitter-
orange instead of lemon juice. Instead of
adding raw crushed garlc, try boling, broil-

ing, or roasting the cloves in their skins until
they are soft, then peel and mash them into
the dressing.

e
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Jellatys and Granitas in Egypt

Itaian and French ice ereams such as sfiglia-
tella cassata, and. café liggeois were made in
masterly fashion in Egypt, but there were
specialists who excelled in famously Middle
Eastern ice creams such as dondurma_ kay-
makl, a milk ice cream with a chewy texture
favor, and wonderfully fruity.
granitas. (Sicilians say they learned how o
make granitas from the Arabs who occupicd
the island in the carly Middle Ages, but in
Egypt ice creams were called jellay after the
Ttalian word gelati)

and mast

Lee creams were served in every cafe in
Cairo and Alexandria. Groppi's, the Café Par-
adis,the Sans Souci, Cecil's, and the Beau Ri-
vage were famous all over the world for

theirs. | have many happy childhood memo-
ries of long, hot afiernoons spent eati
creams. In the evenings, for a speci
treat, we were taken before or after or
stead of the cinema to eat them in an open-
air cafe. We almost invariably met numerous
s, friends, and acquaintances. Tables
were joined together as parties grew to swal-
Tow up the whole café. The fragrance of the
ice creams made with ripe fruit mingled with
that of the jasmine necklaces which vendors
brought round the tables, their arms heavy
with rows of the litle white flowers. People

family

also made ices at home, in a bucket with a
churn surrounded by a freezing mixture of
crushed ice and salt.

sl sy

Basic Method for Making Granitas with Fruit

Blend the fruit to a light, creamy pulp, adding
sugar to taste. Pour into
with plastic wrap, and let the pulp frecze
hard for 6 hours or overnight in the freezer.
Put the frozen cubes, in batches, in the food

—cube trays, cover

processor and rn them into a very fine,
soft, frothy slush. Pour into a serving bowl
and return to the freezer, covered with plas-
tic wrap. Take the granita out 15 minutes be-
fore serving.

~a e 4~






OEBPS/images/Rode_9780307558565_epub_010_r1.jpg
About Garlic

Garlic can be mild or strong. The heads can
be large or small. They must be firm to the
tuch, not soft o hollow, and they should
not have sprouted. To peel off the skin of a
clove casily lay it on a board with the flat of
a large knife placed on top and hit the knife
with one quick blow. The papery peel should
lif off casily. Cut away any brown spots. If it

has begun to sprou
the middle of the clove and remove the pale-
green sprout, which has a bitter taste.

To crush ga
the flat blade of a large knife, then chop it o
scrape it 0 2 mush on the board. Or use a
garlic press; I have used one since I was a
schoolgirlin Paris, and it works very well,

ide the clove, cut into

bash it on a board under

~No
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LULLABY
FOR A SON

Afer the heat and afer the biterness, and
afir the sixth of the monih,

Afierour enemies had rjoced at er p
and said, “There is a stone in er

"

“The stone i i thei heads! And this
averhelms then.

Gol O hearer ofthe news! Kiss them and
el them, “She has borne a son!”

FROM MASPERO,

LULLABY FOR A
NEWBORN GIRL

When they said, “It’s a girll”—that was a
horible moment.

honey pudding turned o ashes and the
dates became scorpions.

When they said, “Its a girs” the corner
stome of he house crumbled,

Aud ey brought me cggs in their shells and.
instead of butter water.

The midiwife who receives a son deserves a
old coin to make carrings.

The midieife who rccives a son deserves a
gold coin to make a ring for e nose.

Bt you! Oh midwife! Deserve thirty
strokes o the stick!

Oh You who anmounce a lile gir when the

censorious are ere!

FROM MASPERO,
CHANSONS POPULAIRES

~N 0 4~
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Milke Puddings

The Middle East possesses a wide range of
milky puddings made with whole rice, rice
flour, or cornstarch, each with a suble differ-

ence in texture and taste. The addition of fla-
vorings such as orange-blossom or rose water,

mastic, cinnamon, and cardamom; the
poration of ground almonds, raisins and
and traditional decorations transform humble
ingredients into exquisite exotic dessers.

sl sy

TURKISH SWEETS IN OTTOMAN TIMES

 the sweets, some, like dhe talash atlis, a

britle hollow roll which melted in_the
mouth and was garnished with kaymak, the Tirk-
cream, have now disappeared entirely. The
hurma tatisi (date sweet), so-called becanse it had
the shape of a ripe date, and both crisp and melt-
ing, s also hardly ever seen nowadays. The sweets
ich are easier to make sl survive. Among e
desserts made wit milk, the most deceptive under
its band appearance is the tavule gigsi,or breast of
dhicken. The whie fiesh of chicken wings was
beaten to an absoluiely smooth pulp. Not one lle
sold piece was allowed o remain. The pulp was
hen cooked , sugar, and a e powdered
sahich root, ill it became a dhick mass. Poured info
a dessert dish, its swface was garnished with pow-
dered cinnamon. Tavnk ggsi had a delcious flavor
and when it was properly made the presence of
meat was quite impercepible. My parents some-
times had it served when they had forcign guests.
“They ahways liked it and could hardly believe that

they had been cating camoufaged. chicken. This
dish i also dying out for lack of chefe who can
make it. There are of cowrse several simpler milk
pudings, which it would take too long to describe
in detail. My favorite dessert boasted the nane of
keshkil-ifukara, o bo of the pauper. Long ago
dervishes and holy men, who called themsclves
“thepaupers_of God,” went begging food from
house to house. Everyone gave a lle piece of what
they had, wnil finlly the bowl was filled with
any different kinds of food. The name was ap-
plied to the dessert, whih is made fiom the juice
and fesh of coconuts and milk of almonds, because
its suface was covered with lile mownds of differ-
ent kinds of very fncly chopped muis. Wals,
hazelwuts, almonds, green pistachios, and the snow-
white fish of the coconut formed a pleasing pat-
tern, satisying both o the eye and to he palae.

FOATTUGAY,
THREE CENTURIES

T
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Eishta or Kaymak

THICK CREAM

The rich gamoussa (buffalo’s) milk of the
tdle East yields, when it s boiled, a cream
which rises to the top and is so thick it can
be cut with a knife. It is eishta in Arabic and
kaymale in Turkish. Every family collects lay-
ers of this cream whenever the milk is

boiled, to eat with bread and honey or jam
for breakfast, or with a varicty of pastrics. A
substitute, though not as splen
made with a mix of heavy cream and milk.
Stir 4% cups milk with 1% cups heavy
cream. Pour

can be

0 a wide, shallow dish. Use
the widest available, o give the cream the
greatest possible surface. Bring to_the boil

slowly and simmer gently over very low heat,
so that it barely trembles, for about 1%
hours. Turn off the heat and let stand for 7
hours before putting in the refiigerator. Chill
overnight before using. A thick layer of cream
will have formed on the surfice of the milk.
Using a sharp-pointed knife, detach the cdges
of the cream from the pan and transfer (o a
flat surface or a large plate. Cut into squares.

Lay the cream flat on pastries or curl it
into licle roll,

Ordinary thick clotted cream, mascar-
pone, and whipped double cream are good
enough subsicutes.

~a e
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Bread in the Moroccan Medina

In the old days in the Medina people sent
their bread to be baked at the communal

oven, the same oven which heated the water
for che hanmam, the public bath next door.
Nowadays many families have a metal gas
oven special for baking bread, but in the poor
quarters they sall have dheir bread baked
communally.  Children through ~che
streets balancing large wooden trays or flat
wicker baskets on their heads. On the trays
are rounds of fattened dough laid on a cloth,
and covered by another cloth. At the bakery,

dhe children stand close to the oven, watch-
ing where heir bread s put down so as not

t lose it among the other loaves. Failies
often mark their loaves with a_pinch, or
brand it with a sign drawn with a stck, in
order to be able to recognize and claim their
own when it comes out. The baker knows
the tastes of cach family, who likes it brown
and crusty, who likes it pale and soft.

An indication of the importance of bread
is the enormous and glamorous bread bas-
Kets. My Morocean friend Fatima left me her
bread basket when she left London for Saudi
Arabia. It s huge, with a pointed hat and a red

leather band. My grandchildren hide in i

~a e -
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Khubz Abbas

In Iraq, ground meat is mixed i
bread dough before it is baked.

A not
pendi) says: “A vow to make Khubs Abbas
as a thanks offering on the fulfillment of
one’s wish is generally taken at the time of
acute anxiety, such as the ill
beloved relaive. In the event of recovery
this savory bread is prepared in vast quanti-
ties. Hot melted butter is also poured over
rounds of plain Khubz which are then
sprinkled with sugar. The rounds of bread
are arranged in great piles and are distrib-
uted in hundreds to the poor.”

~ e s~
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Recipes from Baghdad (see ap-
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Commercial Pita

Many shops and supermarkets in America
now sell pita bread in different shapes (round
and oval) and sizes, and different degrees of
thinness, and specialist bakeries produce re-
fined varietics

The bread becomes dry and hard very
quickly, but it is easy to resuscitate. To do so,

wet it briefly under the cold-water tap and
heat under the broiler or in the oven. To keep
ny loaves hot, put them in the oven,
packed together in silver foil. Pita freezes
very well. Put loaves in the fieezer as fresh as
you can. Transfer them straight from there to
the oven or the grill

~a e 4~
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A Festive Meal in a Traditional Moroccan Home

You always received with effusive
warmth. As you enter the hallway you may
step on a soft carpet of rose petals. The walls
of the living area are covered with brilliandy
colored hangings. Placed against them are
low sofis covered with embroidered cush-

fons. The meal is on the patio. This inner
courtyard is lined with turquoise-and-cobalt
mosaics. Water trickles from a fountain. The
scent of jasmine and fruit trees hangs in the
air. A band plays Andalusian music. The tables
are large brass trays on low folding legs. You
sit on cushions around them.

Dishes follow one another. A multitude of
appeizers—pickles: spiced vegetables: fried
fish in a sauce with cumin, chili, and

pastry cigars filled with chopped meat or
with prawns; then pigeon pie or stuffed baby
pigeons cooked in a saffron-and-ginger
honey sauce; followed by a tagine of lamb,
accompanied with various vegetable salads.
And at the end, couscous, mountains of it,
crowned with meat cooked to melting ten-
derness and vegetables pressed down. the
sdes.

Then platters of fiuit, followed by mint
tea served with almondy pastries. You might
be worried about how much food is left u
caten. But the next day family, friends, and
neighbors have heir feast; and what s lefi—
every bit of it—is eaten by the cooks, stff,
and helpers. That is part of the ritual.

~a e 4~
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FROM COUSCOUS TO A LOAF OF BREAD

man one day browght home some meat to s

ife fo dinner. She ook semolina and began
o make couscous. Only . .. she put so much water
in that the grain grew o the size of mhammas. *
Her usband wached her in slence.

“My dear, wouldn't you raher have some good
mhammas?” she asked him.

“Why not?” he replid.

Quickly she added more water to the grains, s0
they got sticky and formed a dough.
watched her without saying a word.

The man

* Mhammas is 4 sf, pasalie rain

“My dear, would't you prefer bread?”
“Why not?

Quickly she kneaded the dough .

~and made.

a fine loaf, When she put it in front of him he
shouted:
“By my forcheas! if you dow' immeditcly

change this loaf into couscons, you won't spend one.

And he repudiated her:

NACER KHEMIR, STORIES FROM
OUM EL KIR—CONTES D'UNE MERE

~a e 4~
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How Couscous Is Rolled by Hand

Processing couscous  requires experience,
skill, and pacience. A few handfuls of semo-
lina (medium-ground durum wheat) are
spread in a wide, round, shallow wooden or
clay is sprinkled with a
litde cold salied water and rolled with the

. The semoli

fingers of an open hand so hat it is moist-

ened evenly. Then it is rolled

palm of the hand, as
peated sprinklings of flour (usually fine
durum lour) and salted water, unil the semo-

lina granules are evenly coated with flour to
form tiny balls. Up to a pound of flour can
be used to coat a pound of semolina. The
rolled granules are shaken through two or
three sieves with differentsized holes (the
first with larger holes) to sort them by size,
and lasdly through a very fine sieve o ¢
nate the excess flour. Larger granules are en-
larged with more rolling in flour and used
separately as a type of pasta called berkoukes
or mhammas.

~a e 4~
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Fillo (plyllo to the Greeks and yufka to the
Turks) i the most common and most appeal-
ing pastry used for pies. It has replaced most
other doughs that people used to make at
home. The dough itsclf—a
and water kneaded to a fine, firm, clastic

ixture of flour

mass—is casy enough (0 make, but the
achievement of paper-thin sheets is ex-
temely difficult and requires great skill
Expert pastry cooks knead the dough vigor-
ously for a long time, unil it is very clasti
and let it rest for 2 or 3 hours. Then they di
vide it into fist-sized balls, which are again
kneaded, then rolled, pulled, and stretched as
much as the dough will endure, unil it be-
comes almost transparent. There are different
ways of doing his.

I watched it being done at a small Cypriot
workshop in London. The dough was pulled
out by two people over large canvas sheets
stretched on a large square frame which
served as a table. Two electric heaters placed
underneath “sec” the dough immediately. At
a bakery in Isanbul where a dozen men
fimsy vests worked in a perm:
haze, all covered with flour, I saw the pastry
being rolled out with long thin rolling pins
like broomstick handles and
eIf.

In Turkey, yuka is made in different de-
grees of thic
A dhicker one is for litle pies—bireks, cigars,
coils—as a very thin pastry tears casily, and

i white

nding up rolled
over and over on

ess to suit different purposes.

Fillo Pastry

the filing has a tendency to burst ou
thinnest yufka is for making baklaiwa

Fillo is now widely available frozen, and
you can also find it fresh. There are different
qualiies, from very fine to rather thick, and
packages vary in weight,and in size, thinness,
and quality of sheets. A common size is 12
inches by 17 inches in a package containing
about 28 sheets.

It is important to find a reliable frozen
brand, as some are unsatisfactory. If packages
have been frozen too long, ice crystals form
and the sheets get moist and stick when de-
frosted.

Frozen fillo must be allowed (o defiost
slowly for 2-3 hours. Packages should be
opened just before using and the sheets used
as quickly as posible, as they become dry
and brittle with the air. Cut the sheets and
Keep them in a pile so that the air does not
dry them out. If you have to leave them for a
few minutes, cover with a slightly damp cloth
or plastic wrap and wrap any lefeo
in plastic o keep them. You can put them
back in the freczer.

Fillo pies with any filling except one that
is (00 moist can be frozen and put straight
from the freezer into the oven without thaw-
ing, but they will need a litde more cooking
time.

picces

If the pastry is very thin, you may have to
put 2 layers of fillo where one is called for.

T
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RAGHIF ALSINIYYEH

n extraondinary pic or pastry is described by Abd al-Lati al-Baghdadi, the versarile Arab scholay
eV o e 2 e i [ e iy
ook see appendix), in an account of conditons and events in Egypt in the carly part of the thirieenth

century he Kitab al-Ifadah wa’l-'Tibar.

One of the mst singular foods made in Eqypt is
hat called raghifalsiniyyeh. Thisis how it is made:
they take 30 rotles (Baghdad weight) of wheat
four. They knead it with 5% roles of sesame oil
in the same way as they make the bread called
Khasclinan. They divide the whole nto two parts,
spreading ane o the two parts in a round shape of
@ raghif cake) in a copper plate made for his pur-
pose o about 4 spans in diamete, and which has
strong handles. Afier that they armange on. the
dough three roasted lambs stuffed with chopped
meats fied in sesame ol crushed pistachios, vari-
ons ot and aromaic spices ke pepper, ginger
cloves, lentis, coriander, caraway, cardamom, nuts
and others. They sprinkle rose water in which they
have infused musk, over all. Afir that they put on
the lambs and in the spaces ef,a score of fouls, as
many pulles, and fifiy small birds, some mwasted
and stuffed with cggs,others stufed with meat, oth-
ers fied in the juice of sour grapes or lemon or
some other similar liguor. They put above them
pastry, and lile baxes filld, some with the meat,
some with sugar and sweet-meats f one would add
ane lanb more, cut nto morsels, it would not be out
of place, and one could also add fied cheese.

Wihen the whole s arranged in the form of a
dome they again sprinkle rose water in which musk
has been infised, o wood.of aloes. They cover it
again with the other part of the dough, to wiich
they begin o give the shape of a broad cake. They
are caref 1o join the two cakes of dough, as one
makes pasiry, so that no vapor escapes. Afir that
they put the whole near the top of the oven uniil
the pastry is solid and begins a degree of cooking:
“Then they lower the dish in the oven lle by lce,
holding it by the handles, and leave it wnil the
crust s well cooked and takes on a rose red color
Wi it i at this point i is taken out and wiped
with a sponge, and again sprinkled with rose and
sk wate, and then brought out to be caten.

This dish is fit to be put before kings and
wealthy.persons. when they go huning far from
home or take part i pleasires in fur off places;for
this ane dish i found a great varity It is easy fo
tnansport, diffs 0 break, pleasing to the sight, sat-
isfying o the tast, and kecps hot  very long fme.

ZAND AND VIDEAN,
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ON THE MERITS OF TRUSTING YOUR TASTE

Governor came to Alshehir who was rather
acenric
“Uf anyone knows a good dish,” said. e, “I
wish he would write ou the recipe and we will
make a Cookery Book.”
He made the suggestion to one of the principal
me of the town, who passed it o o the Khoja.
Next day.the Khoja met this man and said,
“Do you know L was thinking all night abont what
you told me. 1 have invented a rar dish—one that
1o ome has ever heard of—quite dlicons!
When the man asked what it was, he
“You must make a bater of garlic and loney.”
“The man, who was a bit of a fool, went off at

once, and happening to meet the Governor, said fo
him, “We have a Khoja in the town, a man of
e and qui o
He then proceeded to give lim the Khoja’s rcipe.
Nou the Governor was by no means as iniel
gent as he was supposed to be. He ansuered, “Houw

much

extraordinary! You don't say sol” and at once fur-
ied home and gave orders to the cook that he was

o 1y it for supper.
Of onrse it was disgusting

The Governor was very angry and. told the
man who had mentioned.the Khoja to him, 10
bring him 0 Goverument House.

“So you are the man who invented a dish of
garlic and honey?” e asked.

“Your very humble servan,” eplicd ihe Khoja,
“wnvorthy thotgh 1 be to have done such a thing.”

“Very wel” said the Governor, and gave orders
hat he should be made to cat some on an empty
stomach next morning

A I turned it over in his mouth he made hor-
vible grimaces a the nasy taste, and the Governor
said, “Wihat are you making those faces for? En-
oy yourself Take. your fill o this dish you in-
venied. Perhaps it astes
made it.”

“Your Excellency!”
tion of min was only a theory: I had never tasted
the thing before. Notw I have, and I see that theory
and pracice are quite diferent dhings. 1 don't ke
ither.”

iferenty to the man who

said the Khoja, “this inven-

BARNHAM, TRANS..
TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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About Goha, Joha, Abbu Nawwas, and Nasr-ed-Din Khoja

Many of the stories in the book are about the folk hero of the

iddle East, called Goha Ibn

Insh’Allah al Masri in Egypt (Goha for short), and known in various counries as Joha, Abbu
Nawwas, and Nasr-ed-Din Khoja. He is, in turn, an itinerant imam (pries0) a peasant, a gadi

(judge), a husband, donkey-n

ind court buffoon.

ISC 2N

THE LOAN OF A CAULDRON

e day the Khoja asked a neighbor for the
loan of a cauldron. Afier he had done with
it e put a small sancepan inside and took it back
to the owner. When the man saw the small
sancepan, he said, “Wihat is this?” and the Khoja
answered, “Your canldron has had a baby:
“That's good newst” said the man, and ac-
ceptd it with pleasune
Another day the Khoja wanted to borrow the.
candron again and took it home with him.
The owner waited a long time, but he noriced
hat he canldron did ot come back. Then e went

round o the Khoja and knocked a his door. When

the Kiioja came and asked him what

wanted, he

answered, 1 want that canldon

“Accept my. sincere condlences” said the
Khaja, “the canldron i dead”

“What” said his neighbor in the greates
amasement—*dead? Wihocver heard of a canldron
dying?”

“Sinangel—strangel” replic the Kioja, “You
could belive that the canldron i a baby, and ye
you do ot belicve that it coud diel”

BARNHAM, TRANS..
TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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hams-Eddin Mohamet Hafiz was one of the
areatest pocts of Persia. He was widely re-
spected by all Persians, and livd n bis native Sh

raz during the fourteenth century A.D.

On a visit to nearby Isfahan, he was the honse-
guest of Ali Agha Isfahani, the most prominent
merchan of Isfahan. Elated by his great honor be-
stowed on him, Ali A
nothing but he best of food be prepared by her
cooks during the Hafiz visit and only.the most
prominentguests be. invited 1o the banguets
arranged almast every night during ihis visi
Needles to say, various dishes were prepared
and they were all one bettr than the other So,dur-
ing the frst bangue, while Hafiz realy enjoyed the
meal, e ended up by shaking his head and saying
how much e missed the banguets and parics of
Sthiraz. This led Ali Agha to believe that his wife
was ot making enough cfort to please the palate

of the great poct and requested ler to double the.
amount of food and the varicty for ihe next
evening. But again, afier enjoying the meal, Hafiz
shook his head and passed the same remarks about
the partis of Shiraz. And this went on for several
nights  afierwards. Wiile Ali Agha's howschold
g the amount of food,
her eminent guest was passing he same remarks.
At last Ali Agha was on the point of bursting and.
e took his courage ino his hands and asked Hafiz
as to where they were ailing o please him. Hafiz
replicd, “You are not displeasing me. On the con-
trary. you are almost embarrassing e by offering
and wasting so much food every evening And how
can I stay at your home as long as I desire while
this goes n?” That taught Ali Agha the art of
preparing the adequate food for each occasion

were doubling and tri

ORY TOLD BY JO!
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hew

Three Centuries (1963), where she says:

kish cooking of the past ranked among_ the
arat cuisines of the world. Much o it has disap-
peared together with the excellent chefs, who had
learnt ther trade.as_apprentices in konaks and
palaces, where they had 1o satisfy the exigent
palates of dhcir masters. They gradually worked
thcir way up under the master chef fiom scllery-
boy-or apprentice 1o become third, second, and fi-
nally first assistant cook. Afier ten or tuelve years
the lef wonld decare his first assstant capable of
working on his own account. The young cook hert
invited all the oher chfs o a dinner which he pre-
pared sing
diffcul dishes, and anciously awaited dheir ver-
it since it was they and they only who were em-
powered to declare him a master cook. If the dinner
won the approval of the chefs, they would present
him witha large silver waich on a thick silver

handed. He would choose al the most

iter Emine Foat Tiugay writes about the famous Tirkish ch

fs of Bolu in her family chronicle

chain, and would wrap around i, fiom the waist
downwards, a wide striped cotton cloth which took
the place of an apron, an iusignia of his new sta-
s, Henecforth he was thei equal.

Every cook in Turkey is a native of the province.
of Bolu. They never marry anyone outside their
oun village, and leave thei wives at home t0 look
afer their fields and 1o bring up he children. They
take leave once a year, for two or three months, and
call in a collcague of equal capacity to replace hem
in the interval. This custom il holds good mowa-
days, though otherwise the system which 1 have
mentioncd has disappeared so completcy that cven
the now middle-aged do not remember i. The old
s almost always browght their complete stafs
with them when they were appoinied and. ook
dhem when they Ie.

then auway wit
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Persian Khoresht-ha

SAUCES FOR RICE

OF all the favorite Persian dishes, the most
common and most. representative are the
combined rice dishes, or polow, and the
sauces, or Khoresht-ha, that are served over
white rice or with nan bread, and represent a
most of all,

main dish. It is in these dishes
that the refined knowledge and experience
of centuries have crysallized to
quisite combinations of meat with vegeta-
bles, fruits, nuts, herbs, and spices.

Khoresit-ha are, by English standards, stews
rather than sauces. A great variety of ingredi
ents are used to make them. Meat and poul-
ry are cut into smallish pieces Vegetables are
diced, siced, or left in larger pieces. Fruits are
sliced and cut, nuts chopped, and dried beans
soaked. Fresh herbs are used. Delicate spices
are used in small quantities—the sauces are
never hot, peppery, or strong. Occasionally, a
drop of rose water is added. Sweet-and-sour
pomegranate syrup is a favorite flavoring.
The ingredients are usually sautéed in butter

the ex-

or oil, then water is added, never very much,
and they are lefi t0 cook slowly and gendy
for a long time, undil the juices and favors
blend.

These sauces vary from family to family
and according to which ingredients are in
season. In the summer, al the local vegeta-
bles find dheir way in. As they become more
scarce, apples and quinces appear, and when
they, too, disappear in the winter, their place
is taken by nuts and dried fiuits. Since the
stews contain both meat and vegetables, they
can be served as meals in themselves with
rice. In modern Iran they are ofien preceded
by an omelet. The traditional meat in Iran
was always lamb—leg or shoulder, or lamb
shanks—but these days, especially in expai
ate communites, people also use beef or veal
and chicken. The usual fat is butter or ren-
dered lamb fac. T love the flavor, but, because
1 have been used to cooking with oil, I find
that lighter and the result equally delicious.

~a e
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A TALE OF GOHA

e day Goha went 1o the market. He
restauranit where pilafs, stews,chickens,ish, and
other appetizing dishes were displayed. As he
stood there enjoying the delicions aromas which
reached im through the open door, the head
ook haild him

“Come in,

and make yoursef a home!”

Belicving that e was being invited as a
guest, Goha accepted. He sat down and ate as
much as he could of all the dishes, filling his
pockets with pilaf 1o take home to his son. But
as he got up o leave,the head cook called ont:

“Pay me! You have eaien ten piasters’ worih
of fod!”

“But I haven't any money,” Goha replied. “1

dhowght T was your guest.”
The head cook dragged Goha before the
i, who ordered hims to be driven through the
srecs sitting backwards on a donkey as a pun-
ishment. As he procecded through the town in
this manner, followed by a train of ecring on-
lookers, some of ihem even playing music on
pipes and drams, a_fiiend sau
dlaimed:

“What are you doing, Goha? Why are they
ing you in this manner?”

“I was served good plaf for nothing, with
extradhrown in_for my son,” repled Goha.
“And now 1.am having a frce donkey ride with
e music as welll”

~N 0 4~
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THE FEAST OF TANTALUS

e of the notables invited the Khoja 0
[far* He went 1o ask him quite early in

the day then took lim rownd from one mosque o

another unil he became desperately hungry.

As they entere the dining-room he saw stuffed
turkey; baklawa, and cakes on the sideboard and
et that e conld hold out no longer: As they took
hir places s mouih began to water:

First some excelent ripe soup was served, and.
the host with great ceremony proceeded to taste it

“Drat the mant” he cred, “Kiapat} come here
at once! How afien have 1 bid you tel the cook ot
o put garic into the soup? Take it away at oncel”

The Kiioja looked afer it wisfully and genly
dightened his bel.

Then turning to hims his host remarked, “1t is
quite impassile to make these cooks wnderstan,
They wil do as they like, whatever you say to

them.

A chorus of woices answered, “They will in-
decd.”

At this moment the urkey was put on the
table. It was done 10 a turn and swel delicious The
stuffing was made of raisns, ric, and pistachios,
 there was so much of it that it went al aver
the dish.

The host took a small picce, but he had no
sooner done so than e cried o furiously, “Aga,
come here! Did I ot tell you the other day to sce

hat the rascal docs not use spice? Do you do this
o purpose? Thirty years you have been in my ser-
vice and yet you allow this 10 go on! God pay you
ot for this! Tke it away!”

Out went the wrkey; and the poor Khoja
heaved a deep sigh as he saw
appear.

“Then a eunnch brought in he baklavwa, bu the
You stupid Arab!
Do hungry people begin with sweets? Away with
i

s the whip fell on i shoulder, the poor fel-
loww let the dish fll and bolted from the room.

The Khoja secing all these tempring dishes car-
vicd out one afer the othes, ook his spoon and
catching hold of a dish of pilaf which was on a
side-table, began to devour i,

“Hullo! what are youdoing there, Kiioja?”
cred the hst.

O sir” said the Khoja, “do give me a chance
cfore you condem it 1o the same fate as the oth-
ers. Let me have a lile talk with my old friend
Piaf—ask how he is and find out what e has in-
side him! Never mind me!”

At this the guests began 10 roar with langliter
“The dishes were then browght in again, they set to
work in carnest and made a merry meal.

sheet-anchor dis-

host scowled at him and sai

TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA

U is thebeabing of the ' st o the veof the Biram. 1 s applied 10 the nabin o he fost very evening.

1 Ky hed servan, o major-dom.
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Serving Persian Polows

Exquisite layered rice dishes—combinations
of meat, vegetables, fruit, and nuts with herbs
and spices—are the jewels in the crown of
P
grand princely cuisine created
teenth century, in the Safavid period, and are
sill today the festive, celebraory  dishes
served on very special occasions. Many of the
polows you are offered in Ira
today could have come straight out of a
compilation of recipes by one Ostad Nurol-
lah, a professional cook in Shah Abbas’ reign
at the end of the sixteenth century.

The rice s first_parboiled and drained
while still underdone, then layered with
other ingredients and steamed over low heat
for 20-30 n

To turn out the rice easily, the bottom of

gastronomy. They are part of the
in the six-

ates.

the pan is placed in cold water for a minute.
The pan is inverted over a large platter and
the ingredients gently mixed. The crusty bot-
tom, considered a delicacy,is served on a sep-
arate plate. Two or three tablespoons of rice,
colored with a litle safffon powder mixed
with boiling water, are a usual garnish sprin-
Kled on top.

With the coming of nonstick coatings, a
version of the rice dishes which comes out
Tooking like a cake with a golden crust has
become very popular and is easy to produce.
It s dhrilling to break into the crisp shiny
brown crust to find the sparkling white or
saffron-yellow grains encrusted with bits of
spiced meat, vegetables, fruit, and nuts tum-
bling out.

e 4
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The Halicis of Turkey

In all the years that I have been rescarching
food around the world, I have never com
across anyone as passionately and selfessly
committed to recovering and upholding the
culinary heritage of a country as is Nevin
Halici of Turkey. She made the
study of the regional foods of Turkey, record-
ing other information, such as the occasions
on which dishes are served and what they
mean, and allusions to the way of ife in cach
region. She taught cooking in a girls”school,
and had been asked to give demonstrations
to chefs of some of the big hotels whose
management wanted (o introduce regional
dishes. (Most of the cooks in Turkey come
from the region of Bolu and have a historical
connection with the old Otcoman palace.
They are trained in a particular Istanbul style,
and regional foods are unknown o them.)
More than twenty years ago chance took
me to Konya, in Central Anatolia, where |
met the Halici family There was a food sym-
posium (in Turkish) and a cooking competi-
neighboring villages. The
Halicis, headed by Feyzi Halici (a poct and
e senator), had organized it. They
owned a carpet shop and were also in charge

tion betw

one

of the Culture and Tourism Associati

des included the Mevana Festival
. the troubadour and

s, pigeon competi-
tions, the national javelin games, folk poetry
and music, and Koran reading competitions.
Tasked them if they would consider doing
an international food symposium. A few
‘months ved a letter asking for a
st of people who might be interested in at-
tending such an event. It turned out (o be the
‘most fantastic, magical affuir. Starting with a
stay at the Pera Palas in Istanbul, we wer
ted to travel around the country and taste.
all manner of foods, many of which were
Known even to the Turkish gastronomes trav-
cling with us. We heard scholarly lectures
about the history of Turkish food; we visited
palace kitchens and food bazaars and went to
see ardisans at work. We wer

invited into
people’s homes and such places as a factory
where the workers had brought dishes from
home for a banquet. Other entertainments
were belly dancing and sword dancing and
whitling dervishes. Feyzi and Nevin Halici
ted people from all over the world to
ennial food congresses from 1986 unil 1994,
when the congresses stopped for lack of
funds.

~No
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About Caoking Rice

Ways of cooking rice vary from one country

to another. Plain rice is cooked in water with

salt, or in stock. A good amount of fat—ei
ther butter or oil—is involved in the cooking
or added in at the end.

Different types of rice require different
quancicies of water and cooking times. Fach
batch of rice harvested, even from the same

fields, differs in the amount of water it needs.
When households buy it in large sacks, the
first dish made from the opened sack ascer-
ains the amount of water required. In Egypt,
the newly harvested local rice requires the

same volume of water as of rice. If the rice is

a year old, more water is needed.

Asarule, 1 cup of long-grain rice, i
ing basmati, absorbs about 1%2
water—or a little more. In some cases—and
for those who prefer a softer, moist rice—

twice the volume of water is used. Americans

are used to twice the volume, but if you want
iddle Eastern texture,
ry the proportions in the recipes that follow.

‘The practice in the Middle East has always
been to wash the rice, and in some countries
also 0 soa

rice to have a more

for between half an hour and
overnight. When rice used to come in burlap.

sacks it had to be cleaned of stones and

roughage and sometimes small
well, and it had to be washed in several
changes of water. The packaged rice available.

sects as

today is perfectly clean, and modern milling
usually makes washing unnecessary. Some
imported rice needs to be washed to be rid
of the starchy powder which causes it to be
lightly sticky when cooked. American long-
grain does not need washing, but basmati
usually does. To wash the rice, pour warm
water over it in a bowl, sdr well,and leave to
soak for a few minutes. Pour into a fine-
meshed sieve or a small-holed colander and
rinse under cold running water the
water runs clear. Then drain.

The preparation of rice is enveloped by
great mystique in all the Middle Eastern
countries, and alhough it is extremely sim-
ple, various methods exist. There are regional
ways, and every fan
als, refusing to believe that it is possible to

cherishes secret

vary. Some prefer a dry rice with firm and
separate grains, others would like it softer

and a litdle mois.

By some Middle Eastern standards, 2 cups
of rice feeds 2 people, but by Western stan-
dards, it is enough for 6. This also varies de-
pending on whether

to be a side dish or

If you want to reheat the rice before serv-
e
dish, covered with foil, as rice tends to burn
at the bottom of the pan when it is dry.

is best 10 do so in the oven in a bal

N
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Chickpeas

These hard, round, corn-colored peas with
an carthy flavor are the most common
legumes dle East. You will find
recipes including them all over this book.
Mashed and smoothly pureed, they are a base
for salad dips. Whole, they combine well

the

with chi

ken, meat, and vegetables. Mixed
with rice and vermicelli or bulgur or in a
stew destined for couscous, they pro

tement in texture and flavor. Once upon a
time you had to peel them. Today they come
0 us skinless.

e 4
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A TALE OF GOHA

G oha invited a friend to his house. No sooner
ad le placed a plate piled high with food
before i than the man had caten it all up. Sev-
enal i

s e rushed to fech more beans, more ice,
and more chickpeas, which e hiad prepared for s
own lunch and for next day's as wel. Each time

the man empied the plate and waited for more. Fi-
nally, there was othing Iefi in the house to ea.
“Then the man remarked that e was on his way to
the docto becanse e was suffeing from loss of ap-
petite. Appalied, Goha begeed lin o stay avway
when le had recovered i

~a 0 4o
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THE YOUNG GIRL'S SONG

By my father’s fe! By my father’s il
1 will not have the poor man!
He wakes me i

the morning and says,
He wakes me in the morning and says,
“Pound the lenil early!
By my father’ Ife! By my father’s
1 will have he rich man!

He wakes me in the morning and say:
He wakes me

the moning and says,
“Pound the pasry with fa

MASPERO, G

/ANSONS POPULAIRES
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Dealing with Legumes

Legumes (or pulses) once needed to be
picked over and cleaned of little stones and
impurities. A few of the packaged ones stil
do, and they usually need to be washed.
Some need soaking in plenty of cold water
for a few hours or overnight, which helps to

soften them and shortens the cooking time.

Brown fava beans, navy beans, and chickpeas
need lengthy soaking and cooking. In the
past, chickpeas were soaked with a pinch of
bicarbonate of soda, which lefi a slightly pe-
culiar aste, and sll required prolonged
cooking. And it was often necessary to re-
move their tough outer skins—a long and te-
dious operation. The ones sold today are of a

superior, skinless quality. It is necessary only

to soak them in plain cold water for two

hours or overnight. A way of reducing the
soaking time is (o put the beans or chickpeas
ina pan full of cold water, bring them to the
boil, and leave them to soak in the water for
1 hour.

Brown or green lentils, yellow splic peas.
and black-eyed peas do not need soaking and
require much less cooking dme, while red
lentils disintegrate very quickly. The time re-
quired 1o cook different types of leg
varies according to their age or time in stor-
age. The older they are, the longer they take
0 cook.

Salt should not be added at the start of
cooking legumes, as it does not allow them
0 soften. It should be added when they have
begun to softer

T
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Salt is a very important ingredient. It brings
out the flavors of a dish. In recent years,after
the link between

igh levels of salt consump-

Gon and high blood pressure was made,
Americans started to use less, and as a result
their palates have changed. Today they use
much less salt than people do in Europe, but
the taste for it still varies from one person to
another. Not everyone benefits from a low-
st diet. It is necessary only for people with
high blood pressure. Our bodies need salt,
more or less of it depending on various fac-
tors,in particular the cl
In hot countries (including parts of Amer-
). where people sweat a lot and lose salt,
they need more salt and experi
ness and even fainting spells if they lack i

Rarely do cookbooks in Europe or else-
where in the world give quantities of salt or
pepper in recipes. These are two ingredients
tha people are expected to gauge how much
they want of.

Also, the strengeh and intensity of flavor of

sate where we live.

e weak-

About Salt

different types of salt vary according to
where it originates. It depends on whether

the salt has been mined from underground

deposits or evaporated from seawater. Salt
from the earch, extracted from underground
s far less salty. Sea salc varies de-
g on which part of the world it comes
from, how it has been collected and dried,
and what minerals it contains. English sea
salt for instance, s saltier than French, which
has a distinctive delicate flavor. Table salt
usually has additives. Coarse-grain kosher
salt does not.

I recommend finely ground sea salt. That
s what I use.

It was always said that when cooking you
measured with your eye, and it is true that
with salt you have to trust your eye. It is
usual to start with a litdle and o add more
when you start asting. Some salads need
very litdle salt, whereas rice and grains need
quite a bit if they are not to be terribly
bland.

e

Prick the eggplants in a few places with a
pointed knife so that they will not burst. Turn
them under the broiler until the skin is black.
and blistered and they feel very soft when
you press them. Or place them on a sheet of
foil on a baking sheet and roast in the hotcest
oven for about %2 hour, or unel they feel

‘To Broil or Roast and Mash Whole Eggplants

very soft when you press them, turning them
at least once by one half turn. When cool
enough o handle, peel the eggplants and
drop the flesh into a colander. Then chop the

flesh with a knife and mash it with a fork in

the colander to let the juices escape.

e 4
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‘The most popular street food of Iraq is @
selection called abiadi al bedh. Neatly
arranged arrays of hard-boiled cggs, pick-
s, beets, tomatoes, scallions, and all types

of seasonal vegetables, pled high with lav-

ish decorations of parsley, chives, and other
herbs, are pushed around the streets of
Baghdad in carts. Vendors pick items on
demand, slice and scason them, then roll
them up in a piece of bread.

~N o0 4






OEBPS/images/Rode_9780307558565_epub_007_r1.jpg
n ancient custom i for women o eat herbs
meal. According 1o an old belicf, this will help
e to keep their husbands away from a rival.
Job’ tears and mandrake i particular showld
s him against a “co-wife.”

DONALDSON, THE WILD RUE

~o8e 4o
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A\ el is ofien made by those who cannot

afford luuries of bread and a misture
called dukkah, which is commony composed of
salt and pepper with za’atar or wild matjoram
or mint o cumin-seed, and with one or more,
or all, of the following ingredients—namely, co-
riander seed, cinmamon, scsame, and hummus
[roasted chickpeas]. Each mouthfil of bread is
dipped in his

LANE, MANNERS AND CUSTOMS OF THE
MODERN EGYPTIANS, 1860
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Hard-Boiled Eggs

In Egype, during the numerous festivals, such
as the Milid el Nabi, which celebrates the
birth of the Prophet, the pilgrimage to the
sacred well of Zemzem, or the Cham el Nes-
h
¢ Egypt and signifies
“breathing the new fresh air”—people went
out on picnics. They filled baskets with food
and spent days and nights in public gardens
or on visis to sacred places and the tombs of

sim—a festival in honor of nature wh

originates

saints. They would settle down to enjoy the
contents of their baskets while they listened
o reciters of romances recounting the tales
of Abou-Zeyd, El Zahir, and Alf Leyleh wa-
Leyleh (A Thousand and One Nights), and
watched conurers, buffoons, and_dancers.
Hard-boiled_ eggs—beautifully favored and
sometimes dyed red or yellow—have since
ime immemorial taken pride of place in the
jcnic baskets.

~a e 4~
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‘WEDDING SONG

Your futhe, ol beantifil one!
Has so ofien screamed and shouted,
And lowered the price of your dowry,

And said, “My daughtrs are beauiifl?”

MASPERO,
CHANSONS POPULAIRES
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THE IMPORTANCE OF
MEAT BROTH IN TURKEY
IN OTTOMAN TIMES

ith the exception of swects, every kind

0(/ of food was cooked in broth. Besides
e meat used for consumption, meat for broth
was provided in every palace and konak. At onr
howse about ten pounds of beef and mtton were
wsed every day for that purpose and dhen di
carded. No one. would have dreamt of cooking
with plain water In this connection a story was
old about a very abl but equally pars
Grand Vezir. His son-in-lau; who was a great
gourmet and, according to the custom: o the ime,
was living with his_futher-in-laws freguently
complained about the meals saying that he sim-
Py could ot catthem. “My son,” said the
Grand Vezis “iwe cat 0 live but we do mot live 10
cat.” The youg man, hoping thus to improve
maters, finally went 1o speak o the cook.
“Don't I know it,” cried the che
you expect of food cooked with water from the
tap?” When eventually the Grand Vezir's dangh-
ter and her husband were divoced,the quaity of
the food provided in ler ather’s I
1o b the main reason fo thei separation

What can

se was said

~N 0 4~
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Meat Soups

Meat soups are almost like stews, substanial,
with all kinds of legumes, grain, and vegeta-
bles. They are festive fare and in the home
represent a meal in itself. Although, in the
past,lamb and mutton were always used, beef
and veal sometimes replace them  today.
Shoulder, brease, and especially lamb shank
can be used, and beef round, chuck, or shin,
the last of which gives a rich, gelatinous stock.
If you are using veal, I recommend breast o
shoulder, or knuckle (for its gelatinous qual-
ity). The meat is cither lefi whole and al-
lowed to soften and break up during the long
cooking, or cut into cubes beforchand.

Marrow bones are commonly added. They
are removed before serving, but the marrow
is slipped into the soup, to be eaten with a
cc of bread as a choice bit. In the Middle
East, sheep’s or calfs feet are added for their
gelatinous quality.

When I was a child in Egypt, familics gave
their servants a daily sum with which to buy
themselves, say, two piastres” worth of meat
and 1 piastre’s worth of vegetables. These
were put in a large pot and left to cook over
a very low flame on a Primus stove (fatayel)
on the roofiops of the blocks of flats where
servants” quarters were situated. Sometimes
s of one block pooled their
purchases or money to make one large com-
‘munal soup. The strong aromas entered the
open windows of the flats below and en-
veloped Employers  defended
themselves from the accusation that they ate
well while their servants had only cheap
food, by saying that the latter preferred their
own. There was a great deal of truth in this,
and I know many children who would sneak
up 0 the roof terra

vants” soups.

all the serva

the street.

s to share their ser-

~a e 4
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A TALE OF GOHA

G ha was found by a friend squatting on
the edge of a lake with a spoon and a pot

of yogurt.

“What are you doing?” said the frend. Goha
stirred a spoonfil o thice yogurt in the water
and said:

“I am turning he lake into yogurt.”

~ o 4
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Yogurt Soups

Yogurt is a very ancient ingredient in the
cooking of the Middle East. In certain
soups,it is added at the end of cooking and
just allowed to become hot, without b
ing, so that there is no risk of curdling. Yo-
gurt made fiom goats milk does not
curdle, but 1 don't much 1
When yogurt is called for in the actual
cooking, precautions are taken to stabilize
it so that it does not curdle (see page 113).
Always use whole-milk yogurt.

~ o

e the tste.
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THE ALTERNATIVE

am a hospitable man,” said Nasrudin 10 a
I eroup of conies at the teahonse.

“Very well, the
e said the grecdict.

Nasrudin: collcted the whole erowd and
sarted towards his house with them.

Wihen e was almost there e said:

take us all home to sup-

“Ull o ahead and warn my
wait here.”

His wife cuffd him when he told her the
news. “There is o food in the house—urn
e aveay.”

“Lcan's do that, my reputation for hospiality
i at stake.”

“Very well, you go upstairs and Il tell them
that you are out.”

Afir nearty an hour the guests became rest-
less and crowded around the door, shouting, “Let

: you just

s in, Nasrudin
The Mulla’s

Nasrudin is out.”

went out to them.

“But we saw him go into the howse, and we
have been watching the door all the fime.”

She was sile,

The Mulla, waiching from an wpsairs win-
dous was wnable to contain himscl. Leaning ot
e shouted: “I could have gone aut by the back
door,could’t 17"

INCOMPARABLE MULLA NASRUDIN

0 4+
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DUCK SOUP

Kinsman came o see Nasrudin fiom the
country, and brought a duc
gnacful had the bind cooked and shared i
guest.
Presently another visitor arrived. He was a

Jriend, as e said, “af the man who gave you the
duck.” Nasrudin fed him as well

“This happened scveral times. Nasrudin's home
had become like a restaurant for out-of-town vis-
tors. Everyone was a frend at some removes o the
original donor of the dick.

Finally Nasrudin was exasperated. One day
there was a knock at the door and a stranger ap-

peared. “I am the friend of the fiiend of the iiend.
of the man who brought you the duck fiom the.
country” e said.

“Come in,” said Nasrudin

They seated themselves at the table, and Nas-
rudin asked s wife to bring the soup.

When the guest tasted it, it seemed o be -
¢ more than warm water, “What sort of soup is
his?” he asked the M.

“That”said Nasrudin, “is the soup of the soup
of the soup of the duck.”

SHAH, THE EXPLOITS OF TH
INCOMPARABLE MULLA NASRUDIN

e 4~
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O ne of a large variety of belicfs and prac-
the il eye”:

has been proved that the evi eye

has been given,steps may be taken to detct e

gty person. A common expedient i to hold an

egg between the two palms and to press upon it

as the mame of each suspect s spoken. At the
name of the guily one the egg wil break.”

~ o
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BOREK IN A TURKISH HOUSEHOLD

e excelled in pastry, which we called
borek. Served at ihe beginning of a
meal, as in my mother’s family and at home, or at
the end of a meal, as in some other houses, it was
always stuffd cither with cheese and herbs,or with
iced minced meat. The diffrence lay in the dough
and the manner of its cooking. Borck was not
among my own favorite dishes, and I do not re-
member all the varities which were made with a
dough whi
preferrd such as were made of a paste ather like
noodles, and which were boiled. Both the Tartar
borek and the pirui were made of thinly rolled-out
dough. The former was cut into squares, stuffed
with cream chese and herbs and folded into rian-
ges, boiled and eaten with yogurt; with i, the
lite squares were Iei open and minced meat was
sprinkled between them. Browned butter was
poured aver it The best birek of
borek, or water birck, so named because i 100 is
holed. Afierwards the do
a round flat ek dish made of sitver, with a high
edge, half o it being filled with cream cheese and
the other half wit
Browned in the oven it is a dish for kings.

The wndeniable king of all bircks is called,
when rolled 10 look like a cigarete, sigara birek,
and whe rolled o a ball the size of a walo,
ceviz birck. Very few cooks nowadays are able to
make it as it showld be and once was produced. I

resembled the French mille feville. 1

kind i the su

ugh s spread in layers in

minced meator chicken.

once savw it in the making The kitchen at Moda,

phich was. inthe garden half-way between. the
harem and the sclamlik, was ont of bounds. None
the less my brothers and 1 decded to scc what it
was like. We passed dhrough the dining-room for
the men-servants, o the large. old-fashioned
h its enormons range and adjoning
larder. Thence we went on into the pastry-room.
Wide marble-topped tables stood beneath the win-
dows which overlookei the garden. Mastafu, his
hack o us, stood at e of the tables in front of an
open window. He was rolling out an exnormons
shet of dovgh. Swidenly he canght hold of o of
its comers, swept the whole thing up into the air

kitchen u

wirld it several times above his white cap, and
brought it down on the table without there being
rent in it T
over again, whilst we waiched spellbound. He firi-
ously olld the lon, hin Tikish rollng-pin, then
up would go the dough, kept uprich by the suifi
rotation of s arms, and then doven i ane sweeps I
was. particalarty impressed when looking at it
while it was in the ai, o see that it was as trans-
parentas. ganze. Wrapped many. times round.
minced meat in the sigara birek, or round grated
kashar cheese in the ceviz birek, and cooked in
e fat it i one of the superltive achievements of
Tirkish cooking.

procedure was repeated over and

FOAT TUGAY, THREE CENTURIES

e 4~
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Making a Large Layered Greek-Style Fillo Pie

Use a large baking pan a litde smaller than
the sheets of fillo. Brush it with oil or melted
butter. Place half the package of fillo, or
about 7 sheets, one on top of another, at the
bottom of the pan, brushing each sheet with
melted butter or oil and letting the sheets
come up along the sides.

Spread the filling evenly on top. Then
cover with the remaining sheets, brushing

cach, including the top one, with melted but-
ter or oil.

With a sharp-pointed knife, cut into 2-
ich squares or diamonds with parallel lines,
only down o the filling, not right through.

Bake at 350°F for 30-45 minutes, or until
crisp and golden. Cut along the cutting lines,
this time right through to the bottom, and

serve hot.

~o
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About the Dadas in Morocco

In Morocco, cooking is a woman's thing.
Men are excluded from kitchens. The greac
cooks—family cooks, professional cooks,
those who cook for weddings and partics,
the guardians of the great culinary trad

tion—are black women, the “dadas” Who
they are is a taboo subject—the hidden face
of Morocco. The women are descended from
Afiican slaves who were brought from the
Sudan, which was once part of the Moroc-
can empi
Sultan Moulay Ismail recruited from the
states of the Sahel 150,000 slaves. The men
constituted the origin of the Sherifan black
guard. The women became domestics in
people’s homes. Some became concubines,

. In the seventeenth century the

some were freed and became

nperial Fez, it was not uncom-
mon that men of great families chose young.
dadas as their fourth wive

to look affer
their children a

cook. Their children were
often recognized and took on the father's
name. A form of bondage went on undl not
5o long ago, and the women remained illter-

ate; thatis why it is a taboo subject.

In more recent times dadas have joined
cooks’ cooperati
and great oce
helpers and their pots and
eral days with dhe famil
slaughter sheep and pigeons, prepare the
onarka for bitlla, set up the clay tagines on
bras al the dishes while the
ladics of the house and their reladives busy
themselves with the sweet pastries. Some
dadas have become famous itineran special-
ists of one dish only or a culinary style. Some
now teach ac the Palais Royal Tourga, the
catering school set up by King Hassan in
Casablanca. The students are all young
women (there were no young men when |
was there) training €0 cook in restaurants
and hotels. But the great dadas who lived all
their lives in families are old now. They are
disappearing. People have to lean to do
aldes, like
the paper-thin pancakes called onarka, can
now be bought at the souk.

i for weddings

They arrive with their

ins and stay sev-
es. They shop,

ers, and prepa

without ther

Some of their spe

e 4
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THE HOCA AS TAMERLANE’S TAX COLLECTOR

e day the Hoca chanced to be in Tamer-

Lane's court when the despor’ tax collctor
came to report on s recipts, The figures in im-
pressive columns covered page afir page of parch-
ment, and e collctor’s vace. droned endlesly
through a recital of the sums. But, in the end,
Tamerlane was not satisficd. It scems that first this
acconnt and then that o had been misrepresented.
I short,the tax colector had revealed himself s a
scamp and a cheat.

“So that is the way you manage your post as
tax colletor!” raged the testy ruler. “Well, sy, I
cannot swallow such outrageous lies. Bu”—and.
s eyes glinted—"You will swallow them. Begin
at oncel”

“Begin what, sire?” questioned the tax collec-
o, puzzled and fihiened.

“Begin 10 swallow your oun accounts.
Quickly, ou: 1 have other business at hand.” And
the lordly Tamerlane watched with  increasing
amusement as the wretched collector choked and
gageed on the shects of parchment. At lengih e
had chewved and swallowed then al, and his heroic
ot was rewarded on the instant by Tamerlane,
who declared him no longer tax collctor.

“lnstead,” decared Tamerlane, smiling broadly,
“0 appoint you, Nasreddin Hoca, to be my tax col-
lector”

Appalled, the Hoca considered his sad plight.
“There was lile dobt about the n

ter: no report
conld please Tamerlane. On the other hand, was it
necessary 10 suffer such abuse for one’s book-
keeping, however faty? Suddenly the Hoca had a
Sfine idea. This business micht be managed, afier
al. ... Gravely he thanked Tamerlane for his fine
evidence of trustin a simple hoca's judgment, and
excused himself from the ruler's presence 1o pre-
pare himselffo his new office.

Every moring during the following month,

Vasreddin Hoca watched with tender concern as
his wife rolled fine,frsh dough to paper dhinness
[yufka or fllo] and baked it fo form platlike pas-
tries. Then he took the pastries to one side and on
them he recorded the tax receipts of the preceding
day. Wi painsiaking care he stacked the pasiries
in'a special cuphoard where they would be pro-
tectd from prying eye and tampering fovch.

Finally came the day of reckoning. Taking a
lange wheelbarrow loaded with the precious pas-
tries, the Hoca trundled off to Tamerlanc’s court,
and was admitted to the ruler’s presence with his
curious burden.

“Al there you_arel” exclaimed Tamerlane,
stapping his hands on his knees in great saisfuc-
tion. And, “Yes, yes” e murmured as he accepted
the two large leather sacks containing the taxes col-
lected. “But where are your acconnts?”

“Right her, sie,” replid.the Hoca, gesturing
tovwards the Toad in the wheclbarrow:

Tamerlane stared in disbelcf. Then, “Bring me
one of those things,” he demanded.

Prompily the Hoca presented him with one of
the pastics, covered from end to end with finely
penned fgures. As Tamerlane studicd he inscrip-
tions, a smile began to spread across his ace, “And
what, may I ask, was your purpose in kecping
your records on pasiry?”

“Only,sie that cither one of us might be able
o suwallow the repots of my labors” answered the
Hoca.

WALNUTS AND THE WISDOM
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Making Fillo Coils

Cut dhe sheets of fillo into 2 rectangles each,
about 12 inches long and 8-10 inches wide,
and put ch
Brush the top strip lightly with oil or melted
butter. Put a line of filling—3~4 tablespoon-
fuls—along one of the longer, 12-inch sides,
about 1 inch from the edge and from the 2
shorter ends (1). Very carcfully lift up che
edge over the filling and roll up, folding in
the ends when you've rolled it about halfivay
© trap the

To be able o coil the roll without the pas-

a pile on top of each other.

ling.

ry's tearing, you have to crease it firs like an
accordion (2). To do this, hold the roll with
both hands and very genty push from the
ends towards the center. Now curve the roll
very gently in the shape of a snail (3) and lifi
onto a greased baking sheet. Repeat with
the rest of the fillo rectangles and filling.
Place all che coils close to each other on the
sheet and brush the tops with oil or melted
butter, o, better stil, with egg yolk mixed
with a drop of water. Bake at 350°F for
3040 minutes, o unel crisp and golden.
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The Chrisdan communities of Syria and
Lebanon observe many fasts throughout the
year during which they abstain from cating
meat and sometimes also dairy foods. The
Holy Eastern Orthodox Catholic Church
prescribes weekly fasts on Wednesdays and
Fridays, and commemorative fasts such as the
fast of the Holy Apostles, the fast of
Theotokos, of the beheading of Saint John
the Bapist, of the Elevation of the Holy
Cross, and the Eve of the Epiphany. The most
sportant is during Lent, which begins seven
weeks before Easter and commemorates the

fast of Christ in the desert, when, according
o the Scriptures, Satan appeared (o tempt

Him. The Passion-week fast commemorates
His suffering and Passion

The laws of abstinence oblige to cither
partial or complete abstinence. Meat may be
taken only once, at the principal meal, or not
at all, as on Fridays. During Lent, meat and
dairy foods are prohibited. Vegetabl
legumes, and grain, all cooked with olive
oil—fava-bean salad, lentil soup, chickpeas
and wheat, bulgur and tomatoes, eggplant
stews—are famously
dishes. Most prestigious among them are the
that people make with bread dough and
llings such as spinach or chickpea, and tiny

known as

zaatar-covered bread rounds.
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OEBPS/images/Rode_9780307558565_epub_028_r1.jpg
A POEM ABOUT SAMBOUSEK

t.a banguet given by the Caliph Maustakfi of Baghdad in the tenth century, a member of the com-
ot ot 7 s, e 7 e

1fthow wouldst know what food gives most delght,  And when the buring flames have dred i quite,

Best let me tell, for none hath subler sight Then, as thou wilt, in pastry wrap it round,
Take frst he finest meat, red,sof t fouch, And fasten el he edges,firm and sound;
And wince it with the it not overmuch; O if it please thee btte take some dowgh,
“Then add an onion,cut in circes clean, Convenienly sof, and rubbed just so,

A cabbage, very fiesh, exceeding green, “Then with the olling pin let it be spread
And season wel with Aud with the nails it edges docketed.

O coriander add a ha Pour i the iying-pan the choicst il

Aud afer that of loves the very leas, Aud in that liguor let it finely brol

O finest ginger,and of pepper best, Last, ladle out into a thin tureen

A hand of cumin, murr just 1o taste, Where appetizing mustard smeared hath been,
“Tivo handfuls of Palmyra salt; but haste, And cat with pleasure, mustarded about,

Good mastes, haste to rind them small and strong. —This tasiest food for hurrid dincr-out.
Then lay and light a Hazing fre along;

o FROM MASUDI'S MEADOIVS OF GOLD,

TRANS. BY ARDERRY IN
Upon it from above, and cover o'er. ISLAMIC CULTURE, 1939

But, when the water vanished is from sight
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HUNKAR BEGENDI—SULTAN'S DELIGHT

[Ee gt this Tarkish dish in her book Three Centuries. She calls it
uswally referred to in English as “Sultan’s Delght.”

tan’s Pleasure” but these days

Hiinkir begendi s a purée of cgplant with small
picces of meat covked in buter and tomato juice
placed in the center As in the salad, he eggplan is
cooked on a hot bakig tin, pecled, and mashed. A
lile meled buttr i poured aver it just bfoe scrv-
ing The dish derives its name from a legend. Once
upon a time a sultan went out huniing. Whilst pur-
suing lhis quarry, he penciraed into a large forest,
and soon lost sight of bl the game and lis aten-
dants. He wandered about till mightfll, geting for-
her and frther into wnknoun coniry unl, hungry
and exhausted, he at last sau a light in he distanee.
Filled with ape, the sultan wrgd his weary horse
owards it ill he came to the house whence e light

had proceeded. Here e was hospitafy received, and
s host immediatey sen word to the cook o pre-
pare a meal. I was late, diner was over on
and all that remained in the kitchen were some
seraps of meat and a few cqgplants The cook, being
a resourceful man, cut up the meat and put it in
po, the vegetables he threw on the ot cooki
range, and mashed them. The result was a steaming
dish, of whih the sultan ate every morsel. Replete
and ested e sent a pursefilled with goldto the cook
and aske the wame of the dish, never having caten
it beore. He was told that the cook had invenied it
o the spot, whereupon the sultan declared that
hencfor it should b called Sultan’s Pleasure.

- A,
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Brochettes and Souk Cuisine—
Street Food in Morocco

An exciting part of visiting Morocco, as
with many other Arab citics
food. In every town,in the souk,
medi

s the street
the old
s,in the squares where weekly mar-
Kets set up, at bus stops on intercity roads,
there are street vendors. From tiny cafes
d boutiques as small as a cupboard, from
carts or stands or sometimes an upturned
box with a chair for customers, they offer
their specialties—boiled-carrot salad with
cumin, farir, spicy litdle snails brochetes de
kefia, sweet fricters.

Place Djemaa-el-Fna in Marrakesh is
magical. During the day, m

dcians and

dancers from the mountains, snake charm-
ers, fire caters, letter wri

crs, sorytellers
have possession of the huge square. As the
sun begins o fll, the entire space is taken
over by hundreds of cooks scting up
stands and westle tables, sarting charcoal

fires. Their clients sit on benches around
each stand. All night long they serve up
soup accon

with chickpeas, and sheep’s heads from
huge pots. Stews smell of turmeric; fried
fish of cumin and cilantro; chicken of pre-
served lemon. Cooking aromas mingle.
the smoke of the famous brochettes cooking
over charcoal.

~N 0 4
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£ wwas common for people to buy a live sheep at the market, and to kecy
before killng it A tale of Goha llusrates his custom.

it for a fou days in the kitchen

One day, Goha took: his small son o the market —“1 st do so before I decide which sheep to

with lim (0 buy a sheep. Nows it is well known by Goa eplid.

that the value of a sheep depends o the amownt of A few days late, while sittng waiting for the

Jat which it stors in its tail. At the souk, Goha  evening meal, the e boy turned to his ather and

procecded to fl, and weigh in his hands,the tils  said:

ofthe shecp, one afier another, wnil his son asked: “Father,our neighbor was here today I think he
“Fathes, why do you do that?” wants o buy my morher!”

~a e 4
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A medieval Arab cookery manual gives a
method of barbecuing a sheep adopted from
the Crusaders. It was pierced with a rod and
held between two poles. Fires were lit on ei-
ther side, with the result that roasting was
quicker and more even. A ninetcenth-
century Turki idqi Ef-
fendi gives instructions for roasting a lamb in
the open. A hole is dug in the ground and
filled with charcoal. The lamb is rubbed with
salt, pepper, and onion juice, a wooden or
metal rod is pushed right through the lamb
from breast to hindquarters, and the legs are
trussed together.

In North Africa, people light small fires in
their courtyards and sit around them whil
joint of lamb is turned on a spit, helping
themselves o slices of meat as it becomes

manual by a certain

deliciously brown and tender. In Trkey, doner
kebab s an old classic of the kebab houses.
Slices of tender lamb, marinated for several
hours in a mixture of ol salt, pepper, and

with the addition, sometimes, of

herbs such as parsley, wild marjoram, or
t, are threaded and packed tightly, with a
few pieces of fat squeezed between them,
onto a rotating vertical spit. The spit turns

ally and slowly close to a hot char-
coal fire. Gas and electric heat are also used.
Slices are cut off as the meat acquires a warm
brown glow. In restaurants this
w of the diners. The ubiquitous doner kebab
(shawarma in Arabic) now well known in Eu-
rope and America s a sad version of the real
thing, with poor meat—ofien compressed
ground meat—excessive fat, and uninspired
flavoring.

Another Middle Eastern way of cooking a
whole lamb o joints of meat is in a deep
cylindrical pit dug in the ground, called
tandi. A wood fire is lit at the bottom, the

s done in full

lamb is placed on hot stones, and the mouth
of the hole is saled. When the meat s taken
out

is s0 meldngly tender you can pull it
apart with your fingers.

~a e 4~
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Kharouf Meshwi
WHOLE ROAST LAMB

Whole lamb roasted on a spit or in the
baker's oven is a festive, ceremonial repast
prepared for partics, festivals, and large family
gatherings. Roast baby lamb stuffed with rice:
d with nuts and raisins (qouzi mahshi is
cooked in the same way and served on a
huge tray, surrounded by mountains of the
stuffing. When 1 was a girl a the wedding of
one of my cousins, they served baby lambs
made o look like miniature camels, their
boneless backs shaped into humps.

Although the poor can rarely afford meat,
there is one day at least when all are assured
of caring it. This s at the Eid-cl-Kurban (also
called Eid-¢l-Kibir in Egypo), on the tenth
day of the last month of the Muhammadan
year, a festival in commemoration of Abra-
ham’s sacrifice of Tsmail. (In Iskamic lore he
offered Ismail: in Jewish lore it was Issac) By

ancient custom, well-to-do families sacrifice
a sheep o lamb on this day: The victim must
be fat, young, and unblemished. The eyes of
the animal are blackened, a piece of confec-
tionery s placed in its mouth, and its head is
turned towards Mecea. The words “In the
name of God” are spoken as the animal is
slain. It is roasted on a spit, and the meat is
isributed to the poor. These offerings are
also made afier a death or a birth, and on
other
house, the start or end of a long journey, or
the arrival of an important guest. In Cairo,
our balcony overlooked a street where, on
several occasions, I watched the roasting of a
ceremonial lamb, accompanied by wailing
and singing. The smell penctrated my bed-
clothes and wardrobe, and remained with me
through the night.

mportant occasions such as moving

~a e 4
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GEESE AT AKSHEHIR HAVE
ONLY ONE LEG

O e day the Khoja cooked a goose and
took it as a present to Tamerlane. On
the road e conld not restrain

is appetite and
ate one of he legs. On arrval at the palace he
presented i offering in due form, but Tamer-
Lane notced hat there was one leg short and
asked him where it was. The Khoja replied, as
ool as a cucumber, hat all the geese at Akshelir
ad onty one leg, “If you don't believe me, look
at those geese standing over there by the foun-
tain”

It was quite tre. The geese were al standing
on one leg, sound aslecp in the sunshine, the
other g tucked up and their heads sunk in their
breasts.

famerlane looked out of the
sanw that they really had only one leg.

Now it chanced to be the moment for chang-
ing the palace guard. The band struck up. The
rll o the big drum and skir of pipes made the
wwelkin ring. The geese soon found their sccond
Legs and ran of helte-skelie,trying to escape.
T
Khoja to the wi
see they all have tw fect.”

“Yes,” replicd the Khoja, “and if you had the
noise of those drum-sticks ringing in your cars
you would grow four legs.”

dow and

rlane saw them and at once called the

dow saying, “You are a liarYou

TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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Fatta

A number of Arab dishes go under the name.
Jfatta, which describes the manner of breaking
erisp toasted Arab bread ces with
your hands. They all have in common a bed
of toasted bread soaked in a flavorsome
stock, and also a topping of yogurt. The fill-
ings in between vary. The most common

with chickpeas (page 333); another is with
cagplants (page 314). A special favorite is
with chicken, meat, and ic
sidered family food and are not usually of-
fered to guests, but if you go by the delight
with which they are described, they are more.

popular than parey

. They are cor

~ e 4~
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Of Moroccan Chicken Tagines and Qdras

The word “tagine"—the name of the Mo-
roccan round clay cooking pot with the
pointed cone-shaped fid, and also that of the
food cooked in it—has become so glamorous
and prestigious in our Western world, and so
misused in restaurants in Morocco, that it has
come to mean any kind of stew. The clay
tagine, cooking ever so gently and ever so
slowly over a brazier (kanoun) of constandy
replenished embers, diffuses the heat all
round the pot and produces at the end a
much-reduced unctuous sauce sizzling with
or butter (usually clarified).

But for parties and great occasions, it has
never been possible to cook in tagines, be-
cause they don't contain all that much. The

cooking is done in the large pot which forms
the bottom part of the couscous sceamer,
called gira. You can sce some huge ones for
sale and hire in the markets. The old ones, in
copper, are being repaired; the new ones are
in aluminum and in stainless sceel.

More than twenty years ago, when 1 was
ravel
where they were just beginning to serve Mo-
roccan food rather than French. In the kitchen

ng in Morocco, I visited the hotels

of one of the grandest, where the cooks were.
all women, the man who supervised them
said that they were trying o transpose home.

cooking (o a commercial Kitchen but that it
was very difficult to mass-produce and get
the same results as in the home. This applied
also to the long-cooked dishes which they
could not prepare in the tagines. They cooked
them in large pans and brought them to the
table in lide i es beautifully
decorated with blue, green, wrquoise, and
yellow arabesques. And now people at home
also find it more convenient to cook in

ividual tags

saucepans. The result may not be the same,
but it can be a very good approximation if
you cook slowly and reduce the sauce until it
is rich and unctous. Now that you can pur-
chase beautifully decorated tagt
ica, you may be tempted to serve in them,

The word qdra—the name of the giant
pots—also came to mean the kinds of dishes
with noble ingredients that are cooked in a
qgira for the grand parties of the royal city of
Fez, the ingredients being chickpeas, almonds,
smen (clarified butter), onions reduced to
‘melting sofiness, and saffron. The poor man's
qira, referred to as marga, are the stews
cooked in the countryside in ordinary sauce-
pans and the stews sold by vendors in the
streets and in the souks. These are cooked
in peanut oil, and turmeric is used instead of
saffron.

es in Amer-
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A TALE OF GOHA

€ was stopped at the gates of the town by
| 5 DA
s chickens. “Wheat” said Goha. The police then
demandeil t0 sce his rceipt for the taxes paid on
the wheat he had used. Not having heard of, or
paid, any taxes on wheat, Goha was dragged offto

the qadi (magisiate) and force to pay a fine of

Jivepiasers, more tha half of what e expeced to
et for
The next time he journeyed to the soukh, he

chickens.

In Egype, it is common practice for peasan

declared that le lad fed the chickens on barley, to
escape the fine. 1t turned out that barley; oo, was
taxable, and e was fined again.

“The incident was repeatd several imes. Goha
trid chickpeas, millet, and beans, but it tuned ont
that al of these were taxable. Finally, in despera-
tion, having been stopped yei again by the police
and asked what his chickens had been fed on, he
replied, “OR! 1 just give cach one a maleem (for-
thing) a day and tell him to buy what he likes!”

and vendors to push a large handful of corn

down the birds’ chroats before killing them, so that they weigh more.

~a e 4~
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THE ROAST CHICKEN

e Khoja sat wnder a tree cating some
roast chicke

4 up t0 him and said, “How nice!
1 should like some of that. Please give me a bit.”
“Iam very sorry, brother” answered the
Klioja. I sn't mine. I is my wife’s chicken.”
“But you are cating i, said the man.
“Of course,” said the Khoja. “Wia else can
1do? Wihen she gave it to me she said,

BARNHAM, TRANS.
TALES OF NASR_ED-DIN KHOJA
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THE QUAILS.

he Khoja. shot a large mumber of quails,
He
clapped the lid o the saucepan and went out 0 in-
vite his friends to din 1o give some of
them who were always questioning his skill an
agrecable proof o it

which he dressed and put on to ste

Wiile e was out, another man came and car-
ried of the cooked quals, puting live
heir plae.

The Kiioja's fiiends arrived, the saucepan was
brough out, and the Khoja proudly took the caver

ails in

off; the quails fiew out with a fltter and disap-
peared. The Khoja stared in amazement, and then
gacnlated:

“Ol Lord! granted that Thou hast restored the
quails 10 Ife and made the dear lile ereatures
happy again, how about my butte, salt, pepper
herbs, cooking expenses, and all my hard. work?
Wi is going to pay.for them?”

TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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About Pigeons in Egypt

Raising pigeons is one of the passions of and calling back their flocks for fear that a
Egypt. People raise them for eating and also  neighbor should entice them away.

as carrier and racing pigeons. All the villages I spring and summer, Cairo markets are
along the Nile have tll, conical pigeon tow-full of tiny live pigeons (they are caten when
ers, and in Cairo you see small dovecotes ~they are about four weeks old). There is even
perched on balconies and hanging out of one market devoted to the merchandising of

windows. At night you hear people whistling  pigeons alone.

e
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I 1w his Kitab al-Ifadah wa'l-I"Tibar, written in 1204 afier a visi to Egypt, Abd al Latif l-Baghdadi

gives a description of he food of the time:

As for the stews of the Egyptians, those which are
sour or ordinary have nohing in particular or very
lile different fiom those wsed clscwhere, but on
the contrary, their sweet stews are of a singular
kind, for they cook a chicken with all sorts of seeet
substances, Here is how dhey prepare the food:
“They boil afou, then put it in a julep, place under
it crushed hazelnats o pistachio s, poppy seeds,

or pursdane seeds, or rose hips, and coole the whole
ntl it thickens. Then they add spices and remove

it fiom the fire.

These stews are surnamed fistakiyyeh (pista-
chio), bondokiyyeh (hazel), khashkhaschi
yeh (poppy), or wardiyeh (rose i) or sitt
alnoubeh (purstane, called “Nubian woman” be-
canse of its black color). There are many skilll
ways of preparing this kind of food which would
entail oo great detal 10 describe

THE EASTERN KEY
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Fessih
SALTED AND DRIED FISH

salted and dried
fish has been known in all parts of the
Middle East. This was originally done to
preserve the fish so that it could be stored
and taken on long journeys, o sent to re-
gions far away from the coast. Today, it is
prepared in this way because people lik
The fish is washed and cleaned and splic
open. It is salted inside and out and left to
the hot sun. In Egypt it is the spe-
cialty of Sham el Nessim, the national hol-
iday when everyone goes picnicking.

~N 0 4~
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Ritza
SEA URCHINS

Hunting for ritza (the Greek name for sea
urchins) is a favorite pastime in Alexandria, It
was a great joy (o swim out €0 the rocks, and
dive into the sea to discover hosts of dark-
purple-and-black spiky, jewel-like balls cling-
ing fast to the rocks. We would wrench them
away and take them back (o the beach in net

bags. We cut a piece off the top, squeezed
a litde lemon over the soft, salmon-colored
flesh, and scooped it out with a picce of bread.

Sea urchins are available in good fish mar-
Kets in New York and sometimes elsewhere

in the United States. You can bring them
home fresh and eat them in the same way.

~a e 4
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To Clean and Prepare Squid

Pull the head away from the body pouch and
discard the soft innards, which come out
with it. Discard the insides of the pouch—the
ink sac, if any, the icicle-shaped transparent
cuttdebone, and the soft innards. Keep the
tentacles in their bunches but remove the

eyes and the small round carilage at the base
of the tentacles by cutting with a sharp kife
just above the eyes (be careful that ink
doesn’t squirt out at you from the cyes)
Rinse thoroughly

e 4
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To Cook Fish in Foil

In many Middle Eastern countries, home
cooks used to send fish to be cooked,
wrapped in newspaper, at the baker’s oven.
Now they cook it in foil. In this way the
fish s stcamed in its own juice and the
fiesh remains moist. It can be a whole large
fsh, or the fillets arranged in the shape of
a fish with the head—if you want it for the
presentation—wrapped separatcly. Brush a
large sheet of foil generously with extra-
virgin olive oil. Place the fish or fillets in
the middle and sprinkle lightly with salc.
Wrap in a loose parcel, cwisting the foil
edges together to seal it. Bake at 450°F—
since the packet is sealed, there is no dan-
ger of cven a fillecs drying out. The
cooking dme depends on the size of the
fsh. Test for doneness for a large fish after
about 30 minutes. Cut down to the back-
bone at the thickest part and check that
the flesh fakes away from the bone and has
wwrned opague right through Fillets might
be ready afier 15-20 minutes.
Serve the fish hot or cold (et it cool

the foil) accompanied by a sauce.
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Samak Magli

DEEP-FRIED FISH

Deep-fiying in oil is the most popular way
of cooking fish in the Arab world. The
method—used for whole fish as well as
steaks and fillets—was introduced to Spain
y in the early Middle Ages by the

ide and out
and dredge with flour so that it is entirely, but
lightly, covered (1 teaspoon ground cumin
mixed with the flour gives a distinctive Arab
flavor). You may also marinate the fish in one
of the des given on page 180 for V-1
hour, then dredge in flour.

Olive oil i the best oil for fiying fish, be-
cause it can reach higher temperatures than
other oils without deteriorating. Use the or-
inary—not extra-virgin—oil, which is bland
and n
must be filtered to remove impu
ime. Fry in oil deep enough to cover the fish
enirely, in a pan large enough so that the oil
does not boil over as it expands.

The oil must be very hot. Do ot put too,
many pieces of fish in at the same

You can reuse it 4 or 3

imes, but it
es cach

the temperature will drop considerably and
the fish will be soggy instead of crisp. Cook
fish of roughly the same size together,
ferent sizes need different cooking times
and temperatures.

Put che fish in when the oil sizzles if you
throw in a cube of bread. As soon as the fish
is in, wmn the heat up to maximum for a
short time (o make up for the heat lost. Then
keep the ol at a constant, not-too-high ten
perature. Very small fish must be fried very
quickly at a very high temperature. Larger
fish take longer and need a lower tempera-
ture, so that they have time o cook
before the skin gets burnt. Gendly shake the
pan_occasionally to prevent the fish from
sticking, and turn over once, so that they are
crisp and golden brown all over.

Lift out the fish and drain on paper tow-
els. Serve garnished with chopped parsley
and lemon wedges. You can also serve the
fiied fish with a dressing or sauce such as
chermonla (page 180) or faraor (page 181).
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Cleaning and Preparing Fish

Fishmongers clean and prepare the fish as
you want it, but here is how to do it if you
have to.

sn
remove the scales, hold the fish by the til
and scrape them off the wrong way with the
blune edge or the back of a knife or with a
special fish-scraper. Do it over layers of

off the fins with kitchen scissors. To

newspaper or in the sink, as the scales fly.
Rinse under cold water. Slit the belly from
the head down and pull out the guts, then
rinse the cavity: To skin a fla fish, make a cut
across the skin just above the tail, ease it a it-
de with a pointed knife, and pul it off.

Itis customary in the Middle East to salc
the fish about half an hour before cooking.

G2

Samak Meshwi

BROILED FISH

A favorite Middle Eastern way of eating fish
is barbecued over embers, but this can also
be done indoors, over the heat of a pumice-
stone rock grill or under an electric or gas
broiler. Whole fish, steaks, and filles are all
excellent cooked quickly in the intense heat,
before their juices have leached out and the
flesh has dried up. They need only to be
sprinkled with salt and brushed with oil be-
fore cooking, but you may like to try mari-
nating in one of the marinades on the next
page for V2-1 hour. A larger whole fish
should be slashed in 2 or 3 places on
sid
evenly. You may also suff che belly with
herbs and thin slices of lemon.

‘The grill must be well oiled and hot be-
fore the fish i placed on it, to prevent it from

ither

in the thickest part, so that it cooks

sticking. The fire must have died down to

glowing embers, and a broiler musc be
turned on well in advance so that it is very
hot. Flac fish and fillets should be placed near
0 the source of heat (2-3 inches away).
Whole fish should be placed farther away:
their skins will prevent them from drying
out. But you can vary the distance depending
on the size, to get a crisp, brown ski
tender juicy flesh. To find out if a fish is
done, cut into the thickest part with a
pointed knife. It s done when the flesh has
turned opaque right through and when it be-
gins to flake.
Serve grilled fish accompanied with
lemon wedges and. if you like, one of the
dressings or sauces on the following pages.

and
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Cooking an Arab Omelet
in the Oven

An Arab omelet, served hot or cold and
cut into wedges or small squares, makes
good party food. A large quanity can be
baked in the oven, in greased oven dishes.
‘The cooking time in a preheated 325°F
oven varies from V2 o 1 hour, depending
on the size of the dish and the type of ill-
ing. The omelet should be firm, not runny,
even in the center. Cover the dish with foil
or alid to begin with, then uncover for the
final 15
brown.

utes (o allow the omelet to

e






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Rode_9780307558565_epub_114_r1.jpg
Sharbat

SHERBETS—FRUIT DRINKS AND SYRUPS

In Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyp-
tians, Edward William Lane writes:

The Egyptians have various kinds of sher-
bets or sweet drinks. The most common
kind s merely sugar and water, but very
sweet; lemonade is another; a third kind, che
mostesteemed, is prepared from a hard
conserve of violets, made by pounding vio-
let-flowers and then boiling them  wih
sugar. This violet-sherbet is of a green
color. A fourth kind is preparcd from mul-
berries; a fifth from sorel. There is also a
Kind of sherbet sold in the streets which is
made with raisins, as its name implies; an-
other kind, which is a strong infusion of
liquorice-root, and called by the name of
that root; a third kind, which is prepared
from the fruit of the locust tree, and called
nner by the name of the frui

in like n

1 have long been haunted by the cries
and songs of street vendor ro in my
childhood. Most offen, it was drinks that
they were selling, to quench the thirst of
passersby or, as they sometimes chanted, to
give them strength and health. As they went
by, singing their irresistible calls of “Ara-
sous!” and “Tamarkendif” accompanied by
the tinkling of lctle bells and the clanking
of metal cups, people would rush down
from their flas to drink several glasses. The
vendors carried a selection of sherbets in
gigantic glass flasks, 6w at a time, held to-
gether by wide straps and balanced on their
shoulders. The flasks glowed with brilliandly.

seductive colors: pink for rose syrup; pale.
green for violet juice; tamarind was a dark
warm, rich, brown; and mulberry was pur-
ple-black.

Sherbets or syrups were also served at
home at all times of the day, and when
guests had already had Turkish coffce and it
was time to have something clse. Sherbets
are very sweet and are meant t be diluted
with ice-cold water. A tablespoonful
ally enough for one small glass.

Lane goes on to describe how the sherbet is
served:

The sherbet is
generally called “kullehs” containing about
three-quarters of a pint; some of which (che
more common kind) are ornamented with
gilt flowers,ctc. The sherbet-cups are placed
on a round tray, and covered with a round
piece of embroidered silk, or cloth of gold.
On the right arm of the person who pre-
sents the sherbet is hung a large oblong
napki ide embroidered border of
gold and colored
ostensibly offered for the purpose of wiping
e lips afier drinking the sherbet, but it is
really not so much for use as for display.
The lips are seldom or scarcely touched
with it

served in colored glass cups,

with a

s at each end. Th

Although this description was written more.
than a hundred years ago, the same customs
sill went on, as I remember from my own
childhood.

e o
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beans. Mocha beans from the Yemen are pop-
ular, a are Brazilian and Kenyan beans

Rules of edquette are observed in the serv-
ing of coffee. A person of high rank is served
firs,dhen a person of advanced age. Unl a few
years ago, men were always served before
women, but today, in the more Europeanized
towns, women take precedence.

Since sugar is boiled in with the coffee,
guests are always asked their preference—
whether they would like sweet (iclow or sukkar
Ziade), medium (mazbou), or unsweetened
(murna)—and they are served accordingly. In
cafes,it is customary for waiters to take thirty
orders for coffee at a tme, all varying in sweet-
ness, and supposedly never to make a mistake.
There is a well-known joke about the waiter
who takes an order for a large gathering of in-
evitably differing tastes, makes them all exacdly
the same, medium-sweet, brings them all to-
gether on a huge tray, and hands them round

with a show of concentration, saying:

mazbout, hlow, i, helow

The oceasion may determine the amount
of sugar added to the coffee. At happy ones,
such as weddings and birthdays, the coffee
should always be sweet, while at a funeral it
should be bitter, without any sugar at all, re-
gardless of the wstes of the mourners. At
deaths it was customary for some families in
Cairo to erect huge tents, which stretched
right across the narrow strects. The ground
would be carpeted and filled with gilt chairs,
and the tents were decorated with sumptu-
ously colored appliqués. Relatives, riends, and
passersby came to pay their respects. They sat
on the gilt chairs, solemnly drinking black,
unsweetened coffee to the wailing of the pro-
fessional mourners

~a e 4~
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Sweet-and-Sour Flavors

Reading about ancient, pre-Islamic Persia of
the Sassanid p
ian relgion, based on the confrontation of
the two forces of good and evil, I was struck

iod and its duslist Zoroas-

by dhe similarity between the early philoso-
phy and the principles of harmony which
Persians applied o their food. The Zoroas-
ian belief is that their god Ahouramazda
created the world. The spiri
which pulled matter out of nothing awoke a
iving birch to a spirit of
evil, Angromainyous, whose creative and ma-
licious urge was to destroy the harmony of
the universe. In this religion, creation could
only exist in the cquilibrium of the opposing
forces which it had aroused.

Itis this equi

of creation

force of resistance,

vinegar and the sugar, pairing opposite fla-
vors and textures, meat with fruit, sweet with
sour, savory with sweet and spicy, strong with

mild, which the Persians of the Sassanid pe-
d in dheir dishes, and which you
find in Tranian dishes today. Many of these
were adopted by the Caliphs of Baghdad, and
spread throughout the Islamic world

During the same period, parts of India
adopted a version of the Zoroastrian reli-
gion—the Parsces of today, but with one god
of creation, and without a necessary enemy
or evil force. Northern Indian food is not u
like Persian food, but it lacks the particular
harmony through opposites which the Per-
sian dishes have.

Itis also interesting to compare the Mi
die
China. The Chinese have a predilection for
sweet and sour, and harmony through oppo-
sites, and their carly religion was also based
‘on opposing forces of good and evl.

riod refl

Eastern “sweet and sour” to that of

e 4
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Coffee first became popular in the Middle
East in the Yemen and Saudi Arabia. It was
transplanted there from Abyssinia, where it
grows wild. According to legend, coffee was
particularly favored by the Yemens Sufis, who
believed that its effects facilitated the perfor-
dous ceremonics, hastening
stcal raptures. Accordingly, it became en
dowed with a ceremonial characer.

Today the serving and drinking of coffec is
sl surrounded by tradition and ceremony.
‘Walking past cafés, one cannot help remarking
on the almost mystical ecstasy with which cof-
fee-drinking sill affects people. Men spend
hours during the long summer nights, and as
much time as they can during the day,scting in
cafes, sipping coffees one after another, some-
times accompanied by a lokum or pastry, whil
they entertain each other, telling jokes and
playing charades and. ricmc (backgammon,
also called shish-bsh).

mance of their reli

Business and barg.
without coffe. At hor
visicors arrive, always freshly brewed, usually
with freshly roasted and pulverized coffcc
beans. It is prepared in small quantites as each
visitor arrives, in small long-handled tin-lined
copper or brass pots called kanaka or cesve,
holding from one to five cups. Another type of
coffeepor, called an ibrik, has a curved spout
like a pelican’s beak.

Coffee cups are very small, usually cylin-
drical. Tn some countries they have no han-
dles; in others, china cups fit into small metal
holders that match the serving tray made of
copper, brass, or silver. The tray is usually
beautifully ornamented. Traditional patterns
and Arabic writing (often blessings and words
in praise of God) are chiseled into the metal
Sometimes the carvings are inlaid wih a thin
silver thread which is beaten in.

ng are never done
e.itis served as soon as

People have their favorite blends of coffie

~a e 4
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n ancient Persian remedy: “A\ cold may be
SN o o
bor’s howse—he neighbor will get the cold.”

It was also believed that “A person must not
eat a rauw owion on Friday,or the angels will not

eamain with him.” Nevereles, “He who cas
anions for forty-ane days will besome a i, or
pilrin, o Meca.”

DONALDSON. THE WILD RUE

~ o8 4o
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Al excellent account of how caffe was made

in Egypt in the last century is

iven by
E.1¥ Lane in Manners and Customs of the
Modern Egypeians:

In preparing the coffe the watr s first made
1o bil;the coffe (feshly roasted and potwdered)
i then put in and stired; afier which the pot is
again placed on the fie, nce or twice, il the
caffe begins 1 simmer, when it is taken of, and
its contents are powred out o the cups whif
the surface is yet creamy. The Egypii
cesively foud of pure and strong coffe thus pre-
pared, and very scldom add sugar to i (hough
some do so when they are uneel) and never
mill or eream; but a lile cardamom seed is

ofien added t i. It is @ common custom, also,to
fumigate the cup with the swoke of mastic; and
the wealthy sometimes impregnate the  coffee
with the deicions fiagrance of ambergris. The
most general mode of doing this s to put about a
carat weight of ambergrs in a coffee-pot and
melt it over a fre then make the coffee in an-
other pot, i the manner before descibed, and
whe it has seted  lile, pour it o the pot
which contains the ambergris. Some. persons
make use of the ambergrs, for the same purpose
3 of the
weight of abowt two carats, inthe botiom of
the cup, and then pouring in the coffee a piece of
e eeight above mentioned will serve for o or
his mode is ofien adopted by per-
sons who always like to have e coffee which
they. themselves drink flavored with thisper-
fime, and do not give all thei visitors he same

i a different way—sticking a piece of

three weeks.
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asrudin and a_friend went 1o an cating-
house and decided, for the sake of cconomy;
o share a plae of cgeplanis
They argued violently as to. whether they
should be stufed or ficd.
Tired and hungry, Nasrudin. yielded and the
onder was given for suffed cqgplants.

His companion suddenly collapsed as  they

16, and seemed in a bad way. Nasrudin
Jmped up.

“Are you going for a doctor?” asked someone at
the next table.

“No, you fool” shouted Nasrudin. “I am going
1o see whether i s t0o late to change the order”

INCOMPARABLE MULLA NASRUDIN

~a e 4~
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here s a supersttous belef in some Mid-

dle Eastern countries that certain types of
cagplant bring the curse of infer
sometimes afid 1o use a particularly back one
or an oddly manve ane. On the other hand, a
walk througha field of cxgplanis is sometimes
prescibed as a_cure for female sterility. For
many years the head gardener at the Ezbekich
Gardens i Cairo derived a small income fiom
a patch of cggplants by charging women  fee 10
walk dhrovgh i,

~ e s~
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About Stuffing Eggplants

Small eggplants (3%2-4%2 inches long) are
usually stuffed whole, although medium-
sized ones can also be used. The usual way to
stuff them whole is to cut a slice off the stem
end just below the hull and reserve it to use
as a“cork” and to scoop out some of the pulp
with a small knife or a pointed spoon. (Use
the discarded pulp for another dish.) Rolling
the eggplant on the table and pressing it with
the palm of your hand facilicates this. The
eggplants are stuffed, and closed with the re-
served “corks.” They are placed upright in a
large pan, packed dightly with the “cork” ends
facing upwards, and cooked in stock or
tomato juice which is poured over to almost
cover them. Zucehini and small bell peppers,
stuffed with the same filling, are sometimes

cooked together in the same pot with the
cggplans.

ATurkish way is to leave about /2 inch of
lls, and pecl off
g alter-
nating strips of bare flesh and shiny pecl. This
ensures that the eggplants keep their shape,
while the peeled strips allow the bitter juices
to escape after sprinkling with salt. A decp
sash is made along the center, right through
the eggplant, to within V2 inch of each end,
and the illing s pressed into this slash.

A dhird way, used when the eggplans are
baked, is to cut the eggplants in half length-
wise. In this case the eggplants can be a litdle
larger. They are peeled or not,and a bit of the
pulp s scooped out to hold the filling.

the sz ove the

Vavinel

wide strips lengthwise, le:

N
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wrong, or had he come out for breakfos. The maid
keocked at Mustafi's door wnil he cantionsly
apencd it to ascertain who she was, and adited
her, Asked whether anyihing was the matir he ex-
ploded and shouted that hey had given him HAM.
at dinner. Horrifed by the sight of “unclean” meat,
e had sought the sanctuary of his oom, where at
least he was spared from firther abominations. The
anly hing he wanted was o leave dhis house of
perditon as soon as possible. The maid soothed
him as best she could and took him 1o our hotel.

“The shock of this experience lased all through our
sojourn at Ostend, and during the whole time he
was here he never ate or drank anyihing outside
our house.

In s itchen Mustafi was a tre atist, and
wvented a form of dolma which I have never
e he lei. He lightly boled lecks, carots,
and celery just enough 10 soften them, and pecled
them into thin layers. These he cut into squares,
placed some spiced minced meat i the cente, and.
Jolded each piece intoa small triangle. He then

caten

neatly arranged the diffrent vegetables in layers in
a cooking pot with a rounded bottom, and cooked
hem in broth. Before serving up e would reverse
the pot on 10 a round dish, where the le dolmas
Jormed an_appetizing mound. He was e only
cook I ever met who had the skill and patience for
his work.

I those days every vegetabie was skillfly laid
out in a cooking pot, with a few picces of meat cut
sonall, and slicd tomatoes at he bottom,if cooked.
with buter or a whole onion when with oil, and

hen the fnished product served reversed in a dish.
The appearance o the lile shapes thus tured out
was most attrative. No self-respectng chef would
ever have served up s vegetables in any other
Jorm. Owing o the great expenditure of ime which
was required forthe preparaton of such dishes, s
Kind of laboration s o longer practiced.
FOAT TUGAY, THREE CENTURIES—

AND EGYPT (1963)

e 4
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A TRUE ARTIST IN THE KITCHEN

urchef, who had aready served my mother

before she was marricd, was very old and.
wished to efre and setle in s villae. His sccond
assistant, a young man named Mastaf, who had
been with the old man ever since he began as @
seullery-boy, asked o be kept on i the house. My
Jither had already noticed him as being inteligent
and singularly gified as a cook. He thergfore gave
him the chance to show his metle and promoted
i t0 be head chef: Mustafis was an apt pupl, and
as my.fother had himself explained to him the finer
poinis.of preparing both Tirkish and European
Jood, he soon excelled i both. He remained with
my parents for many years, il his abominable em-
per,which apparently grew worse in he same atio
as his cooking approached the summit of culinary
perfection,fored then to dismiss him in 1909. He
wsed to vent his ll-humor on the cooking of the ser-
vans food, which finally became quite neaiable,
and in the end neiher complaints nor his master's
sharp reprimands had any lasting cffc.

He was still with us when in 1908 we went for
partof he summer to Ostend, and was summoned.
1o cook for us there The family spent a few days at
Brussels and accordingly Mustafa was put on the
Brusels coach of the Orient Express at Istanbul.
We were rather anious about him since e had
never been abroad and spoke nothing but Tur
However, e arrived safely and was met at the sta-
tion by my mother’s French and Tukish maids.

Having acquired a smattering of each other’s lan-

uages, eac was capable o understanding what the
where he

other said. They took him 10 a pen
was to spend a night before going with us to Os-
tend, and told him abou he howrs of meals and
how 10 ask for anything he might need. The next
morning, when the French maid went to fech
Mustafa, he proprictor of the pension met her in
the al and said that having abruply Ief his seat
at dinner, Mustaf had hurriedly gone to his room
and locked his door. He had ot answered when the
proprictor went up to.ask whether anything was

e
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About Vegetable Djinns

There was in the past—and in some places vegetable djinns, rice djinns, meat djinns,
s today—a belicf in the existence  chickpea djinns. These spirits are scasoned
of numerous spirits or djinns who inhabit and spiced, and given piquant, naughy, or
both things and people. Folkales give a fasci-  gentle personalitis,

nating picture of foods inhabited by djinns—

e 4~
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man carried seven cegs in the fold [pockei]
A

He met another man in the siri and said to
him:

“If you can guess what 1 have in the fold of my
robe, I will give you these cggs, and if you can tell
me how many there are, 1wl give you all seven.”
The other thouglht for a while and said:

I dow't understan

“The man said:
ite with yellow i the middle.”

ve me another cluc.”

“Now I understand,” exclaimed the other. I s
a white radish that has been hollowed and stuffd
with a carrot!”

A man told this anecdote to a group of people.
When e had finished, one of his audience asked,
“But tell s, what was ther i the fold of his rbe?”

CONTES PERSANS.

What is more natural than a
white radish stuffed with a carrot?

T
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TURNIPS ARE HARDER

e Mulla one day decided to take the King  As he picked himself up,the Mulla reaized the
same fine turnips which e had grown truth. “Now I understand,” he said; “people take

On the way e met a frend, who advised im o smaller
present somethi

ings mater than heavy. ones because
fined,such as figs orolves.  when you are pelied it does not hurt so much. If it
He bonght some figs, and ihe King, who was i had been those turnips, L would have been illed.
a good humou,accepted them and rewarded him.
Next weck he bought some huge oranges and
ook them to the palace. But the King was in a bad
temper, and threw them at Nasrudin, bruising him.

S

INCOMPARABLE MULLA NASRUDIN
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About Eggplants

The appearance of this vegetable, shiny and
purple-black, attractive though it is, has
stirred the imagination of people in the Mid-
dle East, who have ascribed o it in twn,
gende virtues and malicious magical powers.
It is recommended, for instance, in some
parts, not to grow cggplants in one’s garden
in case an evil one should spring up bearing
the curse of female infercility.

Despite these atributed powers, cggplants
are casily the favorite vegetable in every Mid-
dle Eastern country. In most countries, they
are available in abundance throughout the

| A

year, cither home-grown or imported from a
neighboring country where the seasonal crop
comes at a different time. In Turkey alone it is
claimed there are a hundred ways of cooking
them. You will find many more recipes with
cggplants in different chapters of the book.
There are different types of cggplants:
small and round, large and round, long and
thin, and small and thin. The color varies

from © blue-
black, and one variety is opaline white. All
should be shiny and firm. The smaller ones

are used for scuffing.

auve with sparks of viole

About Salting Eggplants

“The most common way of cooking cggplants
is to simply fiy the slices. The trouble is that
they absorb to0 much oil. They simply soak it
up, which, (o our tastes today, i less appealing
than it once was. Another old problem—that
eggplants can occasionally be exce
ter—is now almost nonexistent. I have only
once ever had an eggplant which was un-
palatable because of its bitterness. The nat-
ural, lightly bitter taste s part of the appeal.
In every Middle Eastern country, the age-
old custom is to salt the eggplants to rid
them of their biter juices, and dhis is also
supposed to make chem absorb less oil when
they are fried. There are two traditional ways
of salting. One is t0 soak the peeled or sliced
eggplants in very salty water (with a plate on
top o hold them down) for /21 hour. The
other is t sprinkle the slices with plenty of

vely

~a e 4

salt and leave them in a colander to degorge
(sweat) their juices for Y2-1 hour, then rinse
and dry them on paper towels

Lately, I have experimented with batches
of eggplants to see if salding really makes a
erence. It did not make any difference to
the taste, but it did make some, though not
much, difference to the amount of oil ab-
sorbed. Even if they have been salted, egg-
plants absorb a lot of oil when they are fiied.
Bricfly frying in very hot oil seals them to a
degree. They may also absorb a litde less oil
when they are coated in batter as fritters. But
that is not enough to make a difference.

Nowadays many people prefer to broil or
grill eggplans, in which case salting is not
really necessary. Although this is not the best
way for every dish, it is a perfectly good al-
ternative o frying on many occasions.
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The “Poisone

“The boys cried, “No! It is poisoned. The Kioja
said s0.We wonr't touch it We don't wan o die.”

“Itis a trick, boys Just sc¢ me cat t! Now you
cant say anyihing afer that,” said e, as he took

“AI right” said the
are we o give the Khoja

“You leave that 10 me,”said he. 1 have got an
answer ready that wil g
palish offthe baklawa.

Feelng more at case, the boys at once set 1o
work and made a clean sweep of i, shouting and
laughing as they did so.

That rascal of a nephew must have made his
plans cver snce the bakl,
had they fnished caii
Khoja’s room, canght hold of a penkenife on the
inkstand and broke it At that moment the Khoja
came in, and sccing.the penkife, asked angrily
who had broken it

“The boys all pointed to s nephess as the culprit

“Wihat did you do ths for?” he demanded. “Do
you want me o breale your bones for you?”

The boy pretended 1o cry and said, “My pen
roke. I trcd to mend it with your penkaife and
brake he koife. Then I said to myself, ‘How ever
can 1 ook Uncle in the face? Wihat answer can I
give him? If e comes in now, he i sure to give me

thers; “but what answer

t him. Now then, let us

arrived, for no sooner
than e ran into the

i the mame of G

Dish of Baklawa (continued)

such a thrashing that he will break every bone in
my body. It were far better 1o die than bear such
torture; said 1 Then I began to ik what
best way to Kill myself 1 did wot dhink i ice 0
throw myself down the well, because it would make
it smel. Then I suddenly remembered the baklawa
on the shef which you told s was poisoned.  fook
down he may, and fist 1 repeated the words of our
Creed, “There is no God but God, and Mahomet is
his prophet’; then I said good-bye to my schoolfl-
lows and sent word to my father and sister and 10
my poor mother who had been angry with me. I
begeed then all o forgive me, and then saying Bis-
millaht”* 1 shut my eyes and swallowed e bak-
awa. 1 did no forge to clean up the ray with my
Singers, but . T am sorry to say..... such is my
wnhappy lo . .. 1 did notdic ... 1 conld not diel”
The poor Khoja, though exasperated at the loss
of his favourte dish and. the breaking of the
penknife, which had been a present fiom his fuer
could nt help exclaiming, “My lad, 1 am amazed
hat at your age you should have thonght of such a
dlever plan. 1 am aluays read
hacver 1 am asked, but you wil soon be able to
ive me. qui
tary in our family.”

s the

with an ansuwer

ins. I

clear that this is heredi-

BARNHAM, TRANS..
TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA

o
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Have ready a bowl of water acidulated

TO PREPARE BABY-ARTICHOKE
with small globe ar

EARTS
okes, pull off the
tough outer leaves so that you are left with
dhe pale inner heare, With a small sharp
ki, peel the stems and trim them, leaving

¢ offthe spiky tops and cut
the artichokes in half from tp o stlk. Then
scoop out the chokes with a pointed spoon.
Drop into the acidulated water.

To Prepare Artichoke Hearts or Bottoms

ith the juice of /2 lemon or 2-3 tablespoons vinegar
to drop the artichokes into as soon as they are prepared so that they don’t discolor.

TO PREPARE BOTTOMS OF LARGE ARTI-
CHOKES, cut off the stems at the base and
tim off all the leaves and any hard bits
around the base with a sharp k

- Remove,
the chokes with a pointed knife. Drop into
the acidulated water.

T
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About Baklawa and Konafa

All over the Middle East, baklawa and konaf
are present at every party and served at every
. No bakery or café could be with-
out them. They even go in donkey carts on
those national day-long pi
teries, filling the huge baskets alongside the
pickles, bread, lettuce, and falafel (page 61).
They are part of the
with the dead; tokens of love for the de-

lebrations of rejoicing

parted, who are believed to come out from
the tombs to play on the s
and to enjoy the merry dancers, music
jugglers, and gala-gala men (magicians) with
their relatives.

aws and swings,

The pastries are not mentioned in me-
dieval Persian or Arab works, and seem to
have made their appearance in the region
during the time of the Ottoman Empire.
They are the best-known Middle Eastern
pastries abroad. Unfortunately, they are
known at their worst, because, as with all

food preparcd commercially
country, they are invariably degraded. The
cooking fats used are the cheapest, peanuts
are sometimes used instead of pistachios,
walnus, or almonds, and too much syrup is
used to give them a longer shelf life.

a foreign

e

THE “POISONED” DISH OF BAKLAWA

of the high character and learning of the
the notables of Akshehir were anxions
hat heir boys should proit by his instruction and
appointed him head maste of the ton

One of the notables whese boy attended.the
school examined him on the lessons he was prepar-
ing The boy anstvered his questions so well that s
Jather was lighly delighted and, calling a servan,
bade him take the Khoja a present of a ray of bak-
awa

It came just when lessons were going on, and.
the Khoja wondered how he conld prevent he boys
etting hold of it. He himsef had been called away
suddenly to attend a finerdl, s0, as he could do
sill he came back, e caled up the

school.

head boys and said o them, “I

w puting his ray
on the shelf here. Be carcful you don't touch it. I
don't quite trust the man who sent it for we were.
once an very bad terms. Most lkely there is some-
hing poisonous in it, and. if so, it is not a mere
practical joke, but a crime he has committed. Mind,
it is your own look-ou; bt f you all die of poison,
1 shall be held responsibe, and you will canse me
o be thrown into prison and ro there.”

When the Khoja had gone, the head boy; who
happened t be his nephere and knew that his was
only lumbug, took he tray down from the shelf
sent for bis partiular chums, and tred to persuade
them t0 join i in ating i

(coninued)

N
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Kibbel

Kibbel i the national dish of Syria, Lebanon,
and Jordan. Traq boasts dozens of different
Turkey and
Cyprus. There are innumerable versions of
this family of dishes, which epitomize the
food of the “Ferdle Crescent.” Kibbeh s said
0 have been mentioned in ancient Assyrian
and Sumerian writings and to have been
served by King Ashur Nassir Bal 11 Daily life
once revolved around its preparation, and in
some places, it sill does. The pounding of the
meat and wheat in a stone or metal mortar
with a heavy metal pesde is a dramatic ritual.
Itis the sound that was instandy provoked by
the arrival of an unexpected guest or a ring
of the doorbell, a sound that wakened one in
the morning and lulled one to slecp in the
afternoon. 1 know of no other dish whose

preparation is enveloped by such mystique
Some women are known to have a special
“hand” or “finger” for making kibich. This
knack is envied by other women, and espe-
cially by their husbands. One is sid to be fa-
vored by the gods if one is born with a long
finger, which makes the shaping of beautiful

long torpedo-shaped kibheh easier. Today the
food processor and a special mac
akes care of the whole process, from meat
grinding to stuffing, have changed people’s
lives in the cities i not the villages.

There are countess versions of kibbeh,
some widely known throughout the Middle
East, others less common or belonging to
one particular community. It always involves
a mixture of minced lamb, grated onion, and
fine-ground bulgur (cracked wheat, or
buglu, in Arabic) pounded to a paste. Eaten
raw, it is called kibbelt nayyeh. The same paste
can be fried or grilled. In kibbel bil sanich, a
layer of ground-meat filling s sandwiched
between two layers of kibbeh and baked in
the oven. Stuffed kibbel are hollow oval o
long torpedo-shaped shells of the same paste
filled with a ground-meat filling and decp-
fried

Small kibbeh dumplings are added to ve
etable stews, or are cooked in yogurt, pome-

granate juice, or sesame meal mixed with

ne which

~a e 4
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THE KHOJA’S FEIGNED ASSAULT ON HIS WIFE

chld the Khoja in a violent passion with a
and shouting, “1 have had enongh of you' 'l give
you a good thrashing and pay you for al the a
noyance you have cansed me dhese.ihiry.years!
“Then go and complain to anyone you wish!”

His wife ran along. screaming, “Help! Good
peaple of Mohammed! This fellow has gone mad
again. S

There happened 10 be a wedding at a house
close by, and.the guests, hearing the rics, rushed.
out it the strct and carried the Khoja’s wife into
the harem for safety They then tured o the Khoja
and begged lims t0 be quict, saying, “We all know
how foolish women can
Jor you to dor—for you are a man of culture and
you would be the first to find foult with us if we
were to do it.”

While they were trying 1o paciy him, the
cwner of the house came forward and said, “My
dear Khoja, let me profit by this wnpleasant bus
ness o ask you a favor. Of course 1 was rude not 10
have invited you to our party: It was partly because
it s for young peaple and 1 was afaid you might
find it tivesome, b 1 am so delighte to have his
apportunity. Please do us the fonor of joining us
Jor a whie and It us hear what it was all abor.”

Though these words served o calm the Kioja
o a certain extent, he was sill growfing with in-
dignaion when he entered the h

As the wedding brealfust was ready; the guests
took their places. The Khoja at once began fo de-

ve,oh save mel”

bt is this a nice thing.

seribe how the quarre had arisen and kept them
all in a roar of langhier.

Just then some.baklawa was. brought in. The
Khoja ate from: the dish which was placed before
i with the greatest elsh, while he continved his
description of the quarel, and hen wound up by
Saying, “Lucky woman! Lucky rascal! So she took
refige here, did she? If 1 conld have got hold of her
T would have given her car a twist like this,” said
e, awirling the dish of baklawa round. torwards
imself, which made the people lagh again.

“you can't help joking

even when you are angry”

Afier trying a variey of delicacies, the guests
Icf the able and coffee was served.

The Khoja then made a humorous specch to
those present. He said, “Our good neighbor here
gave a wedding party, but di
Jound out that he was going to have some nice
things 1o cat and especally my favorite dish bak-
Lawa, my wife and 1 thought the mater over and
we got up this lile pantomime so as to gt our
share. As for my e wife, 1 am reall very fond of
her. God bess her! Wonld you mind sending some-
e into the harem to et her know that 1 ams wait-
ing? We must be off, but 1 hape you will go on
enjoying yourselves.

He lgi them marveling at his very ingenious
trick he had played them

ot invite us As 1

TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KH0JA
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About Meatballs

In America, meatballs have a low prestige
rating, perhaps because they invoke the
spaghetci and meatballs of the poor Si

immigrants when they firs arived. It
Arabs who brought meatball to Sicily, and in
the Arab world meatballs are highly regarded
and considered refined and sophisticated.
This is parly because they require labor. In
the old days, the meat was chopped by hand
o put through a grinder two or three times,
then pounded with a pestle and mortar unil

it was a smooth, soft paste. Nowadays, those
who have one use a food processor (o obtain
a soft, pasty texture. But if you have a good
butcher who can give you fine ground meat,
all you have to do is knead it a licde with
your hands to turn it to the required paste.
Meatballs always used to be fried in shallow

ol before they were stewed, but now n

people broil or bake them briefly in a hot

~a e s~
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When ey asked him why he did it he an-
wered, “Poor people should always keep an eye on
ther property.”

he Kihoja had been invited out, and sat with
he guests chating and cherving mas
when a servant came in to say that dinmer was
ready.
As the guests mose fo go into the
the Khoja took the mastc out of His mouth and

stuck it on the tip of his nose.

qum,

BARNHAM, TRANS..
ing-room TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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COOKING BY CANDLE

asrudin made a wager that he could spend.
a night on a nearby mountain and survive,
in spi
e agreed to adjudicate.
Vasrudin ook a book and a candle and sat

of ice and suou: Several wags in the iea-

hrough the coldest ight he had cver kown. In the

morning, half-dead, he claimed his money:
“Did you_ have nothing at all to kecp you

warm?” ashe the v
“Nothing”
“Not even a candle?”
“Yes, L had a candle.”
“Then the bet is of"
Nasrudin did not arge.

agers.

Some months later he invited the same people
o a feastat his house. They sat down in his recp-
tion room, waiting for the fod. Hours passed.

They started to muter about food.

“Let’s go and see how it is getting on,” said
Nacrudin.

Everyone trooped ino the kitchen. They found.
an enormons pot of water, under wiich a candle
was burning The water was ot even tepi.

“It s not ready yet,”said the Mudla. “I dow't
know why—it has been there since yesterday.”

SHAH, THE EXPLOITS OF THE

N
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A Medieval Rutabiya

A medieval dish of meatballs seuffed with
almonds and garnished with dates, from al-
Baghdadi (see appendix).

Cut red meat into small, long, thin slice:
melt fresh tail, and throw out the sedi
ment, dhen put the meat ino the oil,
addin
quanity of fine brayed [ground] dry co-
riander. Stir until browned. Then cover

half a dirham of salt and the same

with lukewarm water, and when boiling,
skim. Put in a handful of almonds and pis-
tachios, peeled and ground coarsely, and
color with a licde safffon. Throw in fine-
ground cu
mastic, about 2V dirhams in all. Take red

coriander, cinnamon and

meat as required, mince fine, and make
into long cabobs (meat rolls), placing i
side each a pecled, sweet almond: put into
the saucepan. Take sugar candy dates, or
Medina dates, a required: extract the stone
from the bottom with a needle, and put in
its place a pecled sweet almond. When the
meat is cooked and the liquor all evapo-
rated so that only the oils remain, garnish
with these dates. Sprinkle with about ten
dirhams of scented sugar, and a danag of
camphor: spray with a litde rose water.
Wipe the sides of the saucepan with a

clean rag, and leave o setle over the fire
for an hour: then remove.

~ 586 4~
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SONG TO A GIRL

Goodigh, ol watermelon, o red wheat
waiting in a sack,

I have waited bencath your window for the past
four nighs

Withot food or drink, it
of your woice.

Goodigh, oh fresh ripening apricor,

T uant you for my wife,yet L an to0 shy o say i,

o the sound

MASPERO, G

sl 4~

ONS POPULAIRES
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Stweet Tagines

Tagines of meat with fruit—a legacy of Bagh-
dad from he me of Harun-al-Rashid—are
celebratory dishes cooked for happy occa-
sions. Prunes, apricors, dates, qui
gooseberries, apples, and pears are used, and
the usual spices are ginger and cinnamon,

often with lots of black pepper to mitigate
the sweetness. Ther

is also sometimes honey,
which you might find strange but enjoyable.
You have to be very careful with your dosage
of honey. Start with a tiny bic and add more
© aste.

e
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Morocean cooking is the most refined in
North Afica and one of the most exquisite
the Middle East. It has come to be appre-
ciated in America in great part through Paula
Wolferc's splendid book Couscous and Other
Good Food fiom Moroc. Like the rest of
North Africa, Morocco was invaded by the
Arabs in several waves, beginning in the sev-
enth century and unl the fourteenth. The
try benefited from the dynamic civiliza-

irectly than any other Muslim country the
high culinary culture of medieval Baghdad,
self heavily ced by Per-
sian cooking traditions. To these it added its
own indigenous Berber raditions and a
unique legacy from Spai

The Arabs invaded Spain with Berber foot
soldiers in 711, They conquered half the
country. which became known by the Arab
name of Al Andalus, and they remained in
the south for almost cight hundred years. For
o centuries, from the eleventh to the thir-
teenth, the ruling dynasties, the Almoravids
and the Almohads, were Berber. A vast
Berber Empi
al, spread chrough Sp:
ria, and south into

which was

with Marrakesh as the capi
Tunisia, and Alge
negal. For centuries
there was constant cultural exchange be-

tween the countries, and when the Moors
were finally expelled from Spain in 1492 and
moved to North Africa, they brought with

Moroccan Cooking and Tagines

them an art of living, an exuberant life style
and dishes. All these forcign influcnces come
together in the high culinary culture wi
evolved as court cuisines in the royal
Kitchens of the great dynasties of Morocco—
the Almoravids, the Almohads, the Merinids,
the Saadians, and the Alaouites.

The tagines, which marry meat with veg-
ctables or with fruit, the savory with the

sweet, and an extraordinarily delicate blend
igh cui
sine. The name *tagine” derives from the clay
pot with conical lid in which stews are tra
tionally cooked slowly over a fire. These
days, while the stews may be finished off and
presented in tagines, they are more practi-
cally cooked in large copper. aluminum, or
stainless-stcel pots (you see them for rent
and for sale in the souks) and also in pressure

of spices, are part of that bourgeois

cookers, which have taken the country by
not the same as the long,
hed
the low, diffuse heat of a clay
pot, which produces at the end a rich, re-
duced sau

storm. The result
slow cooking over a constantly reple
wood fire

anctuous with fat and some-

imes also with honey.

The meat commonly used for tagines is
the shoulder of lamb. If you find the shoulder
0o fat, rim off he fat or use other cuts.
Tagines are served with bread, not wi
North Afii
sometimes accompany them with couscous.

couscous. In Pari:

n restaurants

e 4~
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Cuts of Meat for Stews

Favorite cuts of meat for stews and long,
slow cooking are: shoulder of lamb, because
of the melting tenderness given by the fat
content; neck filet; lamb knuckle or shanks
on the bone, because the melting connective.

ssue gives a rich gelatinous qualicy; and he.
best end of neck cutlets. Preferred beef cuts
are brisket, chuck, and blade; and for veal
they are knuckle, shanks, and breast.

e 4
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A TALE OF GOHA

oha hadn't caten meat for several weeks and.

had worked up a great desire for i, 50 he
sold an old pair of shoes and a hat and gave the.
maney to his wife, saying: “Today I want a good
stew with meat. Put in whatever vegetable you like,
bt there must be meat. Here’s ten pastres, go and
by a xotl of matton.” He went off to work, happy
with the thought of the marvelous steu. O her
way 1o the buicher the wife stopped at the spice
merchant’s and could ot resist buying some per-
Jume with he money she had in her pocket, When
‘Goha came home beaming all over,she pu the pot
of stew in fiont of him and served him a large
platcil. He at i al, fnding beans,lenis hick-

peas, potatoes, macaroni, rice eggplants, and okra,
but o meat. He served himself again, fished
around in e pot, but still found no
: “Where's the meat?” “Ol

asked his u

said. “T went to.the neighbor’s 1o borow some
spices and when I came back the car had eaten the.
meat.”

Goha got up, looked. around the fat, savw the.
cat, took hld of i, tied him up, and put him on
the scales. He weighe just over a rosl. “If
the cat where’s the meat, and if dhis is the meat
where’s the car?”

TOLD BY AN ALGERIAN TROUBADOUR
INTHE SOUTH OF FRANCE

e

THE STEAM FROM A MEAT STEW

poor man at Akshcir found a crust of dry
bread and was thinking how he conld find
something io give it a relish when
cook’s shap and saw a saucepan of meat sizzling
 boiling on the fire. It gave out a delicons odor:
He went up to the sancepan and began breaking
of litle bits of bread, holding hem in the steams
nil they became uite soft, and then he ate them
“The Cook looked on with astonishment at his

very odd way of making a meal,and for some fime
said nothing, but o sooner had the poor man fin-
ished, than he caught hold of him and demanded
paymen.

“The man protested that he had reall had noth-
from the Cook, and reusd.

It happened that our Khoja was Cadi fjndee] of
Akshehir at the time, and when the Cook: bronght
e man before i he heard the charge in the ordi-
nary course. Taking o coins from is pocket, e
said to i, “Now listen o this” and he began to

shake the coins and make then ratle.

il he sat-
isfaction you get wil be the sound of these coins.”

The Cook cried out in amazemer,
Honos what a way to reat m

“Not”said the Khoja.“It s a perfctly st se-
ement of the claim. A man wh is s0 mean as to
ask for payment for the steam of his meat wil get
e sound of these coins and nothing more.”

TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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SELLING PICKLES

nee the Khoja started to scll pickles. He

bought the entire stock-in-trade of a man,
including his donkey: He started onhis rounds,
crying, “Pickles for salet” but when they came o
the crowded part of the toun and to the house of a
former customer, the donkey would begin o bray so
udly that the Khoja. could not make himself
ieard, and was obliged 1o hold is tongue.

One day in a crowded thoroughfre the Khoja
was just preparing focry “Pickles!” when the don-
ey got the start of im and began to bray. Then he
lost s temper and said, “Look here, e, are you
seling them, or am I

TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KH0JA
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A PERSIAN TALE

A peasant went into. town. As e walked
through the bazaar he came across a conc-
tionery shop with all sorts of brighly colored con-
Joctionery displayed on the siect. The owner o the
shop sat on the doorstep.

The peasant went up to him, pointed (o fin-
gers at his eyes and said:

“Fou®

T

The confectoner asked him why e had done.
that.
“I thought you were Wind and could not see

met” came the reply.
“But 1 am ot Wind!” said the confecioner.
“Then how” asked the peasant,*

you can see,
can you resist eating your suweets?”
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THE DATE STONES

he Khoja was eating dates, and his wife
oticed that e did not take o the stones.
“t seems 10 me that you are ot taking out
the pits” said she.
Of course wot,” said he. “When 1 bought
them the greengrocer did not allow for the pit
when e weighed the dates. Had e thrown them
auway e could not have sold his dates; and as I
paid cash down, do you think I am going to
throw them into the strect? Not 1! Whoever told

you I was so wastcful? 1 paid for them, have
caten then and found them very good, so ha is
enongh!”

BARNHAM, TRANS.,
TALES OF NASR_ED-DIN KHOJA
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Almond Bracelets

Almond bracelets are favorites at engage-
ment and wedding parties. They are also
served at the ritwal bath of a young bride. Al-
though this ceremony i
rural districts, the custom s fast disappearing
from modern town weddings.

The bride goes to the public bath accom
panied by her female relacives and friends.
She walks with a woman at each side, under
a canopy of silk borne by four men. Married
women head the procession, followed by
young, unmarried girls. The bride walks be-
ed
water, watched by all the women and girls. A
feast follows. While the guests are enter-
tined by female singers, large trays piled
high with pastries are passed round. No feast

sdll common i

hind. At the bath, she washes i

of this type could be without the traditional
kallk b loz.

Among the songs sung at the bath, one
goes as follows:

Shimmering, shimmering,lle leiuce heart,
himmering!

Ol my ltle brother she is white and ler
whiteness is tinted with pomegranate!

Ol my lsle brother she is white and ler

iteess is seductive!

On such occasions the relatives try to assess

i ke a good wife and if she
be able o bear children casily. Remarks
abound on the wideh of her hips and the size
of her breasts

if the girl will

~a e 4
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THE NATIONAL DISH HELWA

O e day he was chatting with some fiiends,

when the conversation turned upon the na-
tional dich, hehva.

“Some years ago,” said the Khoja, “I wanted to
make some helwa flavored with almonds, but 1
could never manage o do it.”

“That s very odd. It s not dific
couldn' you make i?” they asked.

“Well” said he, “when there was flour in the

ul a al. Wiy

larder there was no butter, and when there was but-
ter there was o flour”
“Oh, nonsense, Khojal Do you mean 1o say
that al that time you conld ot find bors
Al yes,”he answered, “it did happen once, but
hen you see 1 was ot there to make i

BARNHAM, TRANS..
TALES OF NASR-ED-DIN KHOJA
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