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Before everything and everyone else, this book is dedicated to my mum.

This book wouldn’t have happened without the most important woman in my life – the 5ft 10in, ginger, clumsy, level-headed backbone of our family. Yeah, quite a few of the recipes in this book have been passed down through Dad’s side of the family, but they’ve all come to me from my white mum from Tottenham. Mum knows everything about me. She changed my life before anyone else did. My childhood is full of little memories of her doing things for us to make us happy, like walking into the kitchen on a Saturday evening where she’d be enjoying a glass of red while blasting George Michael and pulling pizzas out of the oven ready to sit together and watch Blind Date. Or tumble-drying my pyjamas on a Sunday night so, when I got out of the shower, I’d have warm crisp PJs to sit and watch Dream Team in. Sarah, thank you. Thank you, for cooking with me until 2 a.m., thank you for walking the dog when I didn’t have time, thank you for believing in me when no one else did, thank you for never complaining about me battering the kitchen on shoot days. But mostly, thanks for being you babes. Everyone bloody loves you.
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Welcome Home

When writing this book, I wanted the whole thing to feel personal, not just for me, but also for you guys as the readers. I don’t feel like there are many personal touches in cookbooks nowadays. Yeah, we could have done this in a beautiful studio kitchen with props and backdrops, but like King Skeppy said, ‘That’s not me.’ I wanted to keep the whole thing super raw because food is about togetherness, family, security, comfort and most of all HOME (see what I did there?).

Now, from the outside looking in, you’re like, ‘Has has made it, my man’s got a book and shit.’ However, that doesn’t change a person’s perspective. I’m not all of a sudden gonna wear a lumberjack shirt and change the way I carry myself. You’re holding a book that I never thought would exist – I’m just as amazed as you are. Shit, I hope you’re amazed, but thank you. I think being from the ends, we all have an underdog mentality. I was told I’d end up dead or in prison and I wasn’t even that bad. I gave up on education and I guess education gave up on me. There was always a part of me that knew that I’d make it happen, cause I always do. So I guess this bit is an introduction to the ins and outs of my life/career, from the stationery-lacking, untucked-school-shirt, no-GCSEs bad boy to being an apprentice with Jamie Oliver at Fifteen (the asbestos hands grill-section guy and pasta-shape specialist), and now a published author.

I guess it all begins on 4 May 1991, when my poor mum gave birth to a whopping 5.5kg/10lb baby – to put that into perspective, my mum was carrying around eighteen packets of butter. I was born in north London, to a Turkish Cypriot dad and, after that birth, a somewhat battered English mum. I’m the youngest of three and was the most loved until my selfish sister decided to have kids of her own. Now, here comes that stereotypical line you always hear – ‘Food’s played a major role in my life,’ but if I’m being honest, it didn’t really until I became a chef. I do have some great food memories – my grandma making me vegetable crisps when we had nothing else; my mum’s coronation chicken and rice salad on almost every one of my birthdays; my cousin making bulgur kofte on our balcony in Cyprus; my Cypriot nan cutting everything with just her hands and a tiny little knife; watching my grandad milking goats on the farm; my dad taking me for adana kofte at Umut Ocakbasi on West Green Road and it being one of the best kebabs I’ve ever eaten; my brother-in-law introducing us to salt beef bagels with dangerous amounts of mustard.

[image: Denzil (the dog) at the door]

I guess, for me, food is all about the ‘feels’ and capturing a moment in time – smells, flavour, the environment, the people around you and where you are on that day emotionally. Food is enchanting and captivating. Food swoons me. The best way to learn about culture is through food. I’m a sponge for culture; if I’m eating your food, I wanna learn your lingo, I wanna embrace your music, I wanna see the world from your perspective. Living in Edmonton, the Caribbean cultural influences ran deep, whether that was the yard shops on Tottenham High Road with their smoking drums out back, the older dons drinking Red Stripe outside Harry’s cornershop or the guys driving around and banging out the slow, deep baseline of early ragga. *Play ‘Under Mi Sensi’*

Like me, my close friend Robert was a sponge for culture; catching skin fades, listening to reggae and smoking the highest grade. You could play 10% of a reggae tune to Rob and he’d know it. Rob’s one of my oldest friends, like real OG, batty and bench ting. Robert was always intrigued by Turkish culture from early on. He would eat his English mum’s dinner and then come to mine for Turkish. He would learn Turkish songs word for word, would always back a ‘quick ting’ lahmacun and now has a half-Turkish son. One summer, me and Rob spent almost every day together, sat in the garden, burning spliffs, talking life and lighting BBQs. Rob doesn’t know how much he’s helped me. Just listening when I needed him to listen, or telling me things that I already knew. In the early years of my career, Robert was my guinea pig. When I was about four years into my career and jobs were getting stressful, I could go check Rob, bun a spliff and persuade him to drive me to the fishmonger’s in Enfield. I’ll never forget the day I first introduced him to scallops. It was one of my rare days off and I’d hop on a bus up to Rob’s, take off my shoes, greet the dog and then the family (because the dog would literally attack me with excitement), and walk straight to the fridge. When your peoples are your peoples, you are allowed to walk in and check the fridge. It’s the first thing my friend Tayfun does when he comes to mine – that’s family.

[image: Friends at the BBQ]

After scoping out the contents of Rob’s fridge and not feeling inspired to make something, I roll a cheeky little zoot and we step out into his back garden. We leave the back door open so the reggae travels out with us. I take a couple draws on my spliff, eyes closed, face pointed to the sky, and think about what I would like to eat, to make my day great. ‘Oi, Rob, you ever eaten a scallop?’ Rob would often say things like, ‘Nah, man, but I’ve seen them on Masterchef. Any good?’ ‘You know what would make today even better bro? A little fish BBQ and a beautifully seared scallop. What you saying?’

I never really go to the fishmonger with a plan – I like the idea of walking in and seeing what’s fresh. On this particular day, it’s a beautiful line-caught bass, stiff from rigor mortis with bright pink gills and super shiny eyes. When there’s something super fresh and appealing, I don’t care if it’s my last tenner, it will always go on good food.

I leave the mongers with the star of my show and walk down the High Road to the market. It’s a beautiful late-spring morning. I’m thinking fresh peas, asparagus, broad beans, mint, butter, lemon zest and juice and parsley. EASY. I learned early on that the simplest dishes are always the hardest. If I overcook my asparagus and it’s brown and floppy, or my fish is overcooked and dry, it’s not going to work. I learned this from working in some pretty decent Italian restaurants. There’s no fucking about – you source great-quality ingredients and cook them with precision 40–50 times a night. I’d say all of my food is like that now. I don’t make it complicated.

[image: Big Has and his mum in the kitchen]

Anyway, back to spliffs and sunshine. We get home and I set up the table outside, hit the spliff and play ‘The vibes is right’ by Barrington Levy. The vibe couldn’t be any better and I’m in my element: tunes, check; sunshine, check; loved ones, check; BBQ, check. I sit in the sun with my full attention on the bag of veg, taking broad beans out of their little designer jackets, peeling asparagus like I work in Bibendum. I make Rob pod the peas. He can’t fuck that up. I blanch all my veg separately in heavily seasoned water. Changing the water each time. For me, blanched vegetables are how you should eat veg. Vegetables go into water at a rolling boil and, what I’ve learned over the years is, when the vegetable is at its brightest, it’s done. When your peas go from that dull green to gorgeous tiny balls as green as grass, pull them out and stick them into iced water and let them cool off.

I move my attention to the BBQ Rob’s already lit, and to this fucking day Rob lights BBQs the way my dad taught me. The now red-hot coals are ready to make crispy bits of fish skin. I pat the fish dry, drizzle over veg oil and, with a huge crack of sea salt, rub it all over, from the tip of the head all the way down to the tail. Then I give my grill bars a little rub with lemon before putting the bass on to cook. An old, shitty frying pan goes directly into the coals with a little splash of oil. I season the scallops generously until my pan’s smoking. The scallops go in with a bit of pressure so the entire surface has contact with the pan, I flip after 1½ minutes to see that beautiful caramel colour on the underside. Pull the pan out of the fire and let the scallops chill on the side. New pan into the fire, huge knob of butter, let the butter foam, then in with all of my green bits, give them a roll around in the butter, season with salt and pepper, a little splash of water to loosen the butter and create a sauce. Flip my fish; it’s got a leopard pattern from the direct heat between the smoking hot bars. I agitate my greens to get the butter to thicken. Add a huge squash of lemon off the heat so the acidity doesn’t cook out, add some finely chopped mint and parsley. Green on to the plate first, beautifully grilled fish on top, a beautifully cooked scallop on the side, a little drizzle of olive oil. I look at Rob, he smiles, ‘Go get knives and forks bro and turn the music down.’ We sit, we eat, we vibe. Life’s good.

[image: Drop these images]

For me, being a Turkish Cypriot and growing up with dual nationality plays a huge part in who I am. On the outside I look like a Turkish kid, but I grew up as a Londoner first. Saying that, I’d say we grew up in a pretty Turkish house, eating Cypriot food for dinner. My dad, Kamil, wasn’t really open to change. He was born in Cyprus in the late 50s and was one of nine. He wasn’t given a proper education and will tell you that he was a shepherd from the age of eight, walking hours away from his home with his goats.

He grew up with that village mentality – you work hard for something; you live off the land and protect what’s yours. Dad was drafted into the Cypriot civil war at the age of seventeen. At the time, my family were living in what’s now Paphos, on the Greek side. I’m not here to get all political and talk about the ins and outs of the war, because, quite frankly, I can’t make sense of it. Greeks wanted Cyprus, Turks wanted Cyprus. It turned into a race thing; burning churches and mosques, the big cats got involved and people died. Sounds like most wars, right? The people making the power plays are all good and the bottom of the food chain have to deal with death, destruction and poverty. My dad was captured by the Greek army and was held as a prisoner for 96 days. Dad often tells me he was three days away from execution when the Red Cross burst through the door on some gang shit and saved them. I’ve never actually thought about what my dad’s been through – he talks about it sometimes and I brush it off. But that guy had seen shit at eighteen that a lot of us won’t ever see in our lifetimes.

My dad isn’t really one for emotions. Until a few years ago, I was convinced that he’d had his tear ducts removed at birth. After the war, he lost all faith in his religion and his motherland and decided to leave Cyprus for London with his friend Hasan. He landed in the UK with £36 in his pocket and a packet of fags. He was met by his mate and taken to his cardboard-box of a room in dark and grey Black Boy Lane, Tottenham. Dad started off doing odd jobs – you know, the classic immigrant ‘I’m a builder’ speech. By this time, Tottenham already had established a decent little community of Greeks and Turks, so Dad felt somewhat at home. Dad meets Mum, the ginger goddess, in the Mayfair in Bruce Grove, not a city ting. Asks my mum for a dance and now I’m here writing this.

Saturdays were always the same for me growing up. Mum would be out with my sister, Alev, taking her to Dorothy Perkins and then off to see grandma. My brother, Arif, would be out at football or with his boys. I’d be left to my own devices, scrambling around the house to find some loose change to buy crisps and sweets from the shop. I’d spend the entire day watching cooking shows. The OGs; Ainsley, Gary, Keith, Rick and, obviously, Jamie Oliver. I wasn’t ever really inspired to go off and cook after watching. In a way I was just really giving myself food blue balls, growing more and more jealous of Rick Stein travelling around the south of Italy. I’ve wanted to be many things in my life. A DJ, a bed tester, a presenter, but when I fell for cooking shows, I wanted to be a TV chef. Although the food in these shows was always beautifully shot and heavily explained, I’d often skip through the dialogue just to watch the chef cook. Even then, I knew that food and food shows had an elitism around them. Cooking on Agas, beautiful backdrops, loud and expensive shirts. All that stuff wasn’t aimed at kids like me, from lower-working-class backgrounds in the slums. I’d jokingly tell the boys that one day I was gonna be on the telly and make shows that we wanted to watch, with the same level of cooking but made more accessible. I’ve had the opportunity to do this but producers always want me to be that urban kid, to bridge the gap between them and my community, but it’s always in a way that feels false, or as if someone has just googled the word ‘urban’ and chosen me. That’s what birthed Sunday Sessions (big up George each and every time). Sunday Sessions is our baby.

[image: Kamil]

Having left secondary school with a very small pot to piss in, the only chance of getting a job was teaching drama in France, so I enrolled at college to do a plumbing course to make my dad happy. But plumbing wasn’t for me, and I soon found out that I couldn’t fit in an airing cupboard, or under a sink for that matter. I then used my size to land a job as a security guard in an art gallery on the South Bank. I did this for two years and felt as if I was getting dumber. I handed in my notice and told the team I was going off to pursue my love of food.

Mum happened to be browsing the internet one day for catering courses when up popped an ad for Jamie Oliver’s Fifteen – a training programme for young people deserving a chance. Me and mum sat for a good couple hours filling out an application form. I wasn’t really paying attention to be fair, I never thought I’d get in. I remember getting an email back that was branded with the Jamie Oliver logo and was reluctant to open it. It was an invite to come in to Nile Street for a chat. My brother-in-law, Oli, took me in the back of his cab and I had a stomach full of emotions and anxiety. It didn’t help that, when I got there, I was the only bellend wearing a suit. I instantly felt overdressed and uncomfortable but sat down for a chat and their opening line was, ‘Nice suit, good to see you’ve made an effort.’

I left the interview not knowing how it went. It got to deadline on a sunny day in London. I’d spent the whole day in my garden smoking fags, answering texts from my mum with just the word ‘No.’ She’d never messaged me so much in one day. They said they would call between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. No joke, at 5.15 p.m. my phone rings. Private number. ‘Hi, is that Hasan? It’s Tromie.’ Hands sweaty, stomach playing drum and bass, fag already lit, pacing while on the phone. ‘Good news, you’re in.’ Fam, honestly, I’ve not felt joy like that since. I remember looking up to the sky, sun on my face and giving it the tennis player fist shake and huge smile. This was it. The new beginning. The start of something I actually wanted to pursue, not because I had to or to make someone else happy. On the last day of our first week, we were told we had a special guest. In walks Jamie. When Jamie walks in, there’s a presence, not like in a money way but the guy just radiates joy. I think I might have fancied him a touch. Who am I kidding? I still do. I remember him saying, ‘Here at Fifteen, we’re family. We will always be here for you.’
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The course was easily the best thing I have ever done. We spent three days of the week working in the restaurant alongside the chefs, doing the shit jobs like making stocks and chopping herbs, but I loved it. Then one day at college doing the boring paperwork side and learning how to make French sauces. We were taught things that some chefs wouldn’t see in a lifetime. Going down to suppliers, poultry farms, stroking cows, learning how to grow herbs. That’s why I bang on about how important it is to support your local dealers. Chefs grow into that mindset, but at Fifteen we were shown the ethos from the beginning, and I guess it’s never left me. I’ll drive to a proper butchers on the other side of London for a steak. Take the boys to the expensive fruit and veg shops where they watch me spend £70 in a matter of minutes. It was never done in a snobby way. For me, it felt like something we all should learn at school. However, it did make me a massive food snob. I remember coming home and saying to mum, ‘Table salt is for boiling water, from now on we are seasoning everything with Maldon.’

For the first three months at Fifteen, it was strictly Italian. Pasta, risotto, antipasti, baking bread and carpaccio. I enjoyed the rustic style and smell of an Italian kitchen. Chilli and garlic bleeding into olive oil to start the base of a fish dish, walking into the walk-in fridge to find huge wheels of Parmesan, the smell of the vines on a bunch of tomatoes or focaccia coming out the oven at 7.30 a.m. For me, Italian food almost felt like home. The difference between food in Cyprus and Italy isn’t that great. Olive oil, aubergines, herbs, hard cheese, artichokes and the love of a humble tomato.

I owe a lot to Almir Santos, my Brazilian dad. Santos and Jamie had worked together at the River Café. Santos is tall, handsome, tanned, samba-obsessed, and with a Copacabana attitude. He is possibly the happiest guy I know – constantly smiling, taking the piss or shouting ‘BUMMMMMBA’ for no reason at all. I’d come in every morning and be the first apprentice on site and Santos would be in his office blasting samba or watching the highlights from the Brazilian league. I’d make us both a coffee and we would just chat until everyone else got in. I think the best time I spent with Santos was two weeks on the butchery section. It would be me and Santos in the back with the Kitchen Porters breaking down meat for the next couple of days.

Santos taught me everything I know about butchery. At the beginning, he would break the meats down into muscles and I’d trim off sinew. It gave us an opportunity to chat. Santos would often start conversations with, ‘The ting is bruddah,’ with his hands held up like we were in the middle of surgery. ‘You are born to be a chef my bruddah, just keep your head down and see the goal.’ By the end of the two weeks on butchery, the roles had reversed. I’d be breaking down whole venison and Santos would be trimming. Me and Santos shared a moment when I graduated. He took me downstairs in the office and he just said, ‘Your dad and my dad are the same guy – they love us no matter what. They may not tell you they’re proud but trust me they’re proud, my bruddah.’ Those words have never left me. (Santi, I fucking love you, bro. Kiss to mum and Leo from me x) I can’t talk about Fifteen and not mention Jamie. When Jamie met my boys this year, all the mandem were like ‘Jamie’s just one of the mandem, innit,’ and he is. But he’s more than that. Jamie Oliver is the reason you’re reading this book; Jamie Oliver is the reason you know my name. Everything I’ve ever done; I owe to Jamie. He doesn’t know how he’s changed my life and every time I try to tell him, he’s quick to change the subject. All those years ago, Jamie said that Fifteen is a family and last year I hosted my own supper club in his headquarters. It’s all mad. Thank you bro.

After Fifteen, I spent most of my time in and out of Italian restaurants working with very talented chefs. Barnaby Benbow, my brother from another mother, who taught me for a stint at Fifteen and then got me a job at Rotorino in Dalston, became a member of my family very quick. Alex Jackson, who showed me how to cook a decent tomato sauce. Elliot Thomas, who figured out who I was and how I worked and took his time with me even when I was a moany prick. Massimo at Palatino, listening to me chat shit all day about ideas, food, sharing recipes. A big shout-out to Richard Blackwell for taking me on with my first sous role, showing the ropes, teaching me all the computer and clipboard side of being a manager. Also big shout-out to Stevie Parle, for just letting me be me, trusting me.

And I guess, after a eight-page long introduction to my life, that’s pretty much it.
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A Note on Ingredients

Listen, I know I bang on about sourcing quality ingredients but it’s mad important. Ingredients that are looked after, grown or caught, just taste better. I don’t get excited by loads of things, but a fish stiff with rigor mortis or fresh peas in the spring, really makes me happy. I know it’s a little snobby and don’t get it twisted, I still shop in supermarkets. I’ve not got a disposable income where I can blow racks in an independent greengrocer everyday, but, for a couple of days a week, you can catch me cooking something seasonal while my pocket weeps. Below is a list of some of the ingredients in the book you might not have heard of before and why you need to try them.

Olive oil – I use olive oil for seasoning, different types of olive oil have different characteristics. The bog-standard supermarket ones are like the people you meet on a night out and only talk to once; a good olive oil, however, with flavours of fresh-cut grass, rocket and artichoke will keep you entertained and wanting more.

Pul biber – is a dried chilli that’s ground. It originates from Syria and is used commonly throughout Turkey and the Middle East.

Aci biber salçasi – is a spicy red pepper paste found in all Turkish supermarkets and households. It’s not super hot but it’s got a good hum. We use it mostly in stews, marinades or when cooking bulgur
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