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Turkish
delights



John Gregory-Smith is a chef and food writer who specialises in Turkish cuisine. He is passionate about Turkey having explored the country extensively over the last 10 years and regularly hosts Turkish pop-ups and secret supper clubs in London.



This is John’s third book and follows the success of Mighty Spice Cookbook and Mighty Spice Express. He is the founder of online magazine Eat Travel Live, a weekly columnist for Grazia and has presented programmes on TV in both the UK and USA.
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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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introduction

Turkey
 
With so many wonderful regions and food so deeply steeped in culture and history, it is easy to be inspired by the cuisine of this magnificent country.
 
I first visited Turkey ten years ago with my father, who was brought up there. When he was a boy, he lived in Ankara, the capital of Turkey, in Central Anatolia, and he has beautiful black and white photos of family holidays to Ephesus, an Ancient Greek city on the Ionian coast, in the 1950s. He remembers the food of his home country only too well, and I’ve certainly inherited his love for this exquisite cuisine. On that first visit, I took my dad to Çiya, a kebab restaurant on a busy backstreet on the Asia side of Istanbul, surrounded by vibrant shops selling piles of fresh herbs, vegetables, nuts, dried fruits, coffee and olive oil.

The menu at Çiya was very eastern Turkish, with stews, meze, kebabs and incredible homemade breads. They had a small display of tempting food laid out canteen-style as we walked in and a great wood-fired oven crackling away at the back.

We sat outside the restaurant, chatting in the sunshine and waiting for our food. I knew I must be in for a treat, but I was unprepared for just how good it was. I had ordered their speciality, the Çiya kebab. It was a minced beef kebab wrapped in thin pastry with mint, a stringy, mozzarella-like cheese (lor peyniri) and walnuts. The kebab was baked until golden and served with yogurt. Tasting the first bite of that kebab was a real revelation for me – it was so delicious.

We also ate meze salads, stuffed dried aubergines, içli köfte (a fried meatball köfte), okra cooked in tomato and garlic, lentil soup and a wonderful chicken pilav that was baked in a dough case and turned out at the table. At first glance, it looked like a traditional British suet pudding, but as I broke into the crispy golden pastry the aromas of black pepper, allspice and cinnamon wafted up. A perfect pilav was inside, beautifully spiced, with shredded chicken and almonds. What a feast. I had fallen for Turkish food – and good God, I had fallen hard.

I was hooked, and so began years of trips to Turkey to discover more about the cuisine, along with hours dining in the Turkish restaurants of East London – thank you Mangal and Tas Tirin. My cupboards became stocked with Turkish ingredients as I explored more and more traditional recipes. My father was thrilled with my new-found love for the flavours of his childhood, and I loved hearing his memories. It helps that my partner, Murat, is also Turkish, and together we have had many great adventures discovering more of his beautiful home country.



the melting pot
 
It is the history of this part of the world that makes Turkish cuisine so interesting.

Turkey is a vast country of dramatically varying yet stunningly beautiful landscapes. Enormous, snow-capped mountains dominate the east, huge, lake-covered plains make up the centre, and tall pine forests roll down into the Black Sea in the north. The Mediterranean and the Aegean Sea hug the southern and western coasts. Here, the temperature is blissful, the rugged coves give way to white sandy beaches and the hills are littered with oregano-scented stone villages. Further up the coast lies Istanbul, one of the great cities of the world and the bridge between Europe and the East.

Turkish people are very warm and welcoming. Family is extremely important to them – and so is food. Hugely varied, it covers everything from freshly cooked light coastal cuisine to fiery eastern kebabs and opulent Ottoman dishes.
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It is the history of this part of the world that makes Turkish cuisine so interesting. Turkey is a relatively new country, born on 29th October 1923, when Atatürk founded The Republic of Turkey, ending the 600-year-old Ottoman Empire. Before this, the Lycians, Persians, Ancient Greeks, Romans and Byzantines all passed through, conquering and falling. Turkey was the link between East and West and the bridge of the Silk Road, which saw spices and other precious cargoes transported across Europe. Each culture brought their religions, customs and food, which were absorbed like a sponge into this melting pot of a country.

The Ottoman Empire had been one of the largest in the world – the sultans reigned over all of Asia Minor and parts of Europe. Their religion was Islam, but as they conquered further East and West they assimilated new cultures and traditions. The reign of Sultan Süleyman in the 1500s was the start of a golden age for the Ottoman Empire, where art, culture and cuisine flourished. Taking influence from Anatolia, Europe, the Balkans, the Middle East and North Africa, Ottoman cuisine evolved and was refined. At its peak, during the 18th and 19th centuries, the palaces of Istanbul (then called Constantinople) set a new standard in lavish food. The kitchens of the Topkapi Palace housed 1,300 chefs, who cooked regular feasts for the sultans and their guests. They enjoyed lamb stews flavoured with paprika and walnuts, roasted pigeon, pilav with fruit and nuts, boreks, stuffed pepper dolma, spicy kebabs and smooth, milky puddings.

Istanbul was the centre of the world for an empire that spanned three continents. Trade was ruthlessly controlled and exotic ingredients flowed along the Silk Road. Hungry Ottomans, ever keen to impress, absorbed what they could into their cuisine. Today, Turkish cuisine has not forgotten any of this and the fertile country is blessed with incredible produce. The food is regional, seasonal and steeped in history. As you explore you will start to notice how the food varies from region to region, but also that firm favourites like kebabs, breads and baklava are enjoyed everywhere.
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the regions
 
The Black Sea

In the beautiful Black Sea region, the people love cooking with butter, which you’ll find used over and over again in the local recipes. Tea, corn, hazelnuts and saffron are grown here, and the locals fish in the dark waters of the Black Sea for hamsi – a silvery little anchovy that is consumed in vast quantities and loved all over the country.

Murat and I have friends and family all over Turkey, but home is Samsun, a sleepy town on the Black Sea where we go to stay with his mother, Tülay. We have had so many happy times sitting around her kitchen table eating, but my favourite meal has to be her classic Black Sea breakfast. She sets the table with plates of cucumber, sliced tomato, parsley, cheese and bread. Jam and honey are brought out and we brew tea in her magnificent Turkish teapot. As we start picking at the food, she will prepare menemen with mince – I love this recipe so much that I have included it in this book. As we feast, different family members drop in to eat and share their news. The meal meanders for hours, baklava appears and the tea never stops flowing.

Central Anatolia
 
The Central Anatolian region of Turkey is home to immense plains, crystal-clear lakes and sleepy hill villages. This region was once known as the breadbasket of the world and wheat still plays a huge role in Turkey today. Soft white bread is served with every meal and the snack food of Turkey is all wheat based – pide (a boat-shaped pizza), gözleme (a folded and stuffed flatbread), lahmacun (a Turkish pizza) and borek (a stuffed pastry). The best place to eat these satisfying snacks is in the town of Konya. Originally established on a trade route, Konya became a cultural centre where great scholars, mystics and poets gathered in the 13th century. Today, the city retains much of this historical charm. The buildings in the old centre are still built of wood and house some of the best tea shops in Turkey, where you can put your feet up with a hot chai and tuck into a feast of local snacks.

My favourite teahouse is Pharmacy Café. Here you can watch the women sitting on the floor preparing the pastry to make their gözleme as you sample everything on the menu. The pastry is rolled into a circle and stuffed with lamb and cheese, then folded and cooked on a hot stone plate, which gives it a smoky finish. They also make an incredible borek, another pastry that is stuffed with cheese, meat or spinach and baked with butter. It looks a little like a lasagne and is served in small square pieces with tea.
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The Konya pide is really special. It is larger than the pide found elsewhere in Turkey and made with little chunks of lamb. The pide is sliced up and served with lemon wedges and parsley. This style of snack food is found all over Turkey and is loved by all ages. I have included a whole section dedicated to pide. Traditionally, you would eat them at a pide salon, cooked until crispy in a huge wood-fired oven. But if you get your oven really hot, you can make a fantastic version at home.

Marmara
 
Marmara, in the north-west of Turkey, is home to the cities of Istanbul and Bursa. The locals are blessed with fertile lands and seafood is caught in abundance from the Black Sea and Sea of Marmara. Istanbul, the capital city, is a melting pot of food from different cultures, religions and times. The extravagant recipes from the ancient sultans’ kitchens are still prepared, and locals enjoy fabulous fusion food from the Greeks, Jews and Armenians.

Turkey is the home of the kebab, and my first destination when I land in Istanbul is Zübeyir, a restaurant where I will order an Adana Kebab, no matter what time of day or night it is. Kebab culture is actually strongest in eastern Turkey (see right), where they love cooking meat over charcoal, and they have perfected the art over centuries.

The city of Bursa is the home of the Iskender Kebab, one of my favourite Turkish dishes, made with succulent lamb, served on soft bread and covered in yogurt and tomato sauce. It is traditional yet extravagant and I have a stripped-back recipe that you will love.

All around this city, chestnuts grow in abundance, and in this area the locals use them in place of pistachios and almonds. You can also find chestnut kebabs sold on the roadside, as well as candied chestnuts and pilav adorned with these savoury nuts.

South-eastern Anatolia and East Anatolia

Together, these two vast regions make up East Turkey, cold and unforgiving in the winter and formidably hot in the summer. The food is meat-heavy and rich. The people of this area cook with lots of butter and animal fat, and eat a lot of pulses and bulgur wheat.

My first visit to the eastern side of the country was to the dusty town of Gaziantep, which is famous all over Turkey for kebabs, pistachios and baklava. I have dedicated a whole chapter to kebabs based on what I learned there, with traditional meat kebabs like the spicy Adana kebab and the more refined Ali Nazik kebab.

Just outside Gaziantep lie the local pistachio farms. The gnarled old pistachio trees grow out of the scorched red earth and beautiful pastel pink pistachios hang heavily from the tops. At harvest, large tarpaulin mats are laid under the trees, and young lads climb to the tops of the trees and vigorously shake their branches. The pistachios rain down and are gathered up to be sorted and sold at markets around the city.

In the local baklava factories, shards of the bright green nuts are showered into great tins lined with pastry. A generous amount of melted butter is poured in and the baklava is baked in wood-fired ovens. Once golden and crispy, boiling hot sugar syrup is poured over the top and the baklava is left to firm up. Because baklava is a very labour-intensive dish, most people in Turkey buy it ready-made rather than making it at home. I have, though, included a really quick baklava recipe that uses shop-bought pastry, walnuts and honey. It is very easy to make and tastes just as good as the real thing, especially with hot Turkish tea. Traditionally, you should eat this type of baklava upside down, so that you get the full sugary effect on your palate and the perfect crunch from the pastry, but upside down or not, it tastes divine.

Aegean and Mediterranean

Western Turkey has a much more Mediterranean mindset when it comes to eating. Here, the food is fresh and light, using lots of herbs and seafood. They cook with plenty of olive oil and love eating fresh fruit. The two regions have subtle differences: goat is used more in the Mediterranean region, and in the Aegean region they make the most of the abundance of wild herbs and flowers that are native to this area.

One of my favourite places in this part of Turkey is the sleepy stone village of Alaçati, just south of the city of Izmir on the Aegean coast. Purple and pink bougainvillea spill over the top of the pale stone houses and out into the cobbled streets of this charming place. It smells of wild herbs and lemons and, for such a small village, it is packed with bustling balik (fish) restaurants serving chilled meze, calamari, grilled octopus and fried fish. The food scene is also quite refined and we have discovered some excellent modern Turkish restaurants serving light Eastern-Med-meets-Turkish food. Our great friend Gökçen lives here. He is a famous chef in Turkey and knows the Aegean cuisine like no one else. Last time we visited, he made us a light lunch of zingy aubergine salad, samphire and grilled fish with lemon and rocket. We ate sitting at a table on the cobbled street outside his stunning stone house. It was a sublime meal and a perfect showcase for the light, fresh cuisine of this region of Turkey.

With so many wonderful regions and food so deeply steeped in culture and history, it is no wonder that I have been so inspired by the cuisine of this magnificent country. The recipes that I have put together in this book are my favourite Turkish dishes to make at home – some classic regional recipes, others old Ottoman fare and a few with a deliciously modern twist. I hope you will enjoy them all. As they say in Turkish, serefe – cheers!
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essential ingredients
 
Turkish cuisine is really simple and they love to celebrate clean flavours.
 
Whether it’s aubergine, lamb or fish, the main ingredient should always be the star of the show.

Turkish kitchens are full of fresh vegetables, fruit and herbs. Meat is bought from the local butcher and fresh bread from the baker. Cupboards are packed with spices, rice, grains and nuts. Cheese is eaten regularly and tea and coffee are kept in huge quantities to drink throughout the day. Below, I have listed some of the most commonly used Turkish ingredients, and suggested substitutes for those that are harder to get hold of.

SPICES

Spices are used in lots of Turkish recipes, both sweet and savoury. These are the essentials:

* Cumin

An earthy spice that is used ground to give a musty flavour to a variety of savoury dishes. The taste is quite subtle so you can afford to be generous with this spice.

* Cinnamon

Naturally sweet, cinnamon is used to flavour stews, pilav and many sweet dishes in Turkish cooking. You can find wonderful rolled cinnamon sticks and ultra-fine, ground cinnamon, which is what I use in this book.

* Saffron

Picked from purple crocus flowers, this fragrant spice imparts a vibrant yellow colour and an incredible pungent aroma. Good-quality saffron is expensive, but a little pinch goes a long way.

* Sumac

This ground red berry has a wonderfully sour tang and is used in salads, meat dishes and kebabs to add an extra hit of flavour.

* Allspice

As the name suggests, allspice really does have a flavour that is hard to define, but it adds a sensational background note that works beautifully in rice dishes and stews.

* Pul biber – Turkish pepper flakes

Made from dried red pepper, these flakes have a smoky taste and a mild piquant quality. They are typically Turkish and used in lots of recipes, as well as being a condiment to add to your food at the table. You can find pul biber in good-quality Turkish grocery stores or online. If you can’t find them, use a little smoked paprika with a pinch of chilli flakes, or a spicy smoked paprika.

* Black pepper

This ancient spice is used generously in Turkish cooking to add favour and warmth. Be generous and make sure that you use freshly ground black pepper so that you get the best taste.

CURED MEATS
 
Cured meats are used to add an instant meaty hit to many dishes, from eggs to white beans.

* Sujuk

Sujuk (traditionally spelt ‘sucuk’) is a cured sausage made from beef. It is smoky and can be spicy. You can find it in Turkish grocery stores or online. It has a waxy skin that is best removed. As it is cured, it cooks very quickly. If you can’t get sujuk, use a cured beef or, if you eat pork, chorizo.

* Turkish pastrami

This smoky ingredient is used with eggs and generously on pide. It has a slightly chewy texture and a really smoky flavour. You can find it in Turkish grocery stores. If you can’t get hold of Turkish pastrami, use a really good-quality dried beef salami or Parma ham, if you eat pork.

FRUIT

Fresh fruit is eaten after most meals and some fruits are also used in cooking.

* Lemons

One of the main cooking ingredients in so many Turkish dishes. It is always worth having piles of lemons around, and if you find yourself with any leftovers, mix the juice with water and a little sugar to make a glass of refreshing lemon water.

* Pomegranates

These are squeezed on street corners for juice and the seeds are used to add a sweet tang to salads, desserts and meat dishes.

* Dried figs, apricots and dates

As well as being served with breakfast, these are also used in lots of the older Ottoman dishes to add a mild sweetness.

FRESH VEGETABLES

Bought from local markets, great mounds of fresh vegetables are kept in every Turkish kitchen.

* Onions and garlic

The base of so many great dishes, onions and garlic are used in most recipes in Turkey. Slow-cooked onions and garlic start all the great stews off and they love using sweet raw onions, finely sliced in salads and as a side dish to have with grilled meats.

* Tomatoes

Juicy, ripe tomatoes are loved all over Turkey and most people will serve sliced tomatoes for breakfast. They also make the sauce for many incredible stews and add a beautiful bright red colour to numerous Turkish salads.

* Aubergines

Turkish people love eating aubergines and they have hundreds of ways to use this fabulous vegetable, from mashed to roasted and grilled. They are often scorched until almost black over a flame in order to give the flesh a wonderful smoky flavour.

* Turkish green peppers

These look like long, slightly twisted green chillies. But they have a very mild heat and a sweeter flavour than the green peppers we know. If you can’t find them in your local Turkish or Middle-Eastern grocer, use red peppers instead.

CHEESES

Cheese is whipped out for breakfast, slipped into lunch and used as a topping for a huge variety of breads and pastries

* Beyaz peynir


* Kaşar


* Erzurum tulum peyniri


* Lor peyniri


YOGURT


BREAD, RICE AND GRAINS


TEA AND COFFEE


HERBS


* Parsley, mint and dill


* Mint, oregano and thyme


NUTS


* Walnuts


* Almonds


* Pistachios


OLIVES AND OLIVE OIL


STORECUPBOARD


* Pomegranate molasses


* Honey


* Red pepper paste


* Tomato purée


* Pickles
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