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Introduction

‘Ok, what are we having for dinner tonight?’ is genuinely a question I ask myself every day, even as a food writer – in fact, it’s a phrase most of us use on the daily. I’m a creature of habit, a mum of two. I need simple cooking most days, which can mean a few different things to me depending on what I’ve got on. On some days, I need recipes with minimal prep and cooking times, meals that can be on the table quickly. These are usually reliable family favourites, enhanced with flavoursome combinations of my trusty store cupboard spices, that can be easily cooked in the oven in one tray, or on the hob in a single pot. However, even when I’m at home, but have a million things to do, or I just want to take it easy with my family, I need the simplicity of recipes with short preparation times that I can put in the oven and not worry about.

Although I cannot forgo the deliciousness of the traditional Turkish-Cypriot dishes I have grown up with, some of my family recipes can certainly be a labour of love. When I have the time, I adore the process that goes into making dishes such as dolma (rolled and stuffed (vine) leaves and vegetables) and anything dough based; but the reality is, I don’t always have the time. Consequently, I have adjusted some of the processes and ingredients a little to suit my daily lifestyle, without ever compromising the true essence of the recipes in question. To give me the flavours I crave, I’ve created easier, shortcut versions of some of my most beloved family recipes, or have given them a little twist with a slight change in method or ingredients.

A FRUGAL WAY TO EAT

It is from these traditional Turkish-Cypriot dishes that I have learnt so much from cooking with my mum. She is so relaxed and calm in the kitchen (I am still working on this), goes with the flow, and uses whatever she has to hand. With one arm manoeuvring a piece of fabric under the sewing machine, and another preparing dinner, I watched my mum multitask her days like a pro when we were younger. Working from home (or in her brother’s clothing factory in Tottenham, London), whilst running an unforgiving, yet devoted, taxi-service for me and my siblings, we were so lucky to know that she would always ensure there was a family dinner on the table each and every night, even if they were made up of bulked-up leftovers from the days before.

I’ve learnt to never waste a scrap from the fridge, ideas for which I regularly share on my online social platforms, and to batch-cook meals that are portioned off to last a few days, or be frozen. Leftovers were always concocted into something new the following night, such as using leftover mash to make mince go further, like my mum’s Mash-Topped Mince Börek (page 165). We’d have the pies with tinned boiled potatoes, marrowfat peas and gravy. The addition of the mashed potatoes, tinned vegetables and a hot, meaty pouring sauce my mum had never even seen or heard of for the first 20 years of her life was a clear reflection of the food customs she had absorbed since moving to the UK. Marrying these food customs with the traditional methods she’d use to make these delicious things was an homage to our diasporic Turkish-Cypriot existence. My childhood food traditions have undoubtedly shaped the way I now cook for my own family.

Many of the recipes have frugality at the core, and my deep-rooted objection to waste food has been ingrained in me since birth. Every carrot, celery stick and onion is used up in a soup or stew, or finely diced and stored in freezer-bag batches ready to add to recipes whenever I require them. Finely chopping up any sad-looking vegetables and storing them in the freezer also saves a lot of preparation time. Freeze ready-to-use portions of finely chopped carrots, celery and onions on a shallow tray first to prevent them from sticking together, and then evenly distribute the vegetables into reusable freezer bags. I always turn to the freezer when making Ezogelin Soup (page 52) and the one-pot Creamy Hellim & Tomato Orzo (page 60).

The recipes here are my go-to inspiration day in, day out, and the dishes I have been told people would love to have handy in a cookbook in their own kitchens.

Aside from making the most out of what we had, there were always a few key, budget-friendly salad ingredients and fresh herbs in the fridge, and certainly a few blocks of hellim (halloumi cheese) ready to make into a quick light-bite. We’d throw pasta straight into sauces rather than boiling it first and make soups and stews from whatever dried grains, herbs and condiments were preserved and stocked in the cupboard. This style of cooking is not only satisfying and creative, but it also equips you with the simple skills to cook something delicious, even with just a small number of ingredients.

I always cook down vegetables in olive oil, and salad dressings are never made without excellent quality, rich extra virgin olive oil. My fridge is regularly stocked with fresh carrots, celery and lemons, and herbs such as parsley and coriander, which can all be frozen to save on prep-time. Freshly squeezed lemon juice and finely chopped parsley can be frozen in ice cube trays – just top up the finely chopped herbs with a little cold water so they are easier to pop out and into recipes, such as hot soups and stews.

QUICK AND SATISFYING

If there is one thing that gives me a lot of satisfaction in the kitchen (especially when I’m hungry or on-the-go), it’s creating something packed full of flavour, really rather quickly. Over the years I’ve developed a repertoire of ‘fast and fresh’ recipes that can be on the table in a matter of minutes, to swiftly satisfy impatient appetites or a busy lifestyle.

COOK NOW TO EAT LATER

I really wanted this book to showcase the variety of simple, mouthwatering meals that can be made from accessible, flavoursome ingredients and prepped for the week ahead. There are recipes where the flavours improve over time, such as the Green Bean Stew (page 79) or Pea & Mince Stew (page 80) stored in the fridge to be eaten over the next couple of days, or recipes which can be made then divided up into lunch boxes, such as the Loaded Pasta, Grain or Rice Salad (page 40), and recipes to be made then frozen for when you need them, such as White Cheese & Spinach Open-Faced Börek (page 26).

A NOTE ON AIR FRYING AND SLOW COOKING

I love a reliable one-tray bake and an all-in-one-pot meal, and I cook them using traditional methods on the hob and in the oven. However, I’ve also included different cooking options where I think they work well, so you can choose what suits you better. I have found that all slow cookers and air fryers do vary, so timings may need to be adjusted slightly depending on the size of your machine. If your air fryer has a double-basket, then you can cook two batches at once; if not, then you may have to cook some of the recipes in two batches (such as the Crispy Chicken Wings on page 106) to guarantee the best results. You’ll find all my tips on adjusting the recipes for slow cookers and air fryers on page 199. I’ve included air fryer and slow cooker methods for a handful of the recipes to give you an idea of how I’d adjust them to suit these appliances. If you are already handy using either/both of them, then feel free to play around with the recipes you feel confident would also work in this way.

COOKING FOR EVERYONE’S NEEDS

Gluten-free: My father-in-law follows a strict gluten-free diet and, for the past decade or so, I have made a conscious effort to make gluten-free versions of the recipes we all love to eat as a family. I’ve given instructions on how to make the recipes gluten free (there are only five recipes in the book where this isn’t possible, unless you can get your hands on gluten-free orzo or know how to make or source good-quality gluten-free filo, then it’s only three!), with a separate gluten-free pastry recipe for my mum’s Mash-Topped Mince Börek (page 165) and Gluten-free Hellimli Yorkshire Puddings (page 193). For any pasta-based recipes, I swap in gluten-free pasta; I check the pasta 3–5 minutes ahead of the cooking time in my recipes, depending on what the packet instructions suggest, because the pasta can go mushy and break apart very easily if you overcook it even for a couple of minutes.

Plant-based: I’m getting asked more and more about whether or not my recipes can be made plant-based, and the majority of the ones in this book certainly can, bar a few obvious fish and meaty ones. For recipes that call for mince, and dairy products such as milk, butter, yoghurt, cream and cheese, feel free to substitute these for your favourite plant-based alternatives. When making the köfte (patty or meatball) recipes, I suggest mixing together 1 tbsp of flaxseed meal or milled flaxseed (golden or brown is fine) with 2 tbsp of cold water as an egg replacement. Leave the liquid flaxseed mixture to stand for 5 minutes, stir well, then mix it into the rest of the ingredients in the recipe to help bind and shape the köfte.

STAYING IN WITHOUT MISSING OUT

The ‘Friday Fakeaway’ has certainly become a fun addition to our weekly family menu and I have gained so much joy from seeing others replicate our family fakeaways at home. I have included my tried-and-tested favourites, and have also given suggestions for what to group them with, for a slightly more extravagant spread everyone can share.

The weekend is our family’s time to cook together, to take it slower, or to ramp up the action (without too much fuss) when and if entertaining is on the radar. I am a bit of a perfectionist, and historically, having guests over would be something I’d fret about or do too much for; the feeling that I always had to impress would override the genuine pleasure I’d gain from cooking and spending time with my friends and family. Over the years, I have had to remind myself that guests come over to see you, to spend time with you, and not to see you running around like a headless chicken. So here you’ll find my trusted recipes for cooking for others – no headless chickens included!

All the recipes are packed full of flavour, but can be prepared in advance (and stored in the fridge), or made extremely quickly, and then be popped in the oven to do their thing, perhaps with a simple garnish at the end (you can get your guests to help you with that bit unless you struggle to delegate, like moi). When it comes to baking, I rely on my favourite bread recipes and sweet treats time and time again. I have added flavoursome twists to some of my best-loved cakes and bakes, such as flipping over a traditional crumble and infusing it with the flavours of a nutty, spiced baklava (page 185), and taking the ingredients in traditional (and rather lengthy to make) Cypriot breads and pastries such as Hellimli (Halloumi Bread) and Pilavuna and turning them into quick and easy muffins, loaves (page 191) and even Yorkshire Puddings (page 193).

You may find yourself having a meatless weekend, cooking a one-pot on a Monday, and favouring a fakeaway on a Thursday, so feel free to play around with what suits you as and when – variety is the spice of life, after all.
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NEVER COMPROMISE ON FLAVOUR

When I’m craving particular flavours but want to keep the cooking simple, I like to reach for the essential ingredients only. I might not have much time but I refuse to compromise on flavour. Some of the ingredients lists in this book might look long, but you’ll find that most of them are just a concoction of the same essentials from the fridge and store cupboard that I regularly use, and have recommended on pages 15–21. The same spices, stock cubes and pastes feature throughout, to ensure that you always have exactly what you need to make something delicious.

From training and working as a secondary school music teacher to starting off a recipe blog on a bit of a whim, it makes me so proud to see that the wholesome and achievable recipes I share online, and from my first book, Meliz’s Kitchen, have now become staple meals in countless households across the world. I hope Dinner Tonight will provide you with a plentiful selection of simple, yet exciting recipes that you can rely on every day of the week.

WHAT RECIPE WHEN?

Throughout the book, I’ve included one of the notes below alongside each recipe. You can immediately see what you’ll be getting from the cooking experience, allowing you to choose the recipe(s) that suit(s) your situation best:



	[image: FAST AND FILLING]	FAST AND FILLING:

The entire prep and cooking time is typically 30 minutes or less.



	[image: FAST AND FRESH]	FAST AND FRESH:

Also typically 30 minutes or less from start to finish. These are the sort of recipes I crave on a warmer day, when I want something delicious but a bit lighter, like a salad.


	[image: ALL IN ONE]	ALL IN ONE:

All the ingredients go into one pan, tray or pot to cook with less washing up!


	[image: QUICK PREP, SLOW COOK]	QUICK PREP, SLOW COOK:

The prep time is 15 minutes or less and then you can put the dish into the oven (or onto the hob, or into the slow cooker or air fryer) to cook away happily until you’re ready to eat.


	[image: TRADITIONAL RECIPE, CHEAT’S VERSION]	TRADITIONAL RECIPE, CHEAT’S VERSION:

Those treasured family recipes with shortcut methods.


	[image: TRADITIONAL FLAVOURS, NEW RECIPE]	TRADITIONAL FLAVOURS, NEW RECIPE:

These are the dishes inspired by some of my all-time-favourite family recipes but I’ve married the flavours with new methods and ingredients.





Turn to page 214 for an additional index of categorised recipes.
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Essential Ingredients for Maximum Flavour

There are a number of ingredients I use throughout the book that bring so much flavour to a meal and are fundamental to the way I cook. My store cupboard is never without spices and herbs such as pul biber (Aleppo pepper/﻿Turkish red pepper flakes), dried mint and cumin, and condiments such as tatlı biber salçası (Turkish sweet (mild) red pepper paste), pomegranate molasses and olive oil, which are used to enrich sauces and marinades. I advise you to keep these ingredients in your kitchens to whip up something exciting and delicious with.

Most of the ingredients can be found in mainstream supermarkets, and I have taken the time to explain a few in a little more detail.

Pul Biber (Aleppo pepper/﻿Turkish red pepper flakes)

Pul biber, also known as Aleppo pepper or Turkish red pepper flakes are oilier, warmer, tangier, fruitier, finer and perhaps a little saltier than the standard chilli flakes you’ll find in your local supermarket. I sprinkle them onto things, season with and add them to marinades, sauces and dressings. If you struggle to find pul biber, look for Aleppo pepper flakes, which are essentially the same. Do note, however, that I use the regular-sized flakes instead of the ipek (finer) flakes, but both will suffice.

Extra Virgin Olive Oil

The intensity of a good extra virgin olive oil makes such a difference to the flavour and quality of salad dressings and meze dishes, so it’s a good idea to keep stocked up with the stuff. Obviously, being biased, I naturally favour Cypriot extra virgin olive oil. Due to the intensity of its richer, fuller-bodied flavour (and colour), I reserve the use of extra virgin olive oil for luscious salad dressings, sauces, and to drizzle over finished dishes, but occasionally cook with it too.

Olive Oil

Whether I’m softening, frying, brushing or baking ingredients, my choice of oil to cook with will always be olive oil. Most of my savoury recipes include olive oil, and the cake recipes in this book are all made with olive oil, so do ensure to keep a large bottle of it in your store cupboards. As a general rule, I mostly use olive oil when cooking on the hob, in the oven, or in marinades.

Cinnamon (ground and stick/bark)

Cypriots love a bit of cinnamon; in tea, mince-based recipes, pasta dishes, with honey, roasted in slow-cooked tray bakes and stews, in cakes, breads and syrups. We use it in abundance, so keep yourselves stocked up with both ground cinnamon sticks/bark.

Cumin

The earthy counterpart to cinnamon, I use cumin to flavour köfte (meatballs and patties) recipes and to add some umami to both meat and vegetable-based stews.

Tatlı Biber Salçası (Turkish Sweet (mild) Red Pepper Paste)

There are two varieties of biber salçası (red pepper paste) – tatlı (sweet/mild) and acı (hot). I prefer to use the tatlı (sweet/mild) variety in order to be able to control the amount of spice and heat I put in. Once opened, ensure you store the salça in the fridge – flatten down the top of the paste and drizzle over a little olive oil to prevent it from spoiling. I also freeze portions in ice cube trays ready to use in marinades, sauces and stews – it is wonderful added into a ragù or bolonez (Bolognese) sauce.

Pomegranate Molasses

I use this to add a sweet, rich tartness to marinades, sauces and salad dressings. Try to source the best pomegranate molasses you can find/afford, for the quality that comes from purely natural ingredients and a concentrated depth of flavour.

Black Olives

I rarely cook with pitted olives, and instead prefer to buy whole dry black olives that I pit myself before using; I find that the olives retain their texture and moisture better this way. Cypriot black olives are softer and pinker inside than dry black olives, but they’re drier and more wrinkly than Kalamata olives (due to being brined and then cured with salt). However, if I don’t have Cypriot black olives to hand, I use small, dry black Turkish olives or meaty Kalamata ones.

Yufka (Filo Pastry)

Filo pastry comes in so many varieties, and the recipe for Yufka Mantısı on page 145 calls for sheets of traditional Turkish yufka (usually homemade), which are ever so slightly thicker than the filo sheets you can find in mainstream supermarkets to make baklava or börek (filled pastries) with. However, if you can’t source Turkish yufka (Turkish/International supermarkets sell it), then double up two large, good quality sheets of shop-bought filo instead. The same can be said for the Tahini Helva Stuffed Filo Rolls on page 175 – if you can’t find the smaller, thicker, triangular-shaped filo sheets known as üçgen yufka from your local Turkish or international supermarkets (they are pretty easy to source), then fold over a thin sheet of filo and cut it into a triangle – the texture of the finished börek will differ ever so slightly, but it will still be delicious.
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Middle Eastern/Persian/Crooks Cucumbers

My dad would always buy us these small cucumbers from the international supermarket; they are around half the size, in width and thickness, of a small English cucumber. Some are straight, some are curly, but as a general rule they are all crispier and sweeter than their Western counterparts, and the seeds are much smaller. They are also more flavoursome and less likely to water down dishes, so I always use them in salads and dips. My favourite cucumbers when I was a child were crooks; they are curly and quite thin, and the skin has more pronounced ridges, and they are not watery at all. They are utter gold in a salad, or simply sliced in half and sprinkled with salt – my favourite childhood snack.

Sesame Seeds

Pretty much every baked börek, bread and savoury cake I grew up eating was sprinkled with sesame seeds, often accompanied by its favourite partners in crime for Cypriot baked goods, garacocco/çörek otu (nigella seeds) and anason (aniseed). To enrich their nutty flavour, I toast sesame seeds when sprinkling them over meze dishes and dips; just ensure you keep stirring whilst toasting in a pan so that they colour evenly and don’t burn.

Tahini (Sesame Seed Paste)

Sesame seeds are also the essential ingredient in tahini, where the seeds are ground into a thick, yet runny, paste. I opt for excellent-quality smooth, nutty and creamy varieties of tahini to whip into sauces and dips, as the quality of the ingredients here will make such a difference to the outcome of the finished dish.

Dried Mint

Mint is fundamental in Cypriot, and some Turkish, savoury recipes, and I use it in abundance, usually in its dried form; in köfte (meatballs and patties), dolma (stuffed leaves and vegetables), pasta dishes, pastries and salad dressings. Mainstream UK supermarket garden mint (fresh and dried) is darker in colour and not as light or sweet as Cypriot mint. I always opt for Cypriot or Turkish-branded varieties of the dried herb, which are akin to the softer scent and flavour of the mint grown in Cyprus. You could also dry your own fresh mint leaves: remove the leaves from the stalks, wash and dry the leaves thoroughly, then lay them out on a clean tea towel or double-layered kitchen paper, in an area in your kitchen which sees the sun (it’s best to do this in the summer, when the temperature is hotter). After a few days, once the leaves have started to shrivel and turn darker in colour, you should be able to crush them between your fingers. If the leaves don’t crumble easily, then leave them for another day or so. Once fully dried, keep them in an airtight container and crumble into or over recipes where required.

Coarse Black Pepper & Sea Salt Flakes

You’ll see in most of my recipes that I opt for coarse black pepper and sea salt flakes (fine sea salt too) in place of ground black pepper or table salt. I find that it’s much easier to control the seasoning of recipes when using coarse black pepper and flaky (and fine) sea salt, as the finer consistency of ground black pepper and table salt can be intensely overpowering, ruining a dish entirely if you accidentally put in a little too much. Fine sea salt is subtle in flavour, especially when seasoning slow-cooked soups and stews, and I also use sea salt flakes and coarse black pepper for garnishing and seasoning dishes with just before serving.

Fresh Lemons

Ensure to keep your fridges stocked up with lemons for my recipes, as they are an essential ingredient in salad dressings and for adding to soups and stews. I freeze freshly squeezed lemon juice in ice cube trays and just pop out the cubes and into hot soups and stews to save on time and washing up, and to prevent food waste. You can also freeze lemon zest.

Beyaz Peynir (Turkish White Cheese)

Chopped, crumbled, sliced or placed into baked goods and börek (pastries), beyaz peynir (white cheese) comes in many different types and varieties. Ezine Peynir, from Ezine in Çanakkale, is my favourite Turkish white cheese, and if you can source it, then please do use it; it is rich and creamy. If you’re struggling to get your hands on Turkish white cheese, then you could use feta.

Sumac

In Turkish-Cypriot cuisine, summak (sumac) is used more as a garnish for salads and meze dishes rather than a spice used to flavour cooked recipes, although I do use it to add a zing to the Spiced Roasted Cauliflower, Potatoes & Chickpeas (page 64). Sumac, as a spice, is made from ground dried sumac berries and is quite tangy in flavour, adding natural lemony notes to salads, such as the onion, parsley and sumac salad used to top the Cheat’s Lahmacun Pittas (page 105).

Yoghurt

A pot of thick, preferably strained, natural yoghurt is a fridge-staple. Strained yoghurt is known as süzme yoğurt in Turkish; a large dollop can be eaten as a simple side to any stewed meal, it can be used as a meat-tenderiser in marinades, and whipped into bread-dunking-worthy meze dips. It is a beautiful addition in achieving a soft and luscious texture to cakes, and can be strained for a few hours to create a thicker, light cream cheese-like consistency which can then be used as an alternative to cream and icing.

Fresh Parsley & Coriander

Köfte (meatball and patty) recipes are seldom made without finely chopped flat leaf parsley, and a large portion of my dishes are garnished with a sprinkling of this fresh, unimposing herb. Traditional Cypriot salads that are customarily made with coriander can be substituted for parsley if you have an aversion for the former, but do not be tempted to substitute fresh parsley for fresh coriander in cooked recipes; the finished dish will taste completely different to its intended flavour profile.

Hellim

Hellim is the Turkish-Cypriot word (and halloumi the Greek-Cypriot word) for the cheese unique to the island of Cyprus and synonymous with its cuisine. Hellim is traditionally made with raw (unpasteurised), unhomogenised sheep’s (ewe’s) and/or goat’s milk, and rennet, which helps to thicken and bring the curds together, separating them from the whey (which is used to make ricotta). Hellim isn’t traditionally ‘squeaky’; in its truest form, it’s hot and creamy when freshly made, and should be semi-hard once brined in salty water, which helps preserve it. Cow’s milk is often added to less-traditional hellim, to aid mass-production or if finding enough seasonal sheep and goat’s milks gets tricky. The cow’s milk adds a higher-lactose content to the hellim as well as a squeakier texture, so always opt for the more traditional sheep’s and goat’s hellim if you can. I use hellim in everything, like most Cypriots, to add texture, seasoning and comfort to our favourite family dishes; finely grated over pasta, cubed or sliced and fried in olive oil, or as fillings and toppings for sandwiches, breads and pastries. The list is endless, so do ensure to have a block (or six) in your fridge (or freezer, because it can be frozen for up to a year and defrosted in the fridge overnight when needed).
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