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“The recipes in Zaatari are glorious. Their styles and flavours belong to Arab cooking traditions inherited from an old and glittering civilisation. What makes Zaatari extraordinary and poignant is that the food and stories come from a refugee camp in Jordan, and we also get an intimate insight into the misery, culture, and joyful vitality of the camp through the voices of its inhabitants. Passed down the generations from mother to daughter, cooking keeps the people of Zaatari camp connected to the towns and villages of the Syria they fled.”



–CLAUDIA RODEN, author of Arabesque



“Food brings people together as a way of staying connected to loved ones, home, and memories, and this is certainly true in Zaatari refugee camp. The simple ritual of cooking and eating provides a greater understanding of Syrian culture in Zaatari.”



–SAMI TAMIMI, author of Falastin



“What a captivating book! Zaatari evokes the concept of home. It is an essential read for those with an appreciation for food; cultural diversity; and narratives of hope, inspiration and humanity. Zaatari serves as a forceful reminder of the remarkable capacity of food to enact change and promote unity, even in situations of adversity. I recommend this book to all those seeking to acquire knowledge of our Syrian culture and cuisine.”



–TAREQ HADHAD, founder. Peace by Chocolate





[image: A photograph of buildings in Zaatari standing on red-brown earth under a partly cloudy sky. Arabic calligraphy in black ink overlays the clouds.]





[image: A photograph of a street scene in Zaatari. In the foregorund, a shop selling produce is visible. People (mostly men and boys) travel up and down the street on foot and on bicycles.]
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Foreword
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[image: A photograph of Zaatari. Single-storey with flat or gently sloping tin rooves stretch away into the distance in the desert.]
No one chooses to leave their home and become a refugee. When war and persecution forced millions of Syrians to become refugees, most of them did not carry anything but the clothes on their backs. More than half a million Syrians arrived in Jordan to find safety and over eighty thousand of them made their home in Zaatari Camp. Originally a site to provide new arrivals with emergency relief, Zaatari has since evolved into a thriving community.

When I close my eyes to recall the sights and sounds of Zaatari, I hear the braying donkey, I imagine children running around after school and the hustle and bustle of the market, and I smell the amazing flavours of meals being prepared in thousands of homes. The smell drifts across the rows of white caravans, the standard shelters that house refugee families in the camp.

[image: A photograph of a street scene with three boys riding on a cart pulled by a donkey.]
Food plays a central role in the camp’s economy. Fresh produce is available in the supermarket, where refugees redeem their food rations and in the many shops lining the Shams Élysées, Zaatari’s famous market street. Quite a few refugees find casual work in farms to the east of Zaatari in the fertile Jordan Valley, using their farming skills to earn a small income. And some families in the camp have begun to grow hydroponic vegetables in their homes, producing ever more varieties.

Food is what brings us all together; it plays an essential part in the community at large, perhaps more so in Zaatari than in other communities. With the camp now hosting refugees for more than 10 years, there are Syrian children born here who have never set foot in their homeland. They experience Syria through the memories of their parents, their cultural traditions, and the taste and smell of the food they eat every day. It is their mothers who cook those meals with great passion and a deep respect for their family recipes, handed down for generations. It is therefore no surprise that we want to dedicate this book to the women of Zaatari, to honour their perseverance and resilience.

Through their extensive engagement with the inhabitants of Zaatari, Karen and her refugee team have succeeded in offering an intimate portrait of what life is like in Zaatari. The initiative to compile this book has grown organically and found its shape over time, never turning away from the initial ambition to have the residents of Zaatari tell their own story. The many storylines show how food has a central place in Zaatari life, both as a ritual in and of itself — be it a simple breakfast or a coffee between friends — and as a key part of major community events like weddings and funerals. The book freely mixes traditions, heritage, religion, the Arabic language and artistic expression — and wraps it all up with many delicious recipes for everyone to try at home. And it is the astounding images in the book that show just how important it is to retain the connection with our homes, even more so when continued conflict and persecution in their country of origin prevents refugees in Zaatari and elsewhere from returning back home.

[image: A photograph of a street in Zaatari.]
[image: A woman wearing a hijab serves a slice of Maqloubeh, a savoury “upside-down” dish topped with nuts and ground meat.]
Food is comfort, food is memories, and food is shared experience. In Zaatari, wisdom is passed on in the shape of food, and traditions are protected in the company of those sharing a meal. It is a privilege for us in UNHCR and all the partners working in Zaatari to play a small part in safeguarding the delectable culinary traditions of Syria.

— Dominik Bartsch, UNHCR Representative to Jordan
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[image: A photograph of a young boy picking up a smaller girl. The girl looks directly at the camera.]
[image: A boy sits in a small covered cart.]
[image: A photograph of a woman wearing a hijab and a black abaya pushing a shopping cart with groceries in front of a wall decorated with paintings of leaves and flowers.]
[image: A photograph of a boy jumping towars the camera on a road lined with chain link fences.]
[image: A photograph of a heap of round cookies with grooves in them.]
[image: A group of men walk down a road. A green minaret stands on their right. Zaatari camp is visible in the background.]
[image: A close-up photograph of an elderly hijabi-clad woman smiling.]
[image: A photograph of doves nesting.]
[image: A photograph of three young children sitting in front of a wall and smiling at the camera.]
[image: A photograph man with one amputated leg using a walker.]
[image: A close-up of a man’s face. He has a short white beard and wears a red keffiyeh.]
[image: A photograph of a mural. The mural is green and shows the eyes and nose of a young girls face. The wall is topped by barbed wire.]
“Sabah al-Khair (Good Morning),” we exchange over drumming tarab music and bustle as Abu Ali works the brass rakwah (coffee pot) atop the flame, expertly stirring my qahwa sada (sugarless Turkish coffee). In seconds, my perfect little cup is ready to motor my day — super hot with heady foam and fragrant cardamom. Six sips, or maybe eight, and I’m hitting the grainy sludge. Rules you remember: hold the cup by the rim, never stir the coffee, and never drink the sludge.

My stomach has been growly since Amman, anticipating ftoor (breakfast) at Zaatari Camp near the Syrian border, past the camels and sheep, herders in dishdashah robes and shemagh (red- or black-checkered head scarves) worn by men everywhere. Syrians are known as the best cooks in the Arab world, and for me, eating in Zaatari Camp is proof. Humour and pride are essential ingredients to cooking in a place like Zaatari. We often joke that even though we are in a refugee camp, we eat as if we were at one of the world’s most exclusive restaurants. Started in 2012 for people fleeing the Syrian war, Zaatari is a closed refugee camp that cannot be entered without an invitation and security clearance. A field ethnographer since January 2015, I fell in love with the food as quickly as I did the people.

[image: A photograph of the author with a shopkeeper. A table of flatbreads is in front of them.]
Ftoor is high art. I bypass the lure of handmade, savoury mana’eesh flatbreads — zaatar with olive oil, cheese, muhammara, spinach — so many kinds, hot from the souk (market) ovens, vibrant vegetable stalls and spice shops, and head towards the caravans and Umm Mohammad’s house. We women greet the Syrian way, rhythmically with a right handshake and kiss to right cheek followed by two kisses to the left cheek, a brief pause, then one more kiss, and maybe a fifth. Children’s hands accept my gift of maple-sugar candies from home. Chai wa naana (sweet black tea with mint, p. 234) is ready and we start to cook.

The aroma of sweet frying onion wafts out from the tiny kitchen. My eyes are drawn to a pyre removing the skin of eggplants, unleashing their smokiness for mutabbal (p. 33). It is dark, as the electricity won’t come on until evening, but the desert sun finds us, as does the shamal wind, sometimes clamouring, sometimes whistling through the space under the thin metal roof. Wallah, we swear by God, it’s good we’re inside and away from the haboob (giant sandstorms) today.

Chattering in Arabic about camp news and about family in Daraa, the cradle of the revolution in southern Syria where most are from, Umm Mohammad’s sister and daughters work together in an organized, synchronized manner, exemplifying karme: people generous to guests through food. They seamlessly work together without cookbooks, tables and chairs, measuring spoons, scales, appliances, or modern gadgetry. Their tools are their hands, their gauges are their senses, and their recipes are as old as ancient Syria. Zaatar (Arabic for thyme) — a favourite spice blend of dried thyme, sesame seeds, oregano, marjoram, salt, and sometimes sumac, for which Aleppo and Palestine are famous — is Zaatari Camp’s namesake.


[image: A photograph of a group of dishes eaten for breakfast. These include flatbread, humus topped with herbs and tomatos, and pickles]

[image: A photograph of Zaatari in the desert from the air. The grid pattern of the streets and the boundary of the camp are clearly visible.]
“Yallah, let’s go, Karen,” and I join them in the main room rolling grape leaves for yabraq (parcels of fragrant lamb and rice, p. 157) bundled into the big pot for steaming. All cooking is social, with food presented on large trays, with an eye to beauty. In the spotless kitchen, where all the ingredients and cookware are perfectly organized and the shelves are adorned Arabi-style with gold fringes, we make ful mudammas (p. 144), a stalwart bean stew drizzled with spicy oil, cumin, and tomato for breaking the long fasting days of Ramadan but enjoyed at breakfast year long, and tesqieh (p. 148), a Daraa comfort food of tahini, chickpeas and fried bread layered into gooey bliss.

The caravan floor transforms into our soufra (table) as a cloth is laid for us to dine the Bedouin desert way when nomads carried food wrapped in leather or cloth, which they untied and spread out on the ground. Scholars say floor sitting is traditional as it entails bowing your head and is more social; tables, bowls, and cutlery are ostentatious. Umm Mohammad snips the yabraq, unleashing their steam, dressing each platter with fragrant local lemons. Spoons for tesqieh and ful, and stacks of khubz bread, home-cured olives, lemon wedges, zaatar, jibneh (cheese), and laban (yogurt) signal “Let’s eat!”

Sharing tapestried cushions and bolsters that are used at night for sleeping, we say Bismillah (in the name of God) and dig in, tearing the pillowy, thin bread to scoop, make little parcels, dip: all ways of eating. In the desert, where water is scarce, we waste not and Muslims consider all food a gift from God. In truth, dining Arabi-style — sitting on the floor and eating by hand from shared platters — brings people closer together, a tradition continued by Syria’s farming communities and brought to Zaatari, deepened by necessity where few people have furniture. Even in Amman, if you’re with the right people they will lead you to restaurants with private, caravan-size rooms for experiencing the old Arabi way of dining.

[image: A photograph of a woman serving jazmaz in her kitchen.]
Kitchens everywhere are the best places for news, gossip, truly being with others. Everyone at camp has a story. There are eighty-three thousand stories, one for every person. Umm Mohammad fled to Jordan with her children and sister in 2012, just after Zaatari opened, when it was a collection of tents and people cooked over an open flame or the Bedouin desert way, in ovens tunnelled in the sand, making dishes like mandi — fresh chicken or lamb slow-cooked with herbs, the rendered juices falling onto rice suspended underneath and flavouring vegetables above, or abood — a Bedouin ash-covered bread, baked in a fire pit. People had few belongings, they were suffering from war trauma, and families were scattered, with many trapped or detained in Syria. It took coordinated efforts by the Syrian refugees, the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the UN World Food Programme, aid agencies,, and the Kingdom of Jordan to arrive at where Zaatari is today: a community of resilience, pride, and identity.

People brought to Zaatari many of the old ways of Syria that most thought had been long forgotten: ways of cooking, healing, and especially eking out a living in the barren desert. In a sense, leaving Syria and surviving the war also meant returning to Syria, to an earlier time, refrigerating without modernity, jury-rigging generators and pumps to stave off winter freeze and spring floods, against which caravans’ metal walls and camp roads offer little protection, and using herbs and other foods that keep the body healthy and are said to cure afflictions.

My red notebook — fat with stories, lore, and wisdom — smells like Zaatari. I began it in January 2015 when I arrived from Seattle, and it’s now expanded into several volumes, with people — children and those with disabilities included — writing in Arabic and doodling. My writing is the least legible. I’m a professor of information science at the University of Washington, a design ethnographer by way of librarianship, and a long way from my island home of Newfoundland in eastern Canada. If Zaatari had a guest book, I’d peg as the only Newfoundlander.

This book “happened” organically, Mashallah, by the will of God and the people. On my first visit, asking how young people used mobile phones and the Internet, girls drew pictures of themselves baking cakes to help war orphans feel better. People kept diaries about life in Syria and Zaatari and about their hopes for the future, pasting in photos taken with instant cameras. This was a way of revealing what life is like 24-7 from the community’s perspective. The diary of sixteen-year-old Nour, written in English, contains my first recipe and was the inspiration for this book. It deserves to be in an archive instead of in my office in Seattle.

[image: A photgraph of a woman stirring a pot while talking to two young boys.]

[image: A photograph of shelves in a kitchen. Each shelf is lined with a decorative fabric. The shelves hold tins, cooking wares, and other kitchen implements.]

[image: A photograph of many dishes laid out on a runner for lunch. The food is positioned on the ground so that those eating lunch can kneel next to the runner and eat.]
Ghada’ is lunch, the biggest, most important meal of the day, served mid-afternoon, and everyone gathers for it. Leading up to ghada’, vendors hawk produce by donkey cart through Zaatari’s dusty roads, calling out their wares against a background of the muezzins’ adhan, the Muslim call to prayer, which resounds beautifully from the many masjid (mosques) five times a day. Zaatari is vast, over thirteen hundred acres divided into twelve districts, each with a theme. It is an array of colourful bespoke caravans and hidden fountain gardens, community centres, a few schools, and a hospital — surrounded by the Ring Road and then desert beckoning to Jordan’s Bedouin border with Syria. The border is recent in Arab time: one hundred years ago, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, and parts of Turkey were one region — Greater Syria.

At around three p.m., ghada’, heavy with aromas from home, brings camp to a standstill, and Little Syria — and more specifically, Little Daraa emerges via the dishes set out as soufras throughout the camp, such as Shish barak (Old Man’s Ear, p. 131), delicate meat-filled pastries gently poached in yogurt with a hint of tomato or majestic mleihi, choice lamb or chicken atop Bedouin kethi sauce made from dried homemade yogurt, adding a creamy, salty zest to the bulgur base. Maybe you will find horaa osba’o (lentils with pomegranate, sumac, and fried crispy onion, p. 112), or Mahshi (stuffed zucchini or cabbage leaves, pp. 100, 103, and 105), or my favourite: Rgagah, oven-baked layers of thin Bedouin dough woven with pulled chicken, spices, and onion (p. 136). Salads are near ubiquitous at ghada’, with lemony bright Fattoush studded with pomegranate seeds, seasoned with sharp sumac and cooling mint, or perhaps freshly-made Tabbouleh with parsley, tomato, mint, and bulgur (p. 56). “Sahtain wa afiya” echoes across camp as people wish each other double health and blessing, enjoyment of their food before and after eating. In the evening, neighbours visit for coffee and sweets — nutty baqlawah (p. 186) or cream puddings such as mahalabia (p. 218) with syrup, rosewater, mastic, and nuts. Over narghile (water pipes), games of Tarneeb (cards) and Tawilat al-Zahr (Syria’s famous hand-tooled backgammon game) are played along with singing, accompanied by the lute-like oud and tabla (hand drums). Leftover khubz is hung outside in thanks to Allah for his mercy.

The souks have amazing street food — golden crispy falafel with fluffy insides, savoured as finger delicacies glistening with dark, earthy sumac, popped in hot oil or smashed with condiments in sandwiches; juicy chicken as garlicky shish tawook or lamb shawarma with homemade pickles and tahini sauce wrapped in paper-thin, saj-baked shraak; and lamb shoqaf grilled open air, luring you from blocks away — all prepared and sold by men. But the best food is found inside the caravans, made by the women.

I asked UNHCR if we could do a cookbook, building on our missions identifying community assets and strengths. The cookbook would document and preserve indigenous food practices handed down through the generations. Our recipes would be different from those in other Syrian cookbooks, and certainly Arab cookbooks, as they would reflect people’s origins in mostly southern Syria and modifications necessitated by cooking in camp. Next day, we started the cookbook.

Writing a cookbook was not a simple matter. I met with women to ask if they wanted to do it. They wholeheartedly said “tmam” (yes), but the next questions were What is a cookbook? What is a recipe? How do we start? There were no examples, no one had fled the war with cookbooks — and no one had cookbooks anyway, because they all had learned from their mothers and grandmothers.

We gradually built the cookbook through gatherings, in homes and elsewhere, and the discussions were deep. We pondered: what goes into a recipe? Zaatari women prepare food in large quantities and cook socially, using not measuring spoons but rather their eyes and hands, while jar lids, coffee cups, and glasses become quantifiers and qualifiers. This is a place where approximations such as “the size of a chicken head” are not only used, but understood.

[image: A woman walks between tents in a sandy landscape.]
[image: A group of people sitting in chairs watch a woman making a presentation. Banners saying UNHCR and IRD appear behind the woman on the stage.]
Our recipes are modified to serve four to six people. Then there was the challenge of specifying ingredients, such as spices, use of Maggi — a seasoning found in both powdered and liquid form that is common in kitchens throughout much of the world outside of North America— and methods such as “put on the fire,” “cook until done,” or “reach a golden colour.” Meat and chicken are butchered following halal practices, and always cooked the same day for freshness and to save space, often first tenderized by boiling in salted water. The women had to agree on explicit terminology, tacit knowledge that they had never before described. We wanted to share the details necessary to find success in your home kitchen, while maintaining authenticity and reflecting the culinary brain trust found here, in Zaatari.

The women wanted to be referenced by the Arab convention of Umm (mother of) or Anseh (aunt of) followed by the child or niece/nephew’s name, and the men as Abu (father of), both to protect their identity as refugees and to shield them from the regime. Children were similarly assigned an alias for their first name. For each recipe, the contributor’s home village or town is noted.

In the stories, few discuss the war, due to sensitivity and painful memories. A single click on Google reveals atrocities, how protests began in March 2011, when teenagers in Daraa, inspired by the Arab Spring, were arrested for writing “Your turn, Doctor” on their school wall — anti-regime graffiti referencing Syrian president Bashar al-Assad, a doctor who trained in ophthalmology. At the time of writing in early 2023, over thirteen million Syrians are displaced worldwide and internally —over half of Syria’s pre-war population of twenty-one million. Nearly one million have died and hundreds of thousands are missing, disappeared into Assad’s prisons. The 2015 painting (below) by camp artist Iyad Sabbagh poignantly captures the feelings of refugees.

Having agreed on the recipe style, the women and I began identifying recipes like food detectives as word of the cookbook spread quickly across camp. One highlight was a workshop held in August 2016. Normally, a large workshop in Zaatari might include twenty-five people. This workshop drew one hundred and forty people, and the temperature was 42°C (108°F), and we were inside a canvas tent. More notable still, men participated in this workshop. Zaatari, like much of the Arab world, is a gendered society where women and men perform separate activities, and when an activity is mixed, they sit apart: women on one side, men on the other. Together, we brainstormed the cookbook sections, posted notes on the walls of the tent, and then organized the recipes for each section.

[image: A painting. The majority of the painting shows destroyed buildings and cars painting in grey and brown. In the foreground, a man sits in front of a screen showing people, a car, and trees. The man and the image on the screen appear in colour.]
Iyad Sabbagh’s painting poignantly captures the feelings of refugees.


Men also participated in the inaugural Zaatari Camp Best Chef Contest. Like many things Zaatari, the contest was organized on the fly (Yallah!) and came together magically (Wallah!), designed by the community with the support of UNHCR, the aid organization Blumont, and UN Women. The community set the rules (team entries, double-blind judging, hot dishes judged first) and the prizes promoted food safety, time saving, and energy efficiency such as pressure cookers, large cooking pots, and electric fryers. Participants received welcome gifts such as oven mitts and silicone spatulas. To fanfare, nine judges drawn from the community and aid agencies announced the winners, with a first-place tie between Maqloubeh (a show-stopping dish of rice, meat and vegetables topped with fried nuts that is ceremoniously flipped upside down before serving, p. 120) and Basbousa (a luscious semolina cake filled with rose-scented cream and doused in citrus syrup, p. 189). While awaiting the results, the community staged a breakout talent show, sharing the microphone to sing and recite poetry and Quranic verse.

Over two thousand Syrians handwrote pages as the cookbook morphed into Zaatari: Culinary Traditions of the World’s Largest Syrian Refugee Camp. Food transcends cultures and boundaries of gender, age, ability, and trauma. Food heals the soul, confers dignity, and offers hope. Camp artist Mohammed Amaari illustrated each page of heavy linen paper in watercolours, reflecting its theme, often using subtle humour — a work of art illuminating the collective creativity. Many of the pages are multi-authored, such as those on Arab medicine or where a person with vast knowledge but low literacy is assisted by a friend or an aid worker.

As the book progressed, people added stories from Syria and Zaatari, poetry — highly regarded in the Arab world — or art. Stories of girls planning their futures as surgeons, scientists, and human rights lawyers; single mothers supporting their children and parents; disabled young men designing wheelchairs to handle Zaatari’s roads; boys juggling school and work to help their families; men in the souks who could teach entrepreneurship at any Ivy League college; elders teaching the traditions of old Syria to children born in the camp. Six years ago, if you asked a child where they were from, they would say Syria; now they proudly shout, Zaatari Camp!

[image: A page with Arabic writing a watercolour illustration depicting an eye, fabrics, bulrushes, and a horned sheep.]
Mohammed Amaari’s illustrated recipe page

Since August 2012, more than 670,000 Syrians have registered as refugees in Jordan. The Jordanian government estimates there are up to 1.3 million Syrian refugees in the country as many refugees have not registered officially with the government. Some refugees stay in Zaatari or one of the other camps, others have moved to a village or a city. People wrote of their journey and the early days when Zaatari comprised tents with dirt floors housing fifteen thousand people; its high point of one hundred and fifty-six thousand people in 2013; and the transition from tents to caravans, from central water sites, communal kitchens, and public wash centres to home plumbing and electricity and the expansion of schools and community centres. Most Syrians across Jordan have a memory of Zaatari, and I hear of refugees wishing to return to the camp or having done so.

I learned about food the Zaatari way by cooking with women in their homes, visiting souk food stands, the Made in Zaatari catering kitchen, and the UN World Food Programme (WFP) school lunch preparation centre. Where there was food, so was I. Across Jordan, I collected beautiful, hand-etched antique brass and silver dishware, cooking pots, falafel presses, and silver-laden dalal (brass qahwa coffee urns) with leather-wrapped handles; ornate serving trays of all sizes, safertas (stacking pots for ferrying lunches), silver haj vases, ataar perfume infusers, and antique glassware in blue and red hues. Antique wooden moulds for making cookies like maamoul (p. 162) or breads during Eid. Misshapen Bedouin wooden bowls lovingly melded with scrap metal joined my growing collection of handmade furniture, mirrors, and boxes with distinctive silver-lined Islamic mosaic finishes. Treasures made near extinct by war and time, and used in our food photography along with dishware in people’s homes.

[image: A photgraph of tents with a washing line holding towels.]
[image: Three girlswearing backpacks walk away from the camera holding hands.]
Ancient cookbooks — the tenth-century al-Baghdadi Cookbook by Ibn Sayyar al-Warraq, the Ayyubidian thirteenth-century (1226) Kitâb al-Tabîkh by al-Baghdadi, and the fifteenth-century Kitab al-Tibakha by Ibn al-Mubarrid of Damascus — reveal Syria’s rich culinary history, hearkening back to the Silk Road trade route — which brought not only ingredients but also the culinary practices that go with them — and the Islamic Golden Age of empire, science, and medicine. These books offer advice on fresh foods, herbal cures, and cooking for royalty or family with spices and aromatics such as rose essence and nuts. I learned how Zaatari cooking that can be traced from Bedouin heritage to villages and cities in Syria, routed through Yemen, Iraq, Palestine, and Persia (Iran), was adapted to camp constraints, with such practices as dyeing peanuts and coconut green to replace expensive pistachios and using corn oil instead of the beloved fresh hand-pressed olive oil from family farms and homemade saman (ghee) for everyday cooking. Wartime food practices echo throughout history. Think World War II and how cooking changed with substitutes for butter, eggs, milk, flour, coffee, meat, and vegetables, heralding the packaged, fast-food industry of today.

[image: Four boys warm their hands around a makeshift fire.]
[image: A house in Zaatari decorated with a mural showing a cityscape and gardens.]
The land we now call Syria used to be a part of Mesopotamia, a fertile region including parts of what are now Iran, Turkey, Kuwait, and Syria’s neighbour Iraq. That region, often called “the cradle of civilization,” still rings with agricultural and culinary knowledge. The ancient knowledge and resourcefulness of Zaatari chefs is reflected in head-to-tail, slow cooking, preparing according to the season for the ultimate in taste and bodily health, as well as preserving, often using the sun as a natural preserver/air dryer. Reliant on WFP daily distribution of sixteen metric tons of freshly baked khubz bread and monthly food vouchers of JOD 20 (US 28) per person, women thriftily adapt recipes to the scarcity of meat, utilizing all animal parts and increasing the use of fruit, vegetables, yogurt, and grains and pulses.

[image: A photograph of the author sitting outside with a group of people. In front of them are stone tables holding a teapot and glasses containing tea. One man is smoking a waterpipe.]
Foods are preserved and prepared by season to optimize health and caloric intake, with heat-withstanding nutty saman, fresh yogurt and cheese in spring; that same yogurt is later dried in the form of small “stones” called kethi (dried salted yogurt, often used for making sauces, p. 174) and kishk (kethi combined with bulger and prepared as a filling for fatayer or as a fresh dip, p. 41). The practice has been around since the Persian empire, with variations known as tarhana in Turkey and trahana in Greece.

Jute and grape leaves are harvested, along with okra, and tomatoes in summer, not to mention the making of jams and pickles, while the preparing of makdous houran (pickled stuffed eggplant, p. 257), olive oil and olives (zaytun) happens in autumn. While Ramadan and summer dishes are light and quenching, winter dishes are heartier, with stews that are enriched with dried yogurt, or dishes that focus on meat and vegetables cooked together, served with rice and grains.

Through it all, people follow the Islamic norm of sharing food with others, especially during Eid al-Adha, Eid al-Fitr, the Prophet Mohammed’s Peace Be Upon Him (PBUH Peace be Upon Him) birthday, weddings, and aqeeqah — the welcoming of new babies when sheep are slaughtered. Slow cooking underground, under ash, and sun-drying are efficient methods that reflect nomadic Bedouin and farming heritages, from chicken mandi and arbood bread to the making of dibus — cooked-down date or pomegranate juices to the consistency of molasses. In Syria, village women bake bread and fatayer daily in a communal taboon clay oven, partially underground, fired with wood and pellets made from animal dung mixed with straw which are also used for heating homes in winter. The unique aroma wafts for miles, etched indelibly in people’s memories and taste buds. Day-old bread is used in various ways, as a base for fattehs to sop up juices, as a crunchy, textural topping for fattoush and other dishes, as well as in sweet puddings.

Translating the pages proved difficult: there is much cultural and phonetic variation across Syria and the Arab world, and Arabic speakers in the West are unfamiliar with Zaatari’s idioms. I understood Zaatari, but my Arabic was shwey shwey (weak). Even translators from Syria were a poor fit, with each inserting (or editing) their own views in translation. One translator inserted Quranic phrases such as bismillah on each page; another omitted a recipe because it did not reflect the Damascene way of making shawarma.

Arabic is a highly poetic language. The people of Zaatari put much emotion into every word. If a woman wrote that she thought of her mother when preparing a dish, in Arabic the words would be repeated as amplification, ten times over. With ninety-nine names for Allah and over fifty words for “love,” Arabic comprises over twelve million words (English has six hundred thousand; French, one hundred and fifty thousand). We needed a Syrian translator who could capture the linguistic breadth and poetic depth, who understood the need for authenticity and the speech and cultural idioms of Zaatari and Daraa. Many camp residents were instrumental in writing the final draft, helping with stories, and fine-tuning recipes. The camp Facebook group served as my eighty thousand fact checkers. Our food photography team shot 80% of the dishes in camp — dishes prepared in the caravans and the souks — assisted by youth from the Lens of Life Project/Questscope. Youth from Lens of Life/Questscope also joined us in Amman for two days to photograph dishes prepared by five of Zaatari’s best chefs. What an adventure! The women cooked in a professional kitchen — their adroitness in preparing thirty dishes outpacing our speed to style and photograph. Throughout the photography, authentic styling was guided by the cooks, using camp dishware and heritage Syrian props. Meanwhile, the book’s scenic images (B-roll) taken by Syrian camp photographers provide an insider view of life in Zaatari. These photographs capture cultural moments, some dating from the camp’s early days. Few photos include faces for reasons of cultural and war sensitivity. Women are photographed in exquisitely styled hijab headscarves, which express piety and, like the men’s shemagh, also protect against the heat and dust. Zaatari children, like children the world over, love playing games and dress-up.

[image: Calligraphy depicting verse An-Nur “The Light” 24:35 from the Quran. The calligraphy is in gold on a blakc background with a gold patterned border surroundign the text.]
Allah is The Light of the heavens and the earth. His light is like a niche within which is a lamp; the lamp is within glass, the glass as if it were a pearly [white] star lit from [the oil of] a blessed olive tree, neither of the east, nor of the west, whose oil would almost glow even if untouched by fire. Light upon light. Allah guides to His light whom He wills. And Allah presents examples for the people, and Allah is knowing of all things. — The Holy Quran, An-Nur “The Light” 24:35

A book about Zaatari would not be possible without an understanding of the Holy Quran and its one hundred and fourteen surahs (chapters). The Five Pillars of Islam guide the daily lives of Muslims, from small moments to Ramadan, Eids, and celebrations, as well as times of illness and bereavement. Our recipes are infused with Quranic knowledge about food and health, and the stories include key ayat (verses) and hadith — sayings and practices of the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH Peace be Upon Him). I am indebted to imams and residents of Zaatari for deepening my understanding of Islam and sharing the light of Allah. My favourite aya from An-Nur hangs in my home, hand-painted in gold against a black background by camp calligrapher Iyad Sabbagh.

As the book neared completion, the women began to approach the project as experts. We held a workshop for each recipe category, sifting through the pages. Many early pages with beautiful hand illustrations hit the cutting-room floor. The women were merciless. Sometimes they blended two or three recipes or decided a recipe had to be redone. We discovered what was missing by stepping away and asking, “What are we not seeing?” The answer turned out to be the most ubiquitous, everyday staples: hummus and pita bread! “Where,” I asked, “where is hummus?” Everyone roared with laughter, not believing we could have missed hummus, and started jotting down many variations. But pita bread was perplexing: “pita” is Greek, and nobody knew what the heck I was talking about. I tried Google Translator and finally came up with a picture. “Ahhh, you mean normal bread, tmam, normal bread.” And laughter, amidst disbelief, rose again as they wrote the recipe for khubz.



As-Salamu Alaykum, Peace be with you.

Ahlan bik fee az-Zaatari, Welcome to Zaatari.



— Karen E. Fisher



Leaving Syria

In the dark skies of our crisis, the clouds of hope appear more than any other clouds. I remember that day, nine years ago, when suitcases were piled on the roof of the car. We weren’t going on a pleasure trip. My parents, little siblings, and I left after a big argument about whether to stay under the danger of war or leave without our beloved things. I didn’t know why my dad was pushing us so hard to leave. It might have been because he had gotten used to the bitter taste of exile after being away for such a long time, or because he overworked himself from worrying about us until we finally surrendered and left, like millions of others.

I gathered my luggage and my memories, and said goodbye to my room, my house, my school, and my notebooks. I wanted to hug these things, but I walked away with a heavy heart. My sorrow was shared by everyone as the car lazily moved towards refuge in Jordan. The desert road under the burning sun, while I contemplated the fear of the unknown, was seared in my mind as we crossed Syrian territories, scattering pieces of ourselves behind. “Please, God, let this be a dream and let me wake from it,” I kept telling myself, but this time we were the refugees and this was as clear as daylight.

[image: A man woman and child stand by a small blue truck. The a large suitcase lies on top of the truckbed and blankets are piled on the truck’s roof.]
When we arrived at Zaatari Camp, I was on the brink of losing my young mind. We came here escaping death only to realize despair was still everywhere — etched and tattooed on the faces of others who had just arrived. My heart sought a glimmer of hope, something to sustain

Hope us. came from UNHCR and WFP to the lines and lines of people. The fieldworkers distributed blankets and food and provided shelter. They served so many people with unwavering kindness, people deeply suffering from war trauma — especially the children, the old, and the very hurt. People kept arriving and everyone was exhausted.

“We will go,” said my father as we followed a fieldworker. Where? I asked myself, but the question melted in my mind’s big emptiness. What are we doing here exactly? Is this happening for real? Or is it my treacherous imagination? Many questions, and my young mind couldn’t answer any. We were led to a tent. I had heard that people who went to the camp would live in tents, but hearing about something is totally different from living in it. Tears ran down my swollen cheeks, shed for my family who were supposed to be living happily in the countryside.

Days and weeks passed, challenged by bitter cold, rain, and the flames of the burning sun. With God’s mercy, we adapted. People thought the stay would be short, maybe a few weeks, certainly not years. While SRAD (Syrian Refugee Affairs Directorate) and UNHCR administered the camp, UN agencies, international and local partners, and the Jordanian government worked together to replace the tents with caravans and built infrastructure for water, electricity, and solar, schools and community centers. Our early needs resonated like the desert itself, where water and electricity are scarce. But after realization set in, we didn’t give up, despite the overwhelming grief and sadness. We overcame our defeats; we created our own difference.

I have learned that people need healing in many ways to rid the suffering and breaches inside. Some use writing and art, others use sports like running and other practices to heal.

In Zaatari Camp I noticed that people also rely on our beloved food and culture from Syria, especially from Daraa. Preparing and garnishing food Syrian style as aromas fill the streets at night and our hearts fill with warmth and happiness help us hold fast to our homeland. These are my Syrian people of Zaatari Camp. We rose from the ashes. From our long exile, we light the candles of hope with the simplest ways from home. [image: ]

— Amjad Al-Massri



Old Clocks


Amjad Al-Massri



	I lacerate my chest three times a day
	أشُقُّ صدري ثلاث مراتٍ في اليوم


	Looking for myself there
	وأبحثُ عنّي هناك


	Only to find some old clocks
	فلا أجدُ غيرَ ساعاتٍ قديمة


	Pointing to some old nights
	تُشيرُ إلى مساءاتٍ بعيدة


	I look closely, everything is blurry
	أُمعنُ النّظر، كلّ شيءٍ ضبابي


	Reproachful messages
	رسائل عتاب


	Frayed relationships
	علاقات مهترئة


	Unuttered insults
	شتائمُ لم أقلها أ لأحد


	Withered eyes
	عيونٌ ذابلة


	Lost battles
	معارك خاسرة


	And shoddy poems.
	وقصائد ركيكة


	I couldn’t find myself there . . .
	ولا أجدُني هناك


	I returned with many questions in my head
	فأُقفلُ راجعاً وفي رأسي تساؤلات كثيرة


	Questions about me, about you, and about the songs
	أُنّي عت اينغلأ ان عوكِ، ّنعو


	Questions about two kids shriveled on waiting chairs
	عن طفلين ذُبلا على كراسي ا إ لإنتظار


	And they didn’t get the infection of being close.
	ولم تصبهما عدوى ا إ لإقتراب.











Syrian Welcome

Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Salaam, peace, and blessings from Allah upon you. On behalf of the people of Zaatari Camp, it pleases us to welcome you and introduce you to our book about the most renowned foods and traditions from Syria that we brought to Zaatari. We are also happy to share stories of our lives, of our resilience as Syrians, and what makes us human, like you, our readers.

Our goal was not just to make a cookbook that tackles ingredients and preparation and inspires you to cook, but also to document what binds together our present and our history. Syrian cuisine is deeply rooted in the people, culture, and natural bounty of each region, making it distinctive and prized worldwide.

Syrian cooking is an art, but it is also a science: foods are prepared with love and for beauty, with the nutrients necessary for good health. Much knowledge comes to us from the Holy Quran, such as the properties of dates, honey, milk, olives, grapes, and grains; and we follow the seasons that are best for preparing and serving foods. The Syrian cook always prepares large amounts, as families are big and blessings come from sharing with people in need.

When we arrived at Zaatari from Syria we started anew. Cooking the foods from home is what has kept us together, even though our homes were destroyed and our families dispersed. As we make our foods, children learn the stories



[image: A shot of sunset with birds flying in the sky.]
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