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[image: To all the mothers: the mothers that do everything that everyone else does and then some more. The table would not be what it is without you.]



Ramadhan is the word we use collectively as Muslims to describe the name of the Holy Month. However, countries and regions have their own languages and with these languages come their unique changes to the word Ramadhan, including the way it’s said or spelt. We grew up calling it Rooza, which essentially translates as ‘fasting’, and to me, Rooza it shall aways be.
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As the month of Ramadhan fast approaches, you begin to hear the word ‘Ramadhan’ and ‘fasting’ being murmured, whispered and announced everywhere. Maybe that’s just me or maybe it’s not. Adults and children are speaking about it in schools, in friendship groups, with colleagues and at places of work, waiting at bus stops, quite literally, anywhere and everywhere. I find myself talking about Ramadhan to anyone who will listen. As we lead up to the holiest month in the Islamic calendar, there is an eagerness and anticipation in the air for those intending to observe, and often a powerful curiosity for those who are not.

Things are so different now to when I grew up observing Ramadhan. Ramadhan was then contained inside our homes and within our small communities. Though the change isn’t huge, these days we are starting to see shop windows wishing observers Ramadhan Mubarak (‘have a blessed Ramadhan’) or Ramadhan Kareem (‘have a generous Ramadhan’), which is something I never imagined, but when I see it, it fills my heart with hope. We have even started to see supermarkets prepare for the month by having aisles dedicated to Ramadhan, the shelves filled with rice, flours, lentils, oils, butter, dried fruit, nuts and so much more. Seeing everything under a bright banner elevates the excitement to a whole other level.

Whenever I get asked about Ramadhan, I try to describe this beautiful month in the way that I feel it in my heart and through my lived experience. The only way I can describe Ramadhan is as an old friend, a distant friend. The kind that you don’t see for months and months, but you know that no matter how far away they are or how infrequent the interactions, you can pick up right where you left off. Like a good friend, Ramadhan visits every year, like clockwork, exactly when you need them the most.

The anticipation for this holy month is nothing short of magnificent, even though we know what it entails. Fasting requires hard work, determination and faith. No eating or drinking (yes, not even water) from the moment the sun comes up to the time it sets. It is the most exciting time in our house and with our wider families. We channel our excitement by decorating the house with banners, balloons and sparkly lights, all in preparation for this month of fasting and worship.

When the month of Ramadhan finally arrives, we all work as normal, but for just one month of the year our day-to-day lives revolve around Ramadhan, and not the other way around. We spend time perfecting our prayers. We nap when the exhaustion sets in. We gather our energy so we can spend time reading the Quran. Giving charity makes up a huge part of our worship and even the smallest of things, the way we speak to each other, is softer, kinder and more measured. This is the month that we are the best versions of ourselves in every way.
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For me as a mum and as the head of the kitchen, what we eat is so important. After having not eaten from sunrise, what I lay on the table at sunset really matters to me. It is the one meal we sit down and eat together after having fasted all day. It has to be nutritious, filling and, most of all, it has to be delicious. So, I pride myself on making delicious meals every night. I dedicate a few hours, outside of work, household chores and worship, to make sure I know exactly what we are eating. From small, nibbly bits to one-pot meals, staples like rice and pasta and, of course, dessert. Not to mention fresh fruit, dates and ice-cold water.

What I cook can be inspired by traditional foods, my travels, something I may have watched on TV or read in a book, or even by an entire cuisine that I know nothing about. Whichever way, I know that whatever I cook will be received well by my hungry brood, who are always complimentary and ever grateful for the work that goes into preparing this feast, all while fasting myself.
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This book is filled with thirty meals inspired by countries that have worshippers who observe Ramadhan. These recipes are motivated by each of these countries and are foods that are enjoyed by them all year round and during this holy month. As easy as it would be for me to make familiar foods, I really enjoy trying new foods from new countries with distinctive cuisines during this month. These recipes will keep you feeling excited about each meal you lay on the table. There is also a whole section dedicated to Eid-ul-Fitr – the celebration at the end of the month where we can eat ‘as normal’ again – filled with celebration-worthy dishes and sweet treats for the whole family.

As the mother of an ever-growing family, Ramadhan is the only time of year that I know I will see my children for thirty days on the trot for dinner at our table, without a second’s delay, and I won’t have to call them twice. Whilst I know that will change as they get older, as they move on and out of our family home, it is this month that binds us as a family, intertwines us and holds us together through faith, worship, dedication and the meal we share at the end of another day. Whilst small for some, it is huge for us. It is this dedication to our faith and the delicious food that we are blessed with that will bring them back to the very same table, year after year.
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Chicken Shish Taouk

Chicken Kebabs with a Yoghurt Flatbread, Cucumber Dip and Pickled Radishes

Turkish food is something that has blown up in the last few years and where I live, there is a Turkish restaurant around every corner. With one of our very close friends being Turkish, we have also had the pleasure of being able to enjoy Turkish food at its finest at home. So, this take on a Turkish shish with delicious sides and yoghurt flatbread is an homage to our friend Emir.


Serves: 6

For the chicken shish taouk


	500g plain yoghurt

	3 tablespoons oil, plus extra for drizzling

	1 tablespoon cumin seeds

	2 tablespoons ground cumin

	2 tablespoons dried thyme

	1 tablespoon paprika

	1½ tablespoons salt

	1 lemon, zest and juice

	3 tablespoons garlic paste

	1.5kg chicken thighs, diced into equal pieces


For the yoghurt flatbread


	500g strong bread flour

	1 tablespoon salt

	3 tablespoons oil

	500g plain yoghurt

	melted butter, for brushing


For the cucumber dip


	1 large cucumber

	2 cloves of garlic, minced

	3 spring onions, thinly sliced

	6 tablespoons full-fat mayonnaise

	whole milk, to loosen

	sumac, for sprinkling


For the pickled radishes


	200ml apple cider vinegar

	3 tablespoons caster sugar

	300g radishes, thinly sliced



	6 metal or wooden skewers





Let’s start by making the chicken shish. Put the plain yoghurt in a large bowl. In a small pan, heat your oil to a high heat, add the cumin seeds and as soon as they start to pop and spit, take off the heat. Pour and scrape all the contents on to the yoghurt.

Now mix in the ground cumin, thyme, paprika, salt, the juice and zest of the lemon and the garlic paste. Add in your diced chicken thighs and mix till everything is evenly coated.

Cover and leave to marinate. If you can make this ahead, then 6 hours is great (ideally overnight for the best flavour), but if you have no time, just pop it into the fridge for 1 hour. And if you absolutely have to make it now, make it now!

Preheat the oven to 200°C. Lightly grease a baking tray that will fit all six skewers. Drizzle a little extra oil on top.

After marinating, skewer the chicken on to six metal or wooden skewers and bake in the oven for 25–30 minutes till cooked all the way through.

Meanwhile, let’s make the flatbread by putting the flour in a large bowl, adding the salt and oil and rubbing the oil in with your fingers so you don’t have any clumps of oil. Spoon the plain yoghurt in and, using a palette knife, start to mix, then get your hands in and bring the dough together, kneading just enough till you have a smooth, shiny dough.

Leave to rest, covered under a tea towel, for 10 minutes.

Now make the cucumber dip by grating the cucumber, using your hands to drain out any excess liquid. Pop the grated cucumber into a bowl. Get your minced garlic and spring onions in, along with the mayonnaise, and mix through. Pour in just enough milk to loosen the dip so it doesn’t clump, but also it shouldn’t be runny. Sprinkle over the sumac and set aside.

Make the pickled radishes by pouring the apple cider vinegar into a small pan and adding the caster sugar. Bring to the boil and as soon as the sugar has dissolved, add the radishes and bring to the boil again. Turn the heat off and leave the radishes to sit in the juice.

Make the flatbreads by dividing the dough into six equal pieces. Roll each piece out to a round that is about 3mm thin.

Pop a griddle pan on the hob and bring to a medium heat, then place a piece of dough on the griddle and cook for 3–4 minutes on each side. Take off the heat and brush with butter. Repeat with all the dough pieces.

Drain the radishes, reserving the liquid (this can be used for dressings or pickling other things). Take the kebabs out of the oven. To serve, add the kebab meat to the flatbread, removing carefully from the skewer, then drizzle over the cucumber dip, sprinkle over some pickled radishes and it is ready to enjoy.
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Baklava

Baklava is a dessert of layers of buttery filo with a buttery centre, all baked and doused in a sweet, sticky syrup. It is one of the most sophisticated and elegant desserts, but it is pretty straightforward to cook and I love making it. I always thought it was Middle Eastern, but baklava has spread its sweet love across many other countries, including Turkey. I like to serve it with clotted cream just like I had in Istanbul many years ago, and a swirl of raspberry jam for tang.


Makes: 24 baklava

For the baklava


	200g salted butter

	2 × 270g packs of filo pastry, ready-rolled (14 sheets in total)

	200g walnuts

	100g pistachios

	1 orange, zest only (reserving the juice for later)

	2 teaspoons ground cinnamon



For the syrup


	300g caster sugar

	juice of an orange (see above)

	1 lemon, zest and juice

	100g honey

	4 cardamom pods, husks removed and seeds crushed


To serve


	400g clotted cream

	150g raspberry jam




Start by browning the butter. Pop the butter into a small pan and start to melt it, then bring it to the boil, lower to a medium heat and allow the milk solids to toast. When you swirl the pan and are able to see flecks of brown and it starts to smell very toasted, take off the heat and set aside.

Preheat the oven to 180°C. Take a 40cm × 25cm baking tray and measure to make sure your filo sheets will fit comfortably without creasing. If not, cut to size using the tray as a guide. Grease and line this tray with two sheets of baking paper, one on top of the other, allowing a bit of overhang.

Brush the inside of the tray with the browned butter and put one filo sheet in, then add another sheet and butter again. Do this till you have added seven sheets to the base.

Put the walnuts, pistachios, orange zest and cinnamon in a food processor and blend to a fine mixture. Pour on to the filo, spreading to an even layer.

Now butter and add each layer of the leftover filo, placing them on top of the nut mixture till you have done all seven layers.

Press down firmly and use a sharp knife to cut into equal squares, making sure you get right to the base and through each and every layer. Any leftover butter can be poured right on top.

Bake in the oven for 35 minutes, till golden brown.

Make the syrup by putting the caster sugar in a pan with the orange juice, lemon zest and juice, honey and cardamom. Bring the syrup to a boil and leave to simmer for 10 minutes till golden and a little thicker.

Take the baklava out of the oven and while it is still hot, pour the syrup all over the baklava. Set aside to cool completely.

To serve, I like to decant my clotted cream and ripple in the raspberry jam. Take a few squares of the baklava and serve with a dollop of the raspberry clotted cream.
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Beef Kibbeh

with Lamb Murag and Rice

These kibbeh are a total labour of love but are worth every second. If you like meat, then there is meat in the bulgur wheat coating and also a gently spiced meat filling on the inside. Hearty and wholesome, they go so well with the lamb murag and rice.


Serves: 6

For the kibbeh stuffing


	oil, for frying

	500g beef mince

	3 onions, diced

	100g walnuts, finely chopped

	salt

	large handful of fresh parsley, finely chopped


For the dough


	40g fine semolina

	150ml boiling water, plus 1 litre for the bulgur wheat

	350g bulgur wheat

	oil, for frying

	200g beef mince

	1 teaspoon ground cumin

	1 teaspoon black pepper

	1 teaspoon salt

	1 tablespoon tomato purée

	125g plain flour


For the murag


	1kg diced lamb

	6 tablespoons oil, plus extra for the onions

	3 onions, diced

	1 tablespoon salt

	3 tomatoes, diced

	1 teaspoon sugar

	6 tablespoons baharat spice

	2 tablespoons tomato purée

	500ml hot water

	225g green beans, topped, tailed and halved


For the rice


	600g basmati rice

	900ml cold water





Start by making the stuffing for the kibbeh. Pour a splash of oil into a frying pan. When the oil is hot, add the beef mince, break it up and cook till browned. Now add the onions, walnuts and salt and keep cooking till the onions are soft. Take off the heat, add the parsley and mix through, then set aside and leave to cool completely.

While that cools, make the dough. Start by putting the fine semolina in a bowl with the boiling water, mix and set aside.

Pop a large pan on the hob with a litre of salted water. As soon as the water is boiling, add in the bulgur wheat and boil for 8 minutes, then drain and set aside.

Pour a splash of oil into a frying pan and as soon as the oil is hot, add the beef mince and cook till broken up and golden brown. Now add your cumin, black pepper, salt and tomato purée, mix and cook through for 5 minutes.

Take off the heat, add the soaked semolina and bulgur wheat, mix well and set aside to cool completely. Once cool, put the mixture in a food processor and blitz to a
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Kleicha

Date Swirled Cookies



Makes: 24 kleicha

For the dough


	225g plain flour

	120g salted butter, chilled and cubed

	1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

	2 tablespoons icing sugar

	1 egg, lightly beaten

	icing sugar, for dusting



For the filling


	150g pitted dates

	100g hazelnuts

	boiling water, to cover


To finish


	3 tablespoons golden syrup, warmed
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