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Traditional Palestinian cooking
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	Pumpkin dip


On my television screen earlier this year I watched a woman squat in front of a small portable gas cooker, ignoring the news journalist talking to camera. She scooped cabbage leaves out of the boiling water, and I knew she was softening the leaves in order to stuff them. This Gazan woman was cooking a proper, even elaborate, meal in the bare classroom where she and her family had taken refuge from the bombing. 

I called my Palestinian friend, jazz singer Reem Kelani, to ask if she would show me how to prepare a few typical Palestinian dishes and tell me more about her people’s food. She was delighted, saying that Palestinians do not often have the opportunity to show off their cuisine: “Their cooking remains a closed secret to remind them of their lost homeland.”

We settled on a menu that we would prepare and taste together: mussakhan (a chicken, sumac and onion wrap from the West Bank and probably the most famous of all Palestinian dishes), a pumpkin and tahini dip from Jerusalem, and a rose and pine nut punch, which sounded divine. 

We added a main dish from Nazareth of lamb cooked in a lemony sauce with what sounded like a million garlic cloves, rice vermicelli to serve with the meat, and shatta Ghazzawiyah, a fresh chilli sauce from Gaza to serve with the pumpkin dip. 

When I arrived at her home in west London, Kelani received me in typical Palestinian fashion, seating me by a table covered with bowls containing nuts, olives mixed with fresh rue – she has a plant growing outside her front door to remind her of her mother’s garden in Nazareth – and cheese. Her father’s village, Ya’bad, near Jenin, is famous for its goat’s and sheep’s milk cheeses flavoured with mastic (a hard resin extracted from a type of pistachio tree that is normally used in ice-cream and baking) and mahlep (the kernel of a wild cherry).
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	Palestinian spices


She made me cardamom-flavoured Turkish coffee and with it she served heytalliyeh, a sweet milk pudding, which she had made the day before. 

She explained that it was customary for Palestinians to serve a sweet before meals but that the sweet varied depending on the region. 

As I sipped my coffee and enjoyed the pudding, she told me about the regional variations, despite the tiny size of the territory: Gaza cooking is famous for being spicy, while Nazarene women specialise in elaborate, meaty dishes. 

We then moved to the kitchen, a tiny but well-organised space with a large window overlooking the bustling Portobello Road, to start cooking. Kelani had already put the lamb to stew – it needs hours – but had waited for me to come before she added the bouquet garni, an exotic mixture of mastic, cardamom, bay leaf, cinnamon stick, peppercorns, cloves and a dry chilli, all gathered in a tiny cheesecloth bag. She had also put the chicken to marinate for the mussakhan. 

I offered to chop the onions for the mussakhan and, as I started crying, she described how her mother clipped an onion skin to her scarf to stop her tears. We cooked the chicken, fried the onion, seasoned it with sumac and added toasted pine nuts. We then made space to steam the pumpkin. Kelani dropped 10 garlic heads into the meat together with the pumpkin water (Palestinian women never waste anything) and started sautéing the vermicelli for the rice. 

As she juggled the pots and pans, Kelani used evocative swear words she had learned from her Nazarene cousins, famous for their colourful language. She also regaled me with stories of Palestinian feasts; how her mother and aunts had kubbeh parties (haflet kubbeh) where they made all kinds of kubbeh (dough balls), served with tabbouleh. 

The women would sit around the kitchen table, coring vegetables to make stuffed vegetables for a haflet mehshi (stuffed vegetables feast); turnips cooked in a tamarind sauce, cucumbers in yoghurt sauce, and courgettes in a tomato sauce. The stories were all tinged with poignant nostalgia. 
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	Rose petal punch


Kelani mashed the pumpkin and mixed it with tahini and lemon juice and quickly crushed a little dry chilli with garlic and salt, adding olive oil and a little tomato paste to make a kind of Palestinian harissa, which she spread over the pumpkin dip.

We then perched at her kitchen counter to feast on the dishes she had so expertly prepared. When we finished, Kelani boiled some sugar syrup coloured with red food colouring. She added water and crushed ice to the syrup, then soaked pine nuts and dried rose petals to produce the most exquisite fragrant drink. A perfect finish to a stunning meal.

As I walked back to the Tube station, feeling more than sated, I thought of the woman I’d seen on the news. I understood a little more of why maintaining the Palestinian tradition of good food was so vitally important in trying to keep her family together under fire. 

Anissa Helou’s latest book is ‘Modern Mezze’, (Quadrille, £12.99) and she leads culinary tours to Syria and Turkey. www.anissas.com
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Chicken and onion mussakhan wraps 
Known as “muhammar” in Galilee and Nazareth, “mussakhan” can be made into wraps, or it can be made into a pizza, with the chicken and onion piled on to a thin dough base and baked. The latter is served as a main dish, while the wraps are served as a starter. 
This is Reem Kelani’s recipe, and it comes from her sister’s mother-in-law, Izdihar Afyouni. It serves 4-6 people. 

Ingredients
500g skinned and boneless chicken breasts
Juice of half a lemon 
½ cup Palestinian extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to brush the wraps
1 tsp Palestinian mixed spices
Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste
4 medium onions, finely chopped
1 tbsp sumac, plus extra for garnish
¼ cup pine nuts, toasted in a hot oven
2 large shraak (Palestinian flat bread) or markouk (Lebanese handkerchief bread) 

Method
● Cut the chicken into long, thin strips and marinate with the lemon juice, half the olive oil, mixed spices and salt and pepper for at least two hours.
● Put the chicken in a pre-heated saucepan, cover and cook in its own marinade, shaking the pan every now and then for about half an hour. Then add 1 cup boiling water and cook until the water evaporates and the chicken is done.
● Fry the chopped onions in the remaining olive oil until cooked but not coloured – add a little water to let them cook thoroughly without caramelising. 
● Add the sumac, toasted pine nuts and salt to taste. Cut the bread into rectangular pieces, making sure it is wide enough to roll over into wraps.
● Spread some of the onion and nuts mixture on each piece of bread, then spread some chicken over the onion, sprinkle a little more sumac and roll into long, cigar-shaped wraps.
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