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Dear Traveler,

Welcome to the WanderStories™ story about Turkish Cuisine. We first look at typical Turkish meals and give a few examples of kinds of foods to try in Turkey. Then, we will discuss the origins of Turkish cuisine and how it differs during the month of fasting – Ramadan. Finally, we will list some recipes in case you want to try your hand at making some Turkish food yourself.

We, at WanderStories™, are storytellers. We don’t tell you where to eat or sleep, we don’t intend to replace a typical travel reference guide. Our mission is to be the best local guide that you would wish to have by your side when visiting the sights. So, we meet you at the sight and take you on a tour.

WanderStories™ travel guides are unique because our storytelling style puts you alongside the best local guide who tells you fascinating stories and unusual facts recreating the passion and sacrifice that forged the beauty of these places right here in front of you, while a wealth of high quality photos, historic pictures, and illustrations brings your tour vividly to life.

Our promise:

• when you visit Istanbul with this travel guide you will have the best local guide at your fingertips

• when you read this travel guide in the comfort of your armchair you will feel as if you are actually visiting Istanbul with the best local guide




Let’s go!

Your guide, WanderStories




Once you have read this book please review it, we truly appreciate your feedback.




Please subscribe to the FREE WanderStories™ travel e-magazine, Armchair Travel Guide at: wanderstories.com/travel-magazine
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Turkish Cuisine – Turkish food present and past
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What do you think of when you think about Turkey? Perhaps you will think of Cappadocia, that ancient city with its strange fairy chimneys and underground churches, or the Hagia Sophia, the centuries-old Byzantine masterpiece in Istanbul. Other people may think of the beautiful Aegean Sea, with its hot sun and white sandy beaches. But one thing that may surprise people unfamiliar with Turkish culture is that almost above all these other things, visitors to Turkey will remember, and miss afterward, Turkish cuisine, or Türk mutfağı.
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This comes as no surprise to most Turks, many of whom will proudly tell you that Turkish food is the best in the world. You’ll have to try it for yourself and see if you agree.
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Let’s first look at typical Turkish meals and give a few examples of kinds of foods to try in Turkey. Then, later, we will discuss the origins of Turkish cuisine and how it differs during the month of fasting – Ramadan. Finally, we will list some recipes in case you want to try your hand at making some Turkish food yourself.
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Turkish Cuisine Today

It is of course too difficult to list all the different Turkish dishes, as Turkish cuisine is a mixture of various influences such as Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, Balkan, and historically Roman and Byzantine. However, a short list of general kinds of food can be given.
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To the Turkish people, breakfast is very important; there are even special restaurants that specialize in serving only breakfast. The simplest Turkish breakfast will include cheese, olives, slices of tomato and cucumber flavored only with good olive oil and lemon, and the ever-present simit.
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Simit is everywhere in Turkey and is definitely one of the most loved Turkish foods. They are shaped like a large, thin donut, and are covered in sesame seeds.
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They may seem like nothing special to most tourists, but fresh simit goes perfectly with a Turkish breakfast. Hardly anyone bakes their own simit, and will simply buy what they need from the simit sellers who make their rounds in the morning.
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More elaborate Turkish breakfasts will involve all of this, plus egg dishes such as menemen: scrambled eggs with tomatoes and pepper; also jams; a savory pastry börek; clotted cream kaymak; honey; and many other things. Sweet breakfasts, like pancakes or sweet cereals, are very rarely eaten, and would seem very strange to a normal Turkish person.

Lunch and dinner are similar to one another, with perhaps dinner being slightly larger. First, Turks normally eat soup, called çorba in Turkish.
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For both lunch and dinner, it is typical to begin with a small bowl of mercimek, a lentil soup made of red lentils, but the color of the soup is usually yellow or green, tavuk suyu, a chicken soup, or maybe yayla, a yogurt with rice and mint. There is also tarhana, a very interesting and healthy soup. It is harder to find, however, because it takes a long time to prepare the main ingredient of the soup. Tarhana is made from yogurt and vegetables, which are dried in the sun, then ground into a powder. This is then added to hot water or chicken stock to make a very delicious and traditional soup. Its taste is also very unique – try it if you can find it. Turkish soups tend to be quite plain and emphasize their main ingredient; the only other added flavors are perhaps a bit of tomato or pepper paste, some spicy pepper, mint, oregano, or lemon. But they are far from boring and do a good job as appetizers.
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The Turks are serious about their meat, and it may be difficult for vegetarian tourists to convince waiters that they absolutely do not eat any! There have been many stories of vegetarians being served a dish with a small amount of ground beef in it, only to be told by the waiter that this meat doesn’t really count as meat; it is too small.
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If you are a very strict vegetarian, you may want to stick to the zeytinyağlı dishes; even the soups will almost always be made with beef or chicken stock. If you absolutely don’t want anything with meat, just ask, “Etli mi?” which means, “Is it with meat?” An answer of “Hayır” means no and an answer of “Evet” means yes.
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As for the meat dishes, the best place to eat kebab is at ocakbaşı – a grilled meat restaurant. Here you’ll find all kinds of kebabs (kebap in Turkish), ranging from the spicy Adana kebabı to the roughly cut pieces of lamb called çöp şiş. Usually these are served with a flat piece of bread called lavaş and raw onions with sumac, a lemony, purple spice sprinkled over them.
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Of course, the döner kebap is everywhere and usually eaten as a fast food. However, at restaurants, sometimes you can find a special döner that is roasted over wood, which supposedly gives a better flavor to the meat. Another very delicious dish using döner meat is the İskender kebabı. This dish was first created in Bursa, and purists will say that you should not eat it anywhere else but there. However, one can get perfectly good – even delicious – İskender kebabı in Istanbul as well.
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First, on a metal plate, small pieces of the flat pide bread are put down. On top of this come thin slices of döner meat which is almost always lamb, and then grilled tomato and pepper. The crowning glory of the dish, however, is the rich tomato and butter sauce that is then poured over everything. A side of yogurt finishes the dish and helps to lighten things – if that’s possible.
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An entirely separate category of meat dishes in Turkey are Turkish meatballs, called köfte. These are not usually round, but flat, and are most often eaten grilled – in this form, they are called ızgara köfte. You may also like to try ekşili köfte, which is a sour meatball stew.
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Meatballs also come as appetizers in Turkey, like the içli köfte, which are American football-shaped meatballs with walnuts inside, covered in a thin corn flour mixture, and then fried. Then there is the çiğ köfte, which is traditionally made with raw beef (çiğ means raw); the Turks say that after it has been worked on for hours by the chef, the meat is cooked. Many people express doubts about eating raw meat, but it is still quite a popular appetizer. However, most of the small çiğ köfte sellers only make the vegetarian version. The meat-free version is very tasty, and in fact many Turks nowadays prefer them to the more traditional meaty variety. The latter can be really spicy, as well.
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If you are at a place that serves home-style cooking (ev yemekleri) you should certainly try one of their cold vegetable dishes prepared with olive oil – zeytinyağlı.

[image: Image]

Usually these dishes are seasonal, so in spring you will find artichokes (enginar), green peas (bezelye), and broad beans (bakla); in summer, squash (kabak) and okra (bamya) are popular; in autumn come Brussels sprouts (brüksel lahanası), leeks (pırasa), and celeriac (kereviz); and in winter there’s not much left but spinach (ıspanak), swiss chard (pazı), and other root vegetables. During all twelve months you can eat borlotti beans (barbunya) and fresh beans (taze fasulye). They are all quite delicious and healthy.

[image: Image]

Also in the zeytinyağlı category are the yaprak sarma, stuffed grape leaves (dolma), biber dolması: stuffed peppers, and imam bayıldı, which translates to the imam fainted.
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This dish is composed of fried eggplants stuffed with a mixture of tomato and onion and lots of garlic. The story goes that an imam, a Muslim prayer leader, fainted after learning how much olive oil was needed to make this dish (after tasting it and finding it to be so delicious)!

Hot dishes most often include meat, although never pork because of Islamic tradition. The dishes that can be found in many restaurants serving traditional Turkish and Ottoman food, include karnıyarık, which is a fried eggplant stuffed with ground meat and spices; güveç, which is a lamb and eggplant stew, named after the kind of clay pot it’s traditionally cooked in; and then kuru fasulye, which are dried beans cooked with tomato paste and meat.
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All of these dishes will leave you satisfied, but at least once, while you are in Istanbul, you should try hünkar beğendi, which literally translates to her royal highness liked it. This dish is made by placing stewed pieces of lamb on top of a creamy puree of roast eggplant and cheese.
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The story goes that one day Empress Eugenie, wife of Napoleon III, was dining with Sultan Abdülaziz and was served this dish. She liked it so much that she requested the recipe for her own cook. The sultan granted permission for the recipe to be shared, but unfortunately the French chef never learned how to make the dish. Apparently, when the French chef brought all his measuring equipment and cooking tools to the Ottoman kitchen to learn how to make the dish, the Ottoman chef refused to use them and even threw them away. There was no way that the two could work together, and so the French visitors returned home without the recipe for the delicious lamb and eggplant dish.
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With Istanbul so close to both the Sea of Marmara and the Black Sea, eating a nice fish dinner is highly recommended.
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The season for fish is winter, but this does not mean that you cannot enjoy a fish dinner during the other months; just that fish are simply a little more delicious and available in greater variety during winter.
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A traditional fish restaurant will cook fish, regardless of the kind, in one of three ways: they will stew it (buğlama), grill it (ızgara), or fry it in a batter of wheat or corn flour (tava).

Before the fish entrée, a number of appetizers (meze) are enjoyed. These include patlıcan salatası: a grilled eggplant dish, beyaz peynir: a white cheese like feta cheese, acılı ezme: spicy pepper paste, kalamar: calamari, and midye dolması: stuffed mussels.

It is normal to have a small dessert, especially after eating fish, because Turks believe sugar helps in the absorption of phosphorus found in fish; we cannot verify this information, but it is a good excuse to enjoy a dessert.

If you are not eating only fruit as dessert, then desserts in Turkey are generally quite rich and very sweet. Speaking of fruit, all produce is wonderful in Turkey, but if you are lucky enough to be here for fig season in late summer or early autumn, you’re in for a special treat, for Turkish figs (incir) are said to be the best in the world.
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By now, everyone knows baklava, and indeed a number of different cultures claim this dessert as their own. Baklava is made from paper-thin sheets of pastry layered one on top of another with nuts in between. Usually, they are cut into diamond or square shapes, baked, and then saturated with sugary syrup.
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Puddings are also quite popular: there is the muhallebi, which is a milk pudding often perfumed with rose or orange blossom water; sütlaç, which is a kind of rice pudding; keşkül, which is almond flavored; and the very unique tavuk göğsü, which is a thick, gelatinous pudding made with shredded chicken breast meat. It is claimed that the chicken is added only for the texture – indeed, the taste of chicken can hardly be detected.

Then there are the desserts which are soaked in syrup: Kemal pasha, named for Atatürk, are round balls which include a little soft cheese in the dough; tulumba are shaped like grooved cylinders and are fried; revani is normally diamond-shaped and made of semolina flour; and then there is şekerpare, which is made of semolina but includes almond.
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Künefe is a dessert only for those with a serious sweet tooth and a strong stomach. It consists of fine strands of dried pasta fried in butter with melted cheese in the middle, all soaked in syrup.
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Helva or halva is a wonderful confection usually made of sesame paste, and it is traditional to eat warm halva after a fish dinner. Halva is heated in the oven and it becomes a thick, sticky paste.
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Lokum, known to the West as Turkish delight, is not considered dessert in Turkey, but rather a light snack, and is often eaten with a cup of strong Turkish coffee. If you are going to someone’s house for dinner, you may bring a box of lokum or another sweet with you.
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Speaking of coffee, let’s now spend some time on Turkish drinks.

Turkish tea or çay is everywhere, and is drunk at every meal, and between meals. In fact, some Turks seem to constantly have a small glass of tea in their hands.
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Turkish tea is much stronger than tea found in places like the U.S. or Europe due to the way it is brewed.
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The Turks do not boil water and steep the tea for only a minute or so; they use two special teapots, the smaller of which sits on top of the larger, and steep the tea for a long time, using a very different technique. First, in the top, smaller pot, loose black tea is added, usually one very full teaspoon per person drinking tea. Then, in the bottom pot, water is boiled. The boiled water is then added into the tea in the top pot, and then the bottom pot is filled again with water. The pot with tea is placed on top of the pot with the water, and then the fire below is lit again. The water continues to lightly boil, and the steam from this pot continuously heats the tea in the pot above it.
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After around 5-10 minutes, depending upon one’s preference, the little tulip-style glasses are brought out for serving the çay. First a little bit of the strong tea from the small pot is poured into the glass, and then the glass is filled with hot water from the bottom pot. Sugar is then added according to one’s preference. Turkish tea is normally served absolutely boiling hot – be careful! This kind of tea is both made at home and found in restaurants and cafes.

Apple tea is a very recent drink in Turkey, and it is popular with tourists. Most normal Turkish cafes away from tourist areas will not have apple tea at all.
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Coffee, or, rather, Turkish coffee (Türk kahvesi), is also very important in Turkey. The Turks use a special small pot in which to make this coffee, called a cezve; these are made of copper or stainless steel, and are tall, with a long handle.
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Turks drink coffee from very small cups, much like espresso cups, and the coffee used is very fine, almost like a powder.

Turkish coffee is made by using a Turkish coffee cup to measure out enough water per person to put in the cezve, and then a heaped teaspoon of coffee per person is added to this, plus the sugar, if it is desired.
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Then the cezve is placed on a very low flame or in sand and heated until just before the boiling point. This heating can be done once or even up to three times, and then the coffee, with the foam on top, is poured into the cups. Turks will let the coffee grounds settle to the bottom of the cup, and then drink only the liquid; the thick paste with the grounds is left in the cup.
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It is also common for Turks to use the leftover coffee grounds in their cups to tell one another’s fortune. The drinker will turn the cup upside-down over the saucer, and then wait for it to cool. Then the fortune teller will pick up the coffee cup and read the coffee drinker’s fortune by trying to find pictures formed in the way the coffee grounds have run down the sides of the cup. It is fun, and often done amongst friends. You might see Turks trying to read each other’s fortunes at many cafes around Turkey.

Turks drink coffee anytime, and Turkish coffee is by far more popular than other kinds of coffee, but imported coffee drinks like cappuccino are gaining in popularity.
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Coffee came into the Ottoman Empire in the 16th century, by way of Yemen, and it soon became an incredibly popular beverage. However, from the start it was also looked at with suspicion by the Islamic judges (ulema), as it was clearly a substance which altered the state of mind of the individual who drank it. It was not clear, however, how Islamic law should regulate such a substance, since its effects were unlike those of alcohol or narcotics.

The first challenge to coffee came during the 16th century, when a fatwa (ruling) was issued by the ulema (religious judges) which made reference to how coffee beans were roasted until they were black, and then how the suspicious drink was passed from one person to the next. It is not known exactly why these things were considered so bad, but they were suspicious enough for ships carrying coffee to Istanbul from Yemen to have their loads of coffee dumped over the side, into the sea.
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But, as you can see, this did not stop coffee from becoming a kind of national drink in Turkey.

Tobacco came into the Ottoman Empire around the same time as coffee, and was also viewed with suspicion by the ulema. Finally Murad IV outlawed both coffeehouses and the use of tobacco in 1633, as they were seen as substances that led to sinful behavior. Indeed, coffeehouses had come to be associated with immoral behavior, as they were an easy place for people, which meant men, to meet.
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But coffee and tobacco, which was smoked in coffeehouses using nargile (water pipe), proved to be too popular, and most people were reluctant to both enforce Murad IV’s law and also follow it.
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No other sultan significantly challenged the consumption of coffee.
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But back to drinks. Boza and salep (alternatively sahlep) are two beverages that are enjoyed during the autumn and winter months. Boza is a cold drink made of fermented grains, such as millet and wheat, while salep is a hot drink made from the dried and powdered root of a wild orchid mixed with milk. Both of these are rather sweet, and both are also served with a dusting of cinnamon on top. Unfortunately you will only be able to try these beverages in the cooler months; it is not usually the case that they are sold during the spring and summer.
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Ayran, however, is a very traditional Turkish drink that can be found all year. It is a simple mixture of water, yogurt, and salt, and is very refreshing in the summer.
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And then there is the strong alcoholic beverage called rakı. It is made from fermented grapes or raisins, with the addition of aniseed for taste. It is similar to ouzo and sambuca.
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Rakı is a clear and strong drink itself. A little bit of rakı, not more than halfway up, is poured into a tall glass and water is added until the glass is full. The addition of water turns the drink white and cloudy. Another tall glass with only water is placed next to this. One sips the rakı, the white and cloudy drink, and chases it down with water.

Typically, rakı is drunk in tall, narrow glasses, while eating snacks such as beyaz peynir: white cheese, and melon. It is also often drunk with the starters before a fish dinner.

Interestingly enough, rakı is one of the national drinks of Turkey, a Muslim country, along with ayran. It must be said that being Muslim in Turkey is different from being Muslim in, say, Saudi Arabia. Turks are notoriously tolerant about alcohol. One can be a Muslim and still drink alcohol in Turkey – even every day. Rakı and beer are very popular. The Turkish interpretation of Islam is by-and-large quite liberal and open-minded.

Traditionally, there is no pork in Turkish dishes since the Ottoman times because of Islam. It’s a bit strange – most Turks will drink alcohol, but most Turks will still not eat pork. This is more because pigs are considered dirty and this image is quite unappetizing to most Turks.
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Turkish food is not usually heavily spiced, except for some meat dishes like Adana kebab. Usually, the goal is to let the flavor of the main part of the dish come out, and spices are only used to enhance this flavor. Spices are not often used in vegetable dishes, but there may be a lot of spices in some of the meat dishes.

Of course, Turkish dishes differ from area to area. Turkey is a large country. Adana kebab from Adana in southern Turkey will be much spicier than Adana kebab in Istanbul. In fact, the entire cuisine of Adana is quite different from what you find in Istanbul.
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Many of the spices sold in the Spice Bazaar don’t come from Turkey. During the Ottoman Empire, spices came through the Silk Road trade from China and central Asia. To be sure, Turks do use spices in their food, but of course not to the extent of people in India, for example. The Ottoman Empire controlled much of the spice trade, and so spices were important and profitable enough to warrant their own bazaar. Europeans especially came to buy spices from the Turks.

Around a Turkish table, the way the meal is started is by saying “afiyet olsun,” which literally translates to “may there be appetite” and is used in a similar way to the French bon appétit. This phrase is also used in response to a compliment to the food. If you tell the cook that the meal is delicious, saying, “Çok lezzetli,” they will reply, “Afiyet olsun.” If you are in a religious household, they may begin the meal with a short (or long) prayer. If you happen to drop some bread and a waiter picks it up, he may kiss it and touch it to his forehead three times, for in Islam it is a sin to waste food.
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There are not so many manners to obey at a Turkish table. The Ottomans traditionally ate with their hands, but modern Turks eat with forks, spoons, and knives.
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Turkey is still quite a traditional society, and so in many households, the women will do all the cooking – almost never the men. The women will also serve the men, with the eldest first, during the meal, sometimes men even leaving the table before the women can eat. However, this is changing, and it is more common now for men to share in the preparation of meals and everyone to start eating at the same time.

When Turks eat out at a restaurant, it is courteous to not begin eating until everyone has their food. One does not have to eat everything on one’s plate, but wasting food is usually considered to be a sin by most Muslims, and they hate to throw away food.

Mealtimes are important parts of the day for a family, but Turks rarely sit a long time at the meal table, the exception being Ramadan and other holidays. No special toasts are said. Şerefe is both the word for the balconies on a minaret and the word for cheers. Turks eat rather quickly – especially in Istanbul, which is a very busy city.


Origins of Turkish Cuisine

Now, let’s discuss the origins of Turkish cuisine. Since ancient times, Turkic tribes were largely nomadic, and their food reflected this. They lived in central Asia, which is still predominantly populated by Turkic peoples. They did not practice agriculture but had domesticated horses and other animals, some specifically for food such as sheep and goats. For this reason, they ate large amounts of meat and milk products, and especially enjoyed a drink called kımız (kumis), which was alcoholic and made from fermented horse’s milk. The horse especially was incredibly important to their way of life, and they became very skillful warriors on horseback. Interestingly enough, although horses were very valuable to the Turkic tribes during this period, horse meat was also consumed.

This way of life lasted for a long time until the tribes began the transition from their nomadic lifestyles. When this happened, they incorporated more of the products of agriculture into their cuisine and began to eat more bread and vegetables. Food such as kavurma: a kind of preserved lamb meat, pekmez: molasses, a thick syrup made from fruit, and ayran: a drink of yogurt and water, that are still very popular today, had already been developed in the 11th century. Indeed, yogurt is an invention of the Turkic peoples.

After the Turkic tribes entered Anatolia, which today is mostly the Asian part of Turkey, and the other surrounding areas, their foods changed again as they came into contact with the people already living in those areas. For example, a dessert you still can eat today in Turkey called tavuk göğsü: a baked pudding made from finely chopped chicken and milk, was adopted by the Turks from the Romans, and in fact, the Turks were the only civilization to have kept this kind of food.
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But the modern Turkish cuisine as we know it today was largely developed during the time period when the kitchens at Topkapi Palace were making food for the sultan, his large harem, and the whole royal court. The chefs in the palace were very secretive, however, over time some dishes and techniques became known to the public, and influenced the development of Turkish food very much.

During the time of the Ottoman Empire, Turkish cuisine became like a refined art form, and its vast array of styles of cooking, flavors, and ingredients is comparable to the other great cuisines of the world.
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Usually, only two meals a day were eaten during Ottoman times, but the amount of people the Imperial Kitchen of Topkapi Palace fed was huge. Every day, around four thousand people were fed in the 16th century, however not everyone ate like the sultan. Most meals consisted of soup, rice, and a sweet dessert for the first meal, and the evening meal would sometimes have the addition of a meat dish.

In the 16th century, we know that around 30,000 birds and 22,500 sheep were cooked in one year. In the 16th century, there were around 5,000 people who were fed by the Imperial Kitchen; in the 17th century, there were already more than 10,000 housed, or at least working and eating at the palace.

The kitchens were strictly divided into sections, although the use of each section sometimes changed. It is known that there were sections specifically for making helva or halva, a sweet made from sesame paste; jam; şerbet: a sweet, fermented fruit drink; and pastry, to name but a few. The kitchens also produced soap, although, of course, not for food.

There was also a section called the kuşhane, which devoted itself to preparing new and delicious food only for the sultan and his special guests. The name kuşhane, literally bird house, comes from the kinds of bronze or copper dishes that the sultan’s meals were served in, which had a figure of a bird on top of the plate.

The hierarchy of the Topkapi kitchens was quite strict. All the people who worked in the kitchens were part of a guild, and like most guilds, this meant that they had to obey certain rules. Those who wished to become a cook had to first begin as an apprentice, obtain certain skills and serve as an apprentice for a certain amount of time before they could move up in the ranks. Before even making it to the kitchens at Topkapi, aspiring chefs would be sent to special schools set up in Bolu, some 200 kilometers (125 miles) from Istanbul, where they would receive their initial training. In the kitchens of Topkapi, in the 16th century, there were around 15 master chefs, 60 cooks, and then 200 other subordinates, all of whom had to answer to the head chef who oversaw the entire kitchen and all the food cooked there. At one point, there were 1,500 people working in the kitchens.

Most of these people under the head chef specialized in a certain area, like cooking poultry or sweets, or even in fixing the pots and pans. Very important was the helvahane, or sweets kitchen, where not only the sesame paste dessert of helva (halva), but also all the other sugary sweets the palace inhabitants enjoyed were made.
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The sultan, who always ate alone, except on occasion of dining with guests, of course, enjoyed only the best food and service. However, in the early days of the Ottoman palace, the food was not overly fancy.
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Mehmed II was known to be rather tight with money, and did not demand luxurious things often. His favorite foods are said to have been yumurtalı lapa: a kind of porridge with eggs, mantı: a kind of Turkish stuffed pasta, similar to ravioli, often with beef, and muhallebi: a milk pudding, still popular today.
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A common dinner would have consisted of pumpkin soup, chicken kebab or another meat dish, a green salad with yogurt, a few preserved vegetables, and fruit.

There was a special servant for even the smallest of tasks, such as providing napkins. There was also a position for the person who tasted the sultan’s food; of course she or he was not only checking the taste, but also making sure the meal was not poisoned. This person also oversaw the organization of the sultan’s meals. Above all, the chefs who prepared the sultan’s meals prided themselves on the variety and the inventiveness of their meals. Because of these chefs’ desire to keep these special recipes a secret, many have been lost to us today – but thankfully, some became popular enough to have eventually entered modern Turkish cooking. We will name some examples later.

As the empire grew richer, so did the kitchens of Topkapi Palace. The best of the raw ingredients produced anywhere in the Ottoman Empire would first be reserved for the sultan; if any of it was left, only then could it be sold to the masses. From Thrace on the European side, came sheep and lamb; from the Balkans came cheese; from Egypt came sugar and grains; from Antep in southeast Turkey, pistachios; caviar from Russia and Iran; from Crete, olive oil; from Kayseri, heavily spiced preserved meat pastırma (for which Kayseri is still famous today); coffee from Yemen; dates from the Middle East. From Bursa, not far from Istanbul, came many things, such as wheat, pomegranates, lemon juice, onions, chicken, and chestnuts, and from Uludağ, a mountain in Bursa, came ice and snow to make the cool drinks and desserts the Ottomans enjoyed. Bursa is still famous for many of these things today. Ankara sent pears and honey, and Izmir sent grapes and figs. Again, Ankara and Izmir are still famous for these foods today.


Food and Eating During Ramadan

Probably the most important meals have revolved, and still do, around festivals and celebrations. The month of fasting called Ramazan or Ramadan in English, as ironic as it may be, is also accompanied by different kinds of food.
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Some particular kinds of foods only appear during Ramadan, like the large flat Ramazan pidesi, a kind of bread.

The month of Ramadan is actually the ninth month of the Muslim calendar, but because it follows the lunar calendar, the Muslim calendar’s months are out of sync with the Western calendar. This is why to Westerners it seems that Ramadan is at different times every year. During Ramadan, Muslims do not eat or drink during the day; some even believe that swallowing is prohibited. Smoking is also prohibited for observant Muslims. They are also encouraged to reflect upon their life and the way they are living.

Ramadan is a holy time in which Muslims are encouraged to be charitable to one another and to make changes in their lives, such as being more generous, or making a hajj, the Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca that will help them be better Muslims. Rather than being about withdrawal, Ramadan is a celebratory time, and there are also some small carnivals and concerts, which can be enjoyed after sunset.
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In Ottoman times, the month of Ramadan was a time when many charity organizations, some sponsored by the sultan himself, would provide special food for the poor people of the community. These charities would normally serve food to the poor every day, but on special occasions such as Ramadan the food they served would be a little bit nicer. Therefore, poor people would look forward to Ramadan because they could eat special meals during this time, but only after sunset and before sunrise. These charities could be found around the large mosque complexes that housed an imaret or soup kitchen. Still, it must be said that their meals were not quite as nice as those that people would prepare in their homes.
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As today, people in the past would eat two times after sunset. Except at the palace of the sultan, where the two meals would often blur together to become one giant feast. The first meal of the day is called sahur and is eaten before the sun rises. The rising of the sun, and the first prayer call, is the sign that the day’s fast has begun, so the meal must be finished before this time. Then, the second meal of the day, which breaks the day’s fast and occurs once the sun has set, is called iftar.

For sahur, Ottomans ate things that would sustain them during the day but would be easy to prepare or would already be prepared. This would include stewed fruits and jams, egg dishes, and the savory pastry called börek. Most likely, the leftovers from iftar would also be eaten.

For iftar, there was a great variety of foods which the Ottomans could prepare. Just as today, the fast was normally broken with a few small pieces of food, such as an olive or a small bite of bread. These small pieces of food are called iftariyelik. After that, it was customary for prayers to be performed.
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In Topkapi Palace, it seems that the preserved meat, called pastırma, was very important and was included in a number of dishes and eaten by itself. However, there were also many differences. Ottomans did not use tomatoes in their cooking until around the 18th century, so many of the dishes which rely heavily on the tomato today would either have been very different or would have not been around at all during Ottoman times. To make şiş kebab, or shish kebab in English, a metal skewer was not used; instead, thin laurel branches were preferred. Different leaves were also used to make the sarma, what we now know as stuffed vine leaves (dolma), such as quince leaves and chestnut tree leaves. Şerbet, a sweet, slightly fermented fruit juice, was also enjoyed during Ramadan. Chicken and fish were also foods preferred during Ramadan, and they would always be cooked with cinnamon – something that is not very common in Turkish food today.
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The sultan had a few traditions that were different from those of the general public. On the 15th day of Ramadan, a chef at Topkapi Palace would prepare for the sultan a special dish made of eggs and onion. Although it sounds very easy, the dish was technically very difficult to prepare. For one, the onions had to be cooked for a very long time, perhaps as much as three hours. If the sultan enjoyed the dish, the chef who prepared it would be promoted to a high position inside the royal kitchens.

During Ramadan, the sultan would also command the chefs to prepare large trays of baklava: sweet pastry with nuts, for the janissaries, the elite troops of the Ottoman army. If the janissaries were happy with the sultan, they would eat the baklava and then fight over the trays, which they were allowed to keep. But if they were not happy, they would leave without eating a single bite.
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The baklava the Turks eat today was probably developed inside the Imperial Kitchens, although forms of this dessert existed before that time and in other areas of the world.

During Ottoman times, all Muslims fasted during Ramadan, but non-Muslims were not required to observe the fast. As opposed to Ottoman times, today not all Muslims fast. Turkey is a secular country, and so fasting is not required by law; it is up to the individual to choose whether or not he or she will fast. Muslims also believe that fasting is not required if it will be too difficult upon the individual, or if the individual is traveling. Therefore, if an observant Muslim is sick and needs to take medicine during the day, or even if they are simply under a lot of stress, fasting is not necessary. Children are also not expected to fast until they reach puberty. It is up to the individual and his or her family to decide these things.
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Today, just as in Ottoman times, once the sun sets, the fast is broken with the iftar meal, which is usually eaten with one’s friends and family. Usually, the iftar meal begins with small pieces of food, the same as in Ottoman times. Then, sometimes prayers are performed, but not always and not by everyone, and soon the other dishes are brought out until everyone is full. The interesting thing about Ramadan is that although it is known most for fasting, some look forward to it because of the feasting! Almost any kind of food can be served at the iftar meal – provided that it is appropriate for Muslims, of course – but Muslims can look forward to a greater variety during Ramadan, and a couple of dishes that are special to this time period.

[image: Image]

Jams and şerbet are often served, and preserved meats such as kavurma and pastırma are seen on the table.

Soup, as in a normal Turkish meal, usually starts the main course after the iftariyelik (snacks) are finished. Often after this comes an egg dish, sometimes cooked with sucuk, a spicy sausage popular in Turkey, and then comes the more substantial food.
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Pilav: a rice dish, is usually brought out, and also the meat dishes such as yahni: stew, börek: a savory pastry, and zeytinyağlı: vegetable dishes cooked in olive oil. Incidentally, papaz yahnisi is a yahni or stew made with beef or veal and small onions that comes down to us from Byzantine times, most likely with only a few changes here and there.
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Then come the desserts, which must include some puddings, like sütlaç, the Turkish rice pudding, or güllaç, which is a dessert special to Ramadan made of thin strips of pastry (similar to puff pastry) that is turned soft and mild with milk and rosewater.

The sahur meal before the sunrise usually involves a savory pastry börek or other foods that can be prepared the day before or bought ready-made from a bakery, but the emphasis today is on healthy foods that will sustain the person fasting throughout the day. Dried fruits and nuts and egg dishes are often consumed.


Selected Recipes

After reading all of this, it is perhaps time to try some Turkish food yourself. We are sure you will not be disappointed!




Lentil soup
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Ingredients (serves 4):

1 cup (200ml) of red lentils, washed and rinsed

7 cups of broth (vegetable, chicken, or beef)

1 medium onion, chopped

1 large carrot, chopped

2 tablespoons of tomato paste

1 teaspoon of ground cumin

1/8 teaspoon of cayenne pepper or 1 teaspoon of red pepper

1 teaspoon of salt

Chopped mint for serving

Few drops of lemon juice (optional)




In a pot combine the ingredients. Bring to a boil and cook until the carrots are soft, about 20-25 minutes.

Remove the pot from the heat and blend the soup until it is creamy but not completely pureed.

Serve with a garnish of mint. You can add a few drops of lemon juice for a better taste.




Imam bayıldı (the imam fainted)
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Ingredients (serves 4 as a side dish, or 2 as a vegetarian meal):

4 ripe eggplants (aubergines)

1 big onion, sliced round or chopped

3 tomatoes, skinned and chopped

2 paprika peppers, deseeded and chopped

4 cloves of garlic, chopped

1/2 cup of chopped parsley

1/2 cup of olive oil

Salt to taste 

1/2 teaspoon of sugar

1/2 teaspoon of black pepper

1/3 cup of hot water

Juice of half a lemon




Peel the eggplants and cut them in half (lengthwise). Scoop out the flesh and chop it.

Heat half of the oil in a pan. Add the chopped onions and cook gently until they are transparent. Add the chopped garlic and cook for about a minute. Pour this mixture into a large bowl and stir in the chopped tomatoes, paprika, parsley, salt, pepper, lemon juice, sugar and water to make the mixture used for stuffing the eggplants.

Heat the remaining oil in the pan until it starts to smoke. Cook the eggplants over a high heat for about 5 minutes, until they are lightly browned, but still nice and firm. Then remove from the heat.

Arrange the eggplants in the pan with fleshy sides upwards, and fill with the mixture. Cook in a covered oven proof dish at 180°C (360°F) until tender (about 45 minutes).

Serve warm (as a main course) or cold (as a side dish).




Sütlaç
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Ingredients (serves 4):

1/2 cup of uncooked white rice

4 cups whole milk

8 tablespoons of sugar

1 egg yolk

1 tablespoon of corn starch

1 teaspoon of vanilla extract




Wash the rice, drain and place it in a pot with enough water to cover it by 1 centimeter (1/2 inch). Bring it to a boil and reduce the heat. Let the rice boil gently until soft.

Reserve 1 cup of the milk. Add the remaining milk, sugar, and vanilla extract to the rice. Bring the mixture to a boil. Reduce the heat and let it boil very gently for 10 minutes.

Using a whisk, mix together most of the reserved milk (still reserve about 3 tablespoons) and the corn starch. While stirring, gradually pour in the milk and starch mixture. Turn up the heat and continue stirring until boiling.

When the pudding thickens, continue to stir and cook for 2 minutes more. Remove from the heat and fill small, ovenproof dessert cups or clay cups with the hot pudding.

Beat the egg yolk with 3 tablespoons of milk. Put a small amount of the egg yolk mixture on top of each cup.

Bake the pudding cups at 180°C (360°F) in an oven until the tops are nicely browned.

Let the cups cool in the fridge for 1-2 hours before serving.




And now, afiyet olsun (literally translates to may there be appetite)!
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