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A Taste of the East

Delicate aromas, sensual spices and intriguing flavour combinations: hardly any other cuisine indulges the palate and the eye in such an eclectic way as that of the East.

This book presents you with the entire range of culinary delights from the Arabian Nights. Whether sumptuous appetisers for the traditional meze course, exotic meat and fish dishes, hearty meals with rice, or exquisite sweet delights – we invite you to accompany us on our culinary journey to discover the special taste of the East!
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The East – a culinary temptation

The East, the legendary Orient, has always captured the European imagination and to this day, the fairytale enchantment of dazzling trading centres such as Damascus, Istanbul, Isfahan and Marrakech has lost nothing of its fascination. Elaborately decorated jewellery, cloth interlaced with gold, the muezzin’s calls to prayer, the starlit skies of the desert, the vibrant rhythm of the bazaars and the magnificent Eastern architecture send every visitor into raptures.

This world of the Arabian Nights casts a spell which is mysterious, unfamiliar and enticing, all at the same time. An exuberant wealth of colours, aromas and sounds greets every new visitor. It is worth visiting an Eastern bazaar once in a lifetime not only to experience the glorious colours of the spice stalls but also to witness the mountains of fruit and vegetables on display. However, it’s not just the spices which contribute to the worldwide fame of Eastern cuisine – but above all it’s the hospitality, peculiar to the Arab people, that goes with it. 

The desert – one of the most hostile environments on earth – is the reason why hospitality in Arab countries has a very particular meaning. It originates from the basic need to survive. Even in the Book of the Prophets clear instructions are given as to how a guest should be entertained. Despite the intrusion of the modern world and thus the subsequent westernisation of societies, especially in the cities, hospitality in Eastern culture still ranks highly. If an individual is not prepared to invite a friend or a stranger to share a meal with them, then they are deemed to be avaricious and unworthy. A guest should never be seen as a burden, but always as an honour.

If guests are invited to someone’s home or festivals are celebrated, the most resplendent side of Eastern cuisine is on display: each of these banquets begins with meze dishes, which can sometimes occupy a whole table, and showcase the variety of Eastern cuisine in the most delicious way. Lentil or pea patties, falafels, variations on the tomato theme, stuffed patties, houmous, baba ghanoush and many other pastes and soups whet the appetite too. The book is divided into eight chapters, including this preface which gives you a taste of what is to come. For the most part, the sheer variety of small, exquisite delicacies is enough to satisfy even the hungriest of appetites. These dishes are always accompanied by bread, which is more than just a side dish in Arab countries. There is almost a religious meaning associated with bread and everyone waits their turn politely, as it brings misfortune if several hands are reaching for the bread at the same time. In addition, cutting bread invokes calamity, which is the reason why in Arab countries it is always broken and never cut. Also, baking flatbread has been a tradition in the East for a millennium. Even today, in the countryside, it is homemade and baked in simple ovens. Flatbread tastes best when it’s fresh – therefore it comes as no surprise that several batches are baked each day.
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Once the meze course is finished, the guest has a difficult decision to make, because Eastern cuisine has a simply overwhelming range to offer with its poultry, meat and fish dishes, as well as vegetarian main courses. In any case, there is the characteristic combination of delicately harmonised spices with fruits – whether they are fresh or dried. Chicken with pomegranates doesn’t just look stunning. By combining the pomegranates with sweet and sour flavours, it’s also an out-and-out taste explosion, which overwhelms the palate. However, the many other poultry recipes flavour the meat to produce incredibly juicy, subtle and tasty dishes.  

As far as the meat dishes are concerned, lamb dominates by a long way. By virtue of its intrinsic aromatic flavour it calls out – whether cooked whole or as kebabs or meatballs – to be seasoned with herbs and spices, and to be prepared in other delicious and unusual combinations. Fish dishes have a long tradition in Arab countries with the East bordered by four oceans. The Atlantic, the Mediterranean, the Red Sea and the Arabian Gulf are home to the most diverse of fish species and seafood, and freshwater fish abound in the lakes. Therefore, a wide choice of fish dishes is normally on offer in almost every Eastern country. Fresh fish are frequently served grilled, and are often seasoned with various pastes, which enhance and complement the delicate intrinsic flavour of the fish, rather than masking it.
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If you would like to enjoy vegetarian food, then you will find that it is particularly well represented in Eastern cuisine. Served with couscous or rice, there are many dishes prepared without meat or fish that are extremely tasty and that are just waiting to be discovered. Carrots seasoned with ginger, vegetables with dates and spinach pies not only sound delicious, they taste delicious too.

After the main course, sweet temptations await, to keep the body and senses perfectly in tune and to round off the meal admirably. It is said that Mohammed himself adored honey more than anything else, and even today it is still the case that a meal without a sweet dessert, without syrup-infused cakes, without almonds or pistachios in combination with honey, dates or sugar, is unthinkable. Since the early Middle Ages, sweetmeats have brought prosperity. However, sugar was a valuable commodity in the East too, but always more affordable than in Europe. The love of sugary food has inspired Arabs time and again to give their dishes the most imaginative names: The Judge’s Turban, Pomegranate Gold or Gazelle Horns are examples from this book.

Despite all the common features within Eastern cookery, it must be stated that a single Eastern cuisine does not exist, and indeed cannot exist, because what Europeans describe as the East includes countries which are thousands of kilometres apart and up to five hours by air away from each other. The Maghreb, comprising Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, constitutes the westerly border; to the east there is the Near East, comprising Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan. In the south, the East extends to the Arab peninsula and the Middle East represents Jordan, Syria, Israel and the Lebanon. The nor­th­erly border constitutes Asia Minor, nowadays known as Turkey. The East consists of about 15 different countries. The number is approximate because there is no general rule as to which countries belong to the East, and which do not. For some, it is a question of the Arabic language, which serves as an umbrella, whilst for others it is the religion, Islam, and for others still the connection is the shared culture. 
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We have defined the East from a gastronomic perspective, but the large geographical area it encompasses plays an important role in its cuisine too; however, each country has its own culinary style and its own cooking tradition which provide an immense variety of Eastern dishes. Furthermore, this wealth of recipes proliferated through mutual inspiration. But they also multiplied through the influence of far-off countries, with whom the East traded, and which were conquered or which, for their part, strove for domination in the East. As far back as about 1000 years ago, the Kalifs of Baghdad acquired recipes compiled in distant provinces and conquered territories, which were then assimilated into the indigenous cuisine. But in addition, the numerous trading caravans, and the pilgrims who travelled in droves to Mecca, Jerusalem and many other holy places, brought their own dishes with them, which then found their way into Eastern cuisine.

You will also find in this book recipes which reflect these culinary interactions. Furthermore, each country offers its own delicacies. In Morocco, it is the tagine or tajine, which is both the word to describe the terracotta cooking pot with a conical lid and also the name of the actual dishes cooked in these pots. Moreover, Moroccan cuisine is known for its variations on the couscous theme far beyond its own borders. The Lebanon captivates with its abundance of diverse stuffed patties called “Brik”. “Foul” is the typical bean stew from Egypt, and we introduce you to stuffed fish which is the dish traditionally served on the Sabbath. 

The fasting month during Ramadan plays an important role in the kitchens of Muslim countries. During this annual event, believers are required to practise self-discipline and moderation and do not eat, drink or smoke between dawn and dusk. At the onset of darkness, a substantial meal is frequently served, which takes hours of work for the women to prepare. The fasting soup, “Harira”, is also often served, and is very nutritious. Ramadan ends with the small Bairam, a feast lasting several days, which provides the opportunity to serve an abundance of good food.

Whether prepared for feast days or everyday fare, the spirit of Eastern cuisine lies in its aromas. The magic of the Arabian Nights is inseparable from the heady fragrances of the bazaars and street food, the colourful, lively hustle and bustle on the streets, and the composure of the men who socialise whilst smoking shisha pipes with their peppermint tea or mocca in the coffee bars. Be it mint or cardamom with coffee; honey, saffron or cinnamon with fine pastries or aromatic herbs and fruits combined with delicious grilled meat or fish; the spices from the East, which were once worth their weight in gold, are what gives Eastern dishes their distinctive aroma, turning every dish into a banquet.

Spending a fortune is no longer necessary, nor should you be concerned about the quality of the products, because nowadays Eastern spices are available in Asian shops, supermarkets and Turkish shops at affordable prices. If stored in a cool, dry and dark place, they can be kept for months without losing any of their intensity – and they will bring the magic of Eastern cuisine to your home.
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