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Tina Basem

Well-prepared and beautifully presented food offers a wonderful opportunity to 
increase the joy of living, particularly if it’s consumed in a large gathering with 
family or friends. Palestinian food certainly has plenty to offer: grape leaves rolled 
pencil thin around a filling of rice with or without minced meat; finger-thick rolls 
of cabbage with a similar filling and plenty of garlic and some lemon; perfectly 
cooked maqloube turned upside down to form a layered cake of vegetables 
and rice, with or without chicken; delicious sweets with all kinds of nuts… the 
list of dishes and delicacies is endless. Moreover, Palestinians use lots of fresh 
vegetables enhanced by a rich variety of spices. Whether you agree, or are merely 
curious, this issue will inspire you to spend a few creative hours in your kitchen. 

This Week in Palestine would like to thank Riyam Kafri AbuLaban and Fadi Kattan 
for their support in putting together this issue. Our gratitude also goes to the 
authors this month, including artist and anthropologist Dr. Ali Qleibo; Fadi Kattan, 
a Franco-Palestinian chef and hotelier; Morgan Cooper, an urban farmer, lacto-
fermenter, designer, and the founder of Handmadepalestine.com; Rima Najjar, an 
activist, researcher, and retired professor of English literature; Hadeel Rizq-Qazzaz, 
a gender and development researcher and women’s rights activist; Riyam Kafri 
AbuLaban, an educator, writer, and baking experimentalist; Marcel Shamshoum, 
a Palestinian-Armenian pharmacology student and passionate food writer; 
Mohannad W. Kafri, an assistant professor of nutrition at Birzeit University; and 
Fidaa Abuhamdiya, a chef, food blogger, and teacher of future chefs. The online 
version features an article by Diana Mardi Atari, a field researcher in human rights 
who is proud of her Bedouin heritage.

Interspersed between the articles, you will find short profiles of twelve 
accomplished Palestinian chefs that include Fidaa Abuhamdiya, Nabil Marcos Aho, 
Elias Akroush, Joseph Asfour, Ahmad Ashayer, David Dides, Johnny Goric, Haig 
Hagopian, Fadi Kattan, Abdelkarim Shamasneh, Agustin Shomali, and Tareq Taha. 

Special thanks go to our artistic director who has outdone himself again with this 
issue that, due to its visual appeal, is one of my all-time favorites. 

We thank Saleem Zoughbi for contributing the Historical Personality of the Month, 
presenting the story of Ihsan al-Nimr. Be sure to check out our Book of the Month, 
featuring a selection of eight Palestinian cookbooks. Where to Go invites you to 
visit Habaq Farm in Birzeit, and Ahlan Palestine Postcard introduces you to four 
types of sweets to try when you visit the town of Nablus. Enjoy the listed events. 

From the entire team at TWiP, we wish you a Happy Valentine’s Day and a happy 
and healthy spring! We invite you to consider visiting beautiful Palestine, especially 
during the coming months when it is in full bloom, as borders are reopening to 
welcome tourists.
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Za'atar u Zeit,
Fettuccine,
and Indomie

The Development of Palestinian Cuisine

By Ali Qleibo

rchaeologists inform us that our Amorite forefathers in Megiddo, 
six thousand years ago, had a sweet tooth for bananas imported 
from East Africa, and for sweets whose dough was spiced with 
vanilla, cinnamon, turmeric, and coriander from India, and soya oil 
and fava beans from China. Their daily diet included proteins and 
a varied range of cereals such as chickpeas, lentils, and sesame 

seeds. Our cosmopolitan Amorite ancestors also enjoyed pomegranates, 
grapes, pistachios, and almonds. Bread was their main staple: they kneaded 
the dough and baked their bread. According to orthodontic archeologists, the 
fossilized calculus on the teeth of the unearthed men in Megiddo’s burial site 
does not contain traces of either zeit or za’atar (olive oil and a mix of herbs 
and sesame seeds), they were not yet in fashion. Olive oil, then, was used 
exclusively for ritual anointing! 

Against all odds, modern Palestinians bear the same looks as our Amorite 
ancestors who in turn had Caucasian and Natufian dominant phenotypes in 
the male’s Y chromosomes. These inherited allele clusters underlie commonly 
shared traits that include fair skin, light smooth hair, and colored eyes. The 
isolated Yatta and Samu’ Palestinian communities evince the light complexion, 
auburn-colored eyes, and smooth hair as depicted in ancient Egyptian temple 
engravings, while the Bedouins of Al-Naqab, through genetic drift, display 
Natufian Amorite allele clusters that, among many other traits, include swarthy 
facial hair and pointed chin that geneticists are well-trained to isolate and 
define as representing our inherited genetic phenotype.

A

The genetic continuity we bear in 
relation to our founding ancestors 
belies the myth that Palestinians 
have always shared identical 
lifestyles, types of dwellings, or 
culinary traditions. Cultural identity 
is not fixed but, rather, tangible and 
intangible heritage are dynamic 
products of continual ecological 
adaptations to ever shifting 
resources. In fact, the uniformity of 
present-day Palestinians, especially 

in the kitchen, is a rather recent 
modern development. Modern, 
by the way, does not exclude 
authenticity. Identity is a by-product 
of social life; it is a dynamic and 
environmentally linked process. To 
hold a static view of cultural identity 
is to expect the Palestinians to live 
their lives in a cultural heritage 
museum in Megiddo, Debir, or 
Aijalon six thousand years ago, in 
Yebus or Gibeon four thousand years 
ago, in Gaza, Beit Jibrin, or Subeita 
two thousand years ago, or in 
Nablus and Jerusalem two hundred 

years ago! Locating a place and 
time as a point of reference to which 
Palestinian identity may be fixed is 
a conundrum in terms of which the 
nostalgic, romanticized quest for the 
ideal dissolves.

Throughout history, Palestinian 
kitchens were a collective domain 
administered by the matriarch within 
the phratry, of which the hamula, 
the four-generation extended family, 

formed the social unit. In the cave 
dwellings, until the Nakba, a number 
of hamula from the same phratry, 
shared the same cave. The kitchen 
was collective, the stored food 
and the cooking were controlled 
by the mother of the siblings and 
their three-generation offspring 
who shared the individual cave. 
Each hamula on its own allotted 
elevated sahwah (dais, an elevated 
platform), surrounded by the 
sheep, goats, donkeys, and camels 
below. Within the sub-phratry, the 
matriarch supervised the cooking 

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Al-taboon is the traditional Palestinian peasant outdoor oven from whose name the round whole wheat 
baked bread derives its name. The conical-shaped small room barely exceeds two meters in diameter. Dry 
patties of sheep dung are used as fuel, imparting a special aroma in our mountains.



8 9THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

and administered the wood gathering 
and water transport. The recipes 
then had little bearing to the food 
consumed in the cities. Moreover, 
in the Mamluk and early Ottoman 
periods, Jerusalem, Cairo, or Aleppo 
take-away food was common 
practice, with special markets where 
cooks set up their enterprises. 
Only rich merchants, ulama (the 
guardians, transmitters, and 
interpreters of religious knowledge 
in Islam, including Islamic doctrine 
and law), and emirs could afford the 
space for a kitchen and the cooking 
utensils. The same applied to 
bathing, hence the plethora of public 
bathhouses in the Arab cities!

The Palestinian kitchen, one of the 
most sacrosanct family symbols, 
has undergone great change to 
achieve its contemporary modern 
status. From its traditional spatial 
exclusion outside the living/sleeping 
space almost on a par with the 
“outhouse,” it has moved into 
the living room as the American 

dream overwhelmed the Palestinian 
imagination. The kitchen/living room 
has become a popular, modernist, 
contemporary architectural feature 
of many local homes. This is a far 
cry from the kitchen of the first 
half of the twentieth century when 
the cooking space, the kitchen, 
was relegated to a remote, almost 
separate part of the house next to 
the bathroom. Both toilet and kitchen 
were designated as “impure,” 
and entering and leaving required 
slipping into special slippers (hence 
the survival of the hand-wash sink 
outside the bathroom, a relic of 
the traditional binary opposition 
of the raw/cooked and the pure/
impure (tahara/najaseh). One could 
wash one’s hands without entering 
the bathroom. Returning from the 
marketplace (impurity) or from a 
funeral (greater impurity), the father 
had to enter the house through the 
kitchen door. He would wash his 
hands in the sink and then proceed 
to the living space.

The kitchen moved into the 
house only in the fifties when 
the houses became bigger and 
when sleeping rooms became 
architecturally separate from 
living rooms. As the standard 
of living rose, the kitchen was 
assigned its own architectural 
space inside the house. My 
friend, Abd el Latif Bargouthi, 
explained that even then, his 
father would tolerate neither 
kitchen nor bathroom under 
the same roof in his new home 
in Kufor Ein, built in the late 
1950s. Both were relegated to 
a space adjunct to, but outside, 
the living/sleeping quarters and 
had their respective separate 
doorways from outside. In the 
sixties and seventies, the kitchen 
and the bathroom moved into 
the living/sleeping space, but 
two pairs of special shoes were 
de rigueur, one for the bathroom 
and one for the kitchen. By 
the eighties, the entire binary 
opposition of pure and impure 
collapsed. The introduction of 
the American-style kitchen/
living room silently marked the 
passing of the old world.

Though all Palestinians shared 
the common categorical 
separation of the pure and the 
impure, the recipes they used 
differed between the nomadic, 
rural, and urban populations. 
Though the “kitchen” was 
conceived differently, the basic 
symbolic categories defined 
the symbolism of the space 
according to function. In rural 
Palestine there was no specific 
room where plates or food 
items were washed, no running 
water, and no plumbing; food 
preparation and kitchen-utensil 
cleaning were performed in 
the courtyard of the house. 

Traditionally, the taboon (peasant oven) 
was a small, circular construction of 
rough-hewn stones covered in clay, 
built in the backyard, the size of which 
did not exceed two square meters and 
whose fuel consisted of dry sheep-
droppings. All cooking took place here, 
and khubiz taboon (bread), the daily 
staple, was baked in it. In fact, the 
taboon may be viewed as a baking oven 
and is inextricably linked with musakhan, 
chicken that is baked in olive oil and 
caramelized onions, seasoned with 
sumac, and served on taboon bread. An 
open fire, in the open air under an old, 
huge tree, served for making the various 
stews.

My first insight into the radical difference 
between past and present peasant, 
Bedouin, and bourgeois Palestinian 
cuisine and the diversity of Palestinian 
social groups was triggered by the 
nostalgic memories of my friend 
Yasmine. Totally Parisian in image, 
language, and culture, she recalls fondly 

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Al-saqifah is a room with a distinctive flat roof made of clay mixed with hay that sets it apart as the pantry. 
Food is kept in this room under the vigil of the matriarch who administers the cooking process, the fetching 
of wood necessary for the cooking fire, and the transport of water from the source.

Yalo’s picturesque water source dates to the Roman 
period. Life in the village, once an Amorite stronghold, 
was abruptly interrupted during the Six Day War when its 
residents were forcefully evicted by the Israeli army.
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her early childhood. Ramallah was 
a small, dusty, poor village. She 
remembers “waiting for that special 
delicacy, the kebab sandwich, that 
father [the mukhtar of Ramallah 
eighty years ago] would bring from 
the big city. He would return from 
Jerusalem astride his donkey late 
in the afternoon, the kebab already 
cold and stale, but I would eat it with 
great relish. Meat,” she added, “was 
reserved for festive occasions, for 
weddings or special holidays when 
a lamb would be slaughtered.” There 
were neither falafel nor hummus 
vendors then. Za’atar, olive oil, and 
olives were available in abundance. 
Everyone baked bread in the taboon 
in the courtyard of the house.

In Yasmine’s dusty village, the daily 
meal consisted mainly of stewed 
vegetables and/or cereals served 
in one big wooden platter (batieh), 
into which were dipped morsels 
of taboon bread. The staples that 
dominate contemporary Palestinian 
cuisine, namely, yakhanee 
(stewed meat with vegetables in 
various sauces) and mahashee 
(stuffed vegetables), were typical 
of bourgeois cuisine and had 
developed under Turkish influence. 
The Turkish recipes were passed 
down through intermarriages 
between local notables and the 
Ottoman ruling elites and adapted 
to local taste. These standard urban 
staples were relatively unknown in 
the countryside. Yasmine further 
explained that in Ramallah, “they 
did not know marmalades or any 
preserves. These things came with 
time and money.” Peasants ate the 
local produce of the land. The stews 
were made of lentils, whole-grain 
wheat (freekeh), or dried beans that 
were cooked together with onions, 
leeks, squash, or pumpkin, but they 
did not know tomatoes.

Tomatoes, nowadays an essential 
ingredient in Palestinian cuisine, 
not merely in salads but providing 
the base for most mahashee or 
yakhanee, were not introduced into 
Palestine until the 1870s! Brought 
to Europe by the conquistadors 
from South America in the sixteenth 
century, they flourished in the Italian 
garden as a colorful decorative plant 
with little golden balls. The original 
tomatoes, pommo d’oro, were 
golden yellow. Only after decades of 
experimentation did they acquire the 
size we now are familiar with, the 
red color, and become edible. Eating 
tomatoes in a period when plates 
were mostly of pewter was also 
dangerous, they oxidized and the mix 
was venomous. Tomatoes did not 
arrive in Palestine as an edible plant 
until the late nineteenth century. They 
came to replace prunes, apricots 
and quince that were used in making 
stews.

Modernity implied the dissolving 
of categories underlying traditional 
aesthetics. My generation witnessed 
the homogenization of Palestinian 
culture and, corollary to that, the 
nostalgic reminiscences of the way 
life used to be. Social economic 
development in Palestine paralleled 
the urbanization of the Bedouins and 
peasants and the standardization of 
Palestinian cuisine. The process of 
change rapidly increased following 
the political and economic upheavals 
in the second part of the twentieth 
century. The Nakba, the Palestinian 
diaspora, the Arabian Gulf, the 
Americas, and the corollary influx 
of cash dissolved the traditional, 
distinctive consumer lifestyles. In the 
desert, in the countryside, and in the 
city, every home cooked in the same 
type of kitchen and every family ate 
the same food!

The rupture with the traditional 
way of life and the emergence of 
the modern national Palestinian 
identity find their full expression in 
our kitchens: we all eat the same 
food prepared in an almost-uniform 
kitchen. From Khan Yunis in southern 
Palestine to Ein al-Duke in the Jordan 
Valley, all Palestinians cook and eat 
the same food. A contemporary 
suburban way of life has superseded 
the three strict cultural systems: 
Bedouin, peasant, and urban.

The Bedouins have become 
sedentary. Bedouins have moved 
into cement houses with modern 
kitchens. The tents have come to 
assume a decorative value, a matter 
of prestige. The tannour, the open 
fire on which is placed a metal 
wok-like pan for baking bread, is 
glimpsed here and there. Animal 
husbandry thrives. Shepherds and 
sheep dot the landscape. Bedouin 
women still prepare traditional 
cheese, butter, and dried yoghurt 

balls (jmeed) for cooking mansaf 
(lamb meat cooked in a thick yogurt 
sauce and served over thin bread, 
sprinkled with roasted pine nuts 
or almonds). One may still see 
Bedouin women waiting for public 
transportation on the highways as 
they carry their domestic products to 
sell in Jerusalem, Jericho, Ramallah, 
and Nablus. 

Nowadays in Al-Naqab, Bedouin 
women work alongside the 

men. Both consume much time 
commuting. To fill the need for the 
daily hearty meal throughout Al-
Naqab, take-away food has become 
commonplace. Moreover, many local 
women have set up special kitchens 
to provide freshly cooked traditional 
meals for the working couple. 
The same enterprises abound in 
Jerusalem and Ramallah, Gaza, and 
Nablus. In some households, the 
wife wakes up early in the morning 
and prepares the ingredients of the 

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

The caves of Yalo had been inhabited from the early Natufian period. Palestinians continued to use these 
dwellings until 1967 when they were forced to leave their ancestral homeland.
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meal that she puts together and 
cooks as soon as she returns home 
from work. Frozen products also help 
save time; maftoul is sold frozen 
as are most vegetables. Alternately, 
new foreign products have become 
commonplace – pizzas, frozen 
schnitzel and hamburgers, Indomie 
noodles …. In restaurants, fettucine 
and lasagna, sushi and ramen, and 
Kentucky Fried Chicken have found 
their place on the Palestinian palate. 
Espresso has its clients as more 
and more espresso bars sprout 
throughout. The penchant for sweets 
continues unabated in the cravings 
for cheesecakes, chocolate cake, 
and in the plethora of crepe stands. 
In the footsteps of our globalized 
Amorite and Edomite ancestors, 
Palestinian taste and cuisine 
continue to widen and develop within 

I was born in 1982 in Hebron, where I grew up and 
went to school. Because I have loved delicious food 
ever since I can remember, I decided to become 
a professional cook. After finishing high school, 
I attended the Notre Dame of Jerusalem cooking 
school and then followed my passion for expanding 
my knowledge about food and traveled to Italy to 
study at the University of Padua, where I obtained a 
BA in the science and culture of food and a master’s 
degree in nutrition and food education. Having 
deepened my knowledge of food, I began to use it 
as a communication tool to speak about Palestine. 
I wanted people to know Palestine and Palestinians 
through food. My project started with my friends and 
my Italian family.  

In Padua, I had the opportunity to work in Le 
Calandre, a 3-star Michelin restaurant. The job 
was wonderful despite the difficulties and hard 
work. Later on, I worked in various places in Italy 
until 2012, when I decided to return to Palestine. It 
wasn’t easy to start a new life and to find a job, but 
I continued to write for an Italian web newspaper. 
In 2016, I published a cookbook of Palestinian food 
entitled Pop Palestine Cuisine with my friend Silvia 
Chiarantini. Outlining a food journey that started 
in Hebron and finished in Jenin, this cookbook 
describes how to prepare the delicious dishes we 
enjoyed in homes and restaurants as well as from 
street vendors. Each chapter is dedicated to one of 
the cities we visited along the way. 

Today, I teach a variety of subjects to future chefs 
at Hebron’s Smart College for Modern Education, 
including Introduction to the World of Food (an 
anthropology of food). 

I hope to see a generation that cares about food 
culture, is proud of its roots, and preserves the 
knowledge of Indigenous food – before we lose 
these recipes because the dishes have moved into 
new cultures and lost their connection to this land. 

. 

the contemporary globalized market. 
Our palate remains flexible and open 
to new flavors, textures, and aromas!

As we drive through our mountains, 
the aroma of the taboon still lingers. 
In the cool evening breeze at the end 
of a hot summer day, the smell of 
the dry sheep-dung has a magical, 
soothing effect: We are home. The 
villages have become sprawling 
suburbs. Contemporary Palestinians 
watch the same satellite soap operas 
and access the same Yahoo and 
Google. We live in the same houses, 
furnish them with the same furniture, 
and most important, we all eat the 
same food. The urbanization of 
Palestine has become complete. A 
totally new, vital Palestinian identity 
has been produced. Against all odds, 
the Palestinians, sha’ab al-jabareen, 
an eponym for the Amorites, are 
here to stay.

Anthropologist Dr. Ali Qleibo has 
lectured at Al-Quds University, 
held a fellowship at Shalom 
Hartman Institute, and was 
a visiting professor at Tokyo 
University for Foreign Studies 
and Kyoto University, Japan. As 
a specialist in Palestinian social 
history and through his work at 
the Jerusalem Research Center, 
he has developed the Palestinian 
Social and Muslim Tourism 
Itinerary. Dr. Qleibo has authored 
many books on Jerusalem and its 
history. A renowned oil painter, 
he has held numerous art shows. 
He may be reached at aqleibo@
yahoo.com.

Chef  Fidaa Abuhamdiya
Cherishing and Preserving Our Indigenous
Food Heritage and Culture

Artesian water wells abound in Dura, an Edomite 
stronghold and a roman satrap. The Edomite 
chieftains vied to win the Caesar’s favor and Herod 
the Great hails from one of their tribes. The water 
well is topped by the characteristic Dura arch.

SCAN 
TO SHARE
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Palestinian
Cuisine in 
the World

By Fadi Kattan

ur cuisine, as much as we cherish and adore it, is largely 
unknown to the world! A harsh statement? Yes! And powerful 
as well. Just as powerful as the potential and possibilities of 
our cuisine everywhere.

We have inherited a very rich cuisine that has been resilient in 
the face of challenges that range from culinary appropriation 

to displacement, from the globalization of taste to intensive farming of produce 
intended for export – all factors that unsettle our relationship to the seasonality 
of the products of our land.

To understand the dynamics of Palestinian cuisine in the world today, we need 
to go back and look at both what has happened in Palestine and what has 
happened worldwide. 

In Palestine, our cuisine started traveling with the first Palestinian families that 
settled elsewhere mainly for economic reasons. And this elsewhere was quite 
varied. In the new homes that range from the laid-back islands of the Caribbean 
to the bustling Latin American countries, far-away Japan, the splendid capitals 
of Europe, the chilly capitals of the Russian Empire, and the colorful kitchens 
of Constantinople, Palestinian food was both a comforting preserver of identity 
and an invitation to share our hospitality. Yet the traditional recipes were adapted, 
changed to suit the local terroirs where people cooked. With the waves of 
dispossession and forced exile, people tried to recreate the Palestine they knew 
through the dishes they cooked, the trees they planted, the herbs they grew in 
small metal pots on windowsills of refugee shacks, in backyards that defied the 
cold winters of North America, or even in refugee camps only a few kilometers 

O

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

away from their city or village of origin 
but yet in a totally different terroir.

When Palestinians started to open 
restaurants abroad, very few named 
the genre as Palestinian cuisine, often 
opting for generic terms such as 
“Middle Eastern cuisine” or, following 
the successful trend of Lebanese 
restaurants, calling theirs a “Lebanese 
restaurant.” This choice was often 
made either for commercial reasons 
or because, at that time, Palestinians 
were wary of the negative 
connotations that the mention of their 
nationality could have.

Change was happening 
simultaneously in Palestine with the 
increasing availability of imported 
cuisines (mainly “standardized and 
diluted” versions of French, Italian, 
American, and Chinese cuisines), 
reflecting the aspirations and 
culinary education of local chefs, 
all of whom considered foreign 
cuisine and produce as “better” 
than that of Palestine. The popular 
trend of the time was to go towards 
“international” cuisine rather than 

to celebrate our local produce. This 
is something I never understood, 
as, sadly, many restaurants were 
presenting poorly rendered versions 
of foreign dishes while their chefs 
would go back home to feast on 
Palestinian olives, hot taboun bread 
(baked on hot stones over a wood 
fire), and fragrant musakhan (glazed 
onions served on a special bread 
soaked in olive oil, covered with 
roasted pine nuts and sumac), and 
celebrate the akub (a root vegetable 
traditionally served in a yogurt sauce) 
and fig seasons with gusto. Where 
was the gap? 

In the late 1990s, things started 
to change, with more and more 
Palestinian restaurants popping up 
across the globe, whether they served 
traditional Palestinian cuisine or street 
food. Then, people began to write 
about Palestinian food, with Christiane 
Dabdoub Nasser’s Classic Palestinian 
Cookery being published in 2000. 
I recall that in 2005 and 2006, 
international media shyly started to 
cover stories about Palestinian chefs. 

Chef Fadi Kattan during a talk at the Mosaic Rooms in London.
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Today, we have a vibrant Palestinian 
food scene that spreads from Chile to 
Australia, with Palestinian women and 
men living in the diaspora cooking 
Palestinian, calling it Palestinian, and 
perpetuating the stories, the recipes, 
and the traditions while bringing their 
own style to the kitchen. From the 
dynamic Knafeh Bakery (a traditional 
sweet from Nablus prepared from 
white cheese and fine pastry, 
drenched in syrup) in Australia to the 
classic Tanoreen restaurant in New 
York, to Palestinian produce made 
available in the United States through 
Canaan and in the United Kingdom 
through Zaytoun trading companies, 
to the multitude of Instagram cooks 
that showcase superb Palestinian 
recipes everywhere, and the many 
cookbooks that have been published 
recently: Palestinian cuisine is shared 
and appreciated today by many 
across the globe. 

The beautiful fact that thousands of 
people can access Palestinian cuisine 
through social media has also been a 

blessing. Palestinians from different 
walks of life have often contributed 
enormously to raising awareness and 
awakening the desire in people to 
taste Palestinian flavors. To mention a 
few: Mohamed Hadid’s bamia (okra) 
stew has become legendary, and 
Trio Joubran’s passion for za’atar 
(commonly translated as thyme but 
really a kind of oregano) has made 
many understand that za’atar is not 
only the mix, but a lush fragrant 
herb that grows all over the land of 
Palestine.  

In Palestine, we are seeing many 
creative initiatives, though we still 
face the challenge of having our 
voices heard, and sadly, the recurrent 
culinary appropriation places hurdles 
in how we manage to portray and 
share our cuisine. For a chef, it is 
extremely frustrating to be caught in 
the middle of the challenges faced by 
our source of inspiration, the fantastic 
resilient farmers and artisans, on the 
one hand, and a marketing machine 
that attempts to erase all our claims 

to terroir, to land, to memories, and to 
food, on the other. I rejoice when I see 
a new kind of Palestinian produce, 
taste a new dish by a Palestinian chef, 
or read an article by a Palestinian 
academic about food. I believe 
strongly that we need to persevere in 
making our cuisine as mainstream 
as possible. This process has to 
go through many, many initiatives: 
From preserving traditional cuisine to 
reinterpreting it; from making sumac, 
laban jameed (dried yogurt), and 
freekeh (cracked wheat) available all 
over the world to creating travel food 
shows that take the audience into the 
secrets of Palestinian kitchens; from 
publishing recipes in all mediums 
to creating cooking experiences in 

Palestine for visitors to share the 
delicacies of Nablus beyond knafeh, 
of Hebron beyond qidreh (a meat dish 
with rice and chickpeas), of Gaza 
beyond zibdiyet gambari (shrimp 
bowl), and of Jerusalem beyond 
hummus. I rejoice because today, 
many of these endeavors exist! 

Fadi Kattan is a Franco-
Palestinian chef and hotelier 
who has become the voice of 
modern Palestinian cuisine.

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Mohamed Hadid plating his bamia dish at Fawda with his daughter Alana and Chef Fadi.

Wissam and Adnan 
Joubran with za’atar 
in the Bethlehem 
Market.

The dining room at 
Tanoreen restaurant in 
Brooklyn, New York.
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Chef  Elias Akroush Chef  Nabil Marcos Aho 

As I was growing up in Jerusalem, my Syrian grandmother 
taught me about Levantine cuisine. Helping in the kitchen as 
a teen while also holding a scullery position at a hotel after 

school hours inspired me to enroll in hotel management courses 
while gradually moving up in positions at hotels in Jerusalem as 

after-school jobs. After graduating with honors from Jerusalem’s 
Culinary Arts School at Notre Dame of Jerusalem Center, I 
became an executive chef and taught at Notre Dame for eight 
years.

There are great opportunities for creativity in the kitchen: mixing 
traditional and modern elements and trying out various herbs 
while preserving the original main ingredients, and thus, the 
authenticity of the dish. Rather than following my grandmother’s 
recipes, I apply her techniques – the way she handled 
ingredients and used spices and herbs. There was intimacy 

and tenderness in the way she cooked, and it’s what I loved 
most about being in the kitchen with her and my mother.

When it comes to passion, I believe that 
cooking is one of the most intimate 

occupations in the world. 
You need to enjoy what 
you’re doing! When I cook, 
I use all my senses and 
pour my heart into every 
dish. In Arabic, we say, 
“One cooks with her/his 

soul” because we believe that cooking is a spiritual practice. I am known for my meat 
recipes; they are my signature dishes. I use only small amounts of a few spices to 
preserve the original flavors of the meat and the earthy touch of the herbs I add.

At a turning point in my journey, I realized that my passion reaches beyond cooking to 
building the perfect kitchen, restaurant, and even hotel. I discovered this while working 
at a modest local restaurant, managing to change the venue’s entire setting to attract 
people with a taste for excellence.

My dream will soon become a reality, as I am building a one-of-a-kind catering 
center in Jerusalem, were I can create my masterpieces, pamper my ingredients, 
and pour my heart and soul into every dish. My secret lies in the ability to prepare 
a homecooked-style meal on a larger scale while keeping its essence and full taste. 
I sincerely hope as well that restaurant owners will realize the importance of hiring 
professional, specialized cooks because eating out is less about the profit than the 
sensual experience.

Nicknamed CHE, I was born and grew up in Jerusalem. 
After attending a four-year apprenticeship program at Notre 
Dame Centre of Jerusalem (NDC) I obtained a certificate 
as a hospitality educator from the American Hotel and 
Lodging Educational Institute in Orlando, Florida.

With 39 years of professional experience in the culinary 
arts and food sciences, and 31 years of teaching, I have 

been head chef instructor at NDC’s Professional 
Hospitality Promotion section since 1990. 

In addition, I taught classes at Bethlehem 
University’s Institute of Hotel Management, 
served as executive chef at NDC, provided 
consultancy in culinary services, helped 
in the opening of five restaurants, and am 
a co-founder and active member of Chefs 
for Peace.

For ten years, I wrote a weekly column 
about the history of food for Al-Quds 
Newspaper (in Arabic). Also, I published a 
glossary of kitchen and food terms in English 
and Arabic and a booklet in English about 
local Jerusalemite food.

During the visits to the Holy Land of His 
Holiness Pope Benedict in 2009 and His 
Holiness Pope Francis in 2014, I had the great 
honor be one of the chefs who prepared the 

gala dinners.

My favorite dish is himseh garoneh, a Syriac dish made of chickpeas, tomato 
sauce, lamb broth, and cracked wheat that was my grandmother’s favorite 
recipe, which she passed on to me. My true passion is to cook for family and 
friends. Seeing everyone gather around the table, enjoying a great meal and 
having a wonderful time is pure joy and a celebration of companionship, food 
culture, and life.

I have taught cooks who now have successful careers and am proud to 
know many former cooks who now are successful chefs, locally and in 
various countries around the world. Teaching is in my blood and provides a 
boundless learning experience for both me and my students, as we expand 
our knowledge of the amazing food Palestine has to offer. I strongly believe 
that sharing this knowledge and broadening the public’s culinary experiences 
and knowledge creates some of the most blissful moments in life.

Caressing the Senses with Every BiteCelebrating Food with Family and Friends
Is the Greatest Joy of All
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By Morgan Cooper

 was born into a falahee (peasant) family that grew grapes, 
plums, almonds, and olives. Our family raised cows and goats, 
and we used their manure as fertilizer. In the summers, we 
planted tomatoes, faqous (Armenian cucumber), okra, gourds, 
all the summer crops. We grew the vegetables without watering 
them; this is called bayal and typical for baladi (literally “my 

country”) seeds. My mother was the one who planted. When she harvested 
the tomatoes, she took the seeds and kept them in ashes to dry them for 
the following year. Today, it’s hard to find baladi seeds. I plant veggies in 
my garden in the summers, and I have to search for seeds. I have a small 
garden next to my kitchen where I plant a bit of parsley, a few tomatoes, some 
faqous. Just for my house. I plant and don’t water because the baladi seeds 
don’t need water. It’s best to grow my own vegetables because if I buy them 
from the market, we don’t know where the vegetables are from. I don’t know 
what they use to water them. Maybe, they watered with sewage. Maybe, they 
had pigs in the garden. I grow so I can eat.”  Dalal, Beit Duqqu

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Growing Your
Food from
Baladi Seeds 

Our Palestinian ancestors 
were the keepers of traditional 
knowledge. For too long, many 
of us have silenced them and 
replaced their knowledge with 
our modern learning. I think 
there is a place and value for 
both. In terms of cuisine, we 
are returning to the knowledge 
that local, seasonal produce 
is more suited for our bodies, 
that pesticides, chemicals, and 
modern production techniques 
harm nutrients. We see a revival, 
or celebration if you will, of 
traditional Palestinian knowledge 
both in our agricultural methods 
and in our kitchens – for the two 
are intricately linked. Healthy, 
nourishing food starts with the 
right ingredients. And nothing 
makes a dish more nutrient 
dense and tastier than using 
seasonal, organic vegetables, 
grown without pesticides or 
chemical fertilizers, especially if 
they are freshly harvested and 
local. 

Ten years ago, I began to plant 
my own vegetable garden 
in the small plot around our 
house. We wanted to grow 
produce we would feel happy 
and comfortable to eat and use 
in our restaurant downstairs. 
When my husband and I wanted 
to have more soil to increase 
our harvest, we looked up 
and decided to build a rooftop 
garden. But also, we wanted 

to grow the best quality products, 
free of any chemicals or genetic 
modification. Back then, it was nearly 
impossible to find baladi seeds, while 
local shops offered mostly genetically 
modified (GMO) seeds. Initially, we 
thus brought heirloom seeds from 
abroad to grow what we needed in our 
garden and on our rooftop. On land 
we own just outside of Ramallah, we 
built hugelkultur beds and sowed the 
seeds there as well. But we never gave 

Um Sliman Farms Seed Collection
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up our search for baladi seeds and 
eventually found them in different 
places locally. We found that the 
plants we grew from these seeds 
did so well that we saved their seeds 
and replanted them the next year.

Today, I find it easier to source 
baladi seeds and produce. While our 
Ramallah/Al-Bireh hisbeh (vegetable 
market) is flooded with low-grade, 
pesticide-laden Israeli produce, 
it is also common knowledge 
that in the summers, the faqous, 
baladi tomatoes, and cucumbers 
are likely local and pesticide free. 
That’s because they grow well in 
our climate. So what is baladi? 
It’s basically the heirloom varieties 
that are not genetically modified, 
the ones that traditionally thrived 
in our soils with little to no water. 
That doesn’t mean that vegetables 
grown from baladi seeds are native 
to Palestine. Corn and tomatoes 
originally came from the Americas, 
but the original species did so well 
locally that they became heirloom to 
Palestine, baladi. 

That baladi seeds can be more 
easily sourced today is evidence 
that there is a growing number of 
people who value, save, and share 
these species’ seeds. You can find 
ancient grains and baladi seeds at 
Canaan Fair Trade company in Jenin, 
the Union for Agricultural Workers 
Committee, the Palestine Heirloom 
Seed Library, Om Sliman’s farm, or 
with any number of falaheen around 
Palestine. 

Since COVID-19 lockdowns began 
in March 2020, many young people, 
such as my friend Majdi Habash, 
have returned to the land of their 
ancestors and learned traditional 
farming. Regenerating the soil in the 
garden around his grandmother’s 
home as part of an initiative they 
named Im Odeh Agrogarden, Majdi 
and his friends sourced and planted 
baladi seeds. When I asked them 
why they started the project, he 
explained, “I was plagued by the 
question of why people have left 
their lands. Why was this heavenly 
piece of land abandoned for more 

than two decades? It’s fertile, 
with lots of trees and a well. This 
is wealth, but the way people see 
wealth today is different. I can use 
this soil and water to grow produce 
and build up our community.” He 
went on to tell me about his mentors 
and the cooperatives they visited 
to exchange knowledge and share 
seeds, such as Saleh Totah with 
Mashjar Juthour, Al Fallah, and Om 
Sliman.

They are not alone in this trend. 
I asked Fareed Taamallah from 
Sharaka, a community that supports 
small farmers and hosts an annual 
farmers’ market in Al-Bireh, whether 
he noticed more small farmers 
growing baladi and relying on 
traditional farming techniques. He 
answered with an enthusiastic “Yes!” 
He believes that this increase is 
“partly due to more awareness of the 
importance of farming” and partly 
from what I’ll call the COVID turn 
towards a greener life.

I also see a growing trend with 
projects such as Al-Falah in Kafr 
Ni’ma, Ras Karkar Cooperative, 
Al-Mazraa, and Al-Darb. These 
initiatives, as well as community-
supported agriculture (CSA) stores 
and shops that sell baladi produce 
(Canaan Organic Farm in Jenin, 
Om Sliman Farm in Tulkarem, 
Farfakheena in Surda-Ramallah, 
and Khadra and Adel markets in 
Ramallah) testify to an increasing 
base of consumers who demand 
to know where and how their food 
is grown. They reject the GMO, 
chemical-saturated produce of the 
hisbeh. Om Sliman has expanded 
from 8 subscribers to their weekly 
boxes in 2016 to 20 subscribers in 
2021, and to 40 subscribers this 
season. This may seem like natural 

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

From Canaan Farm.

From Um Odeh Agrograden.
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growth, as increasing numbers of 
people know about their weekly 
subscription box service. But 
when one considers that since the 
inception of Om Sliman, many other 
projects have popped up to offer 
similar produce and services, we 
realize that there is genuinely greater 
interest in food sovereignty and 
baladi produce.

For many of us, this has been the 
result of a personal journey, whether 
as consumers or growers – or 
both! Saleh Totah (my husband) 
has played with different kinds of 
planting areas from raised beds to 
hugelkultur to find ways of growing 
vegetables on the mountainside 
where no water is available. This 

exploration in traditional agriculture 
became increasingly urgent when 
we had children and he wanted to 
provide clean produce for our family 
to consume. Today, many people 
come to him for baladi seeds, after 
he has spent years searching for 
and then saving them. He and many 
others have become keepers of 
these precious seeds and traditional 
knowledge. Vivien Sansour stands 
out as a pioneer in collecting and 
saving our precious baladi seeds 
with her Heirloom Seed Library in 
Battir. 

Karmel Abufarha from Canaan Fair 
Trade moved to Palestine in 2013 to 
join his father in the family business. 
When I met him five years ago, he 

was passionate about real food 
and traditional agriculture. We 
connected at my restaurant 
over the stories I had written 
on the menu about traditional 
agricultural values. In the years 
since, he has embarked on a 
personal quest to learn and 
implement traditional agricultural 
practices in his own journey 
towards sustainable living. As he 
explained, and as many of the 
projects discussed in this article 
practice, organic polyculture 
vegetable production and 
traditional agricultural practices 
are key to regenerative farming 
and to building a resilient food 
system. His personal journey 
to access clean, heirloom 
grains, vegetables, and fruits 
is part of a longer genealogy 
of Canaan’s efforts, as Karmel 
articulates, “to build sustainable 
food production systems that 
maintain the integrity of our 
traditions and ancient wisdom.” 
Karmel and Nasser Abufarha, 
his visionary father, consider 
Palestinian traditional agricultural 
practices as solutions that can 
lead to a resilient food system 
and a sustainable society. 

And they are not alone. It is 
a growing, shared belief in 
the need for sustainability 
that leads many of us back 
to the traditional knowledge 
of Palestinian society: baladi 
seeds, ancient farming 
techniques, and cleaner eating. 

COVID-19 lockdowns seem 
to have exponentially boosted 
our collective thinking on this 
subject. Certainly, that has 
been the case in Palestine. 
People around the world began 
gardening indoors, on rooftops, 
on plots, or family lands, and 

we are no exception to this trend. As 
Yara Dowani from Om Sliman attests, 
the customer demand for organic local 
produce is ever growing. And I argue 
that this is the direct result of our shifting 
awareness and sense of responsibility 
towards self, family, community, and 
land. While the shift is surely motivated 
by an increasing awareness of our own 
personal health (the old saying “you 
are what you eat” comes to mind), it is 
also informed by our ever-increasing 
awareness of and sense of responsibility 
towards environmental degradation 
caused by pollution, the use of 
chemicals, and our greedy consumption. 

Personally, when I found out that I was 
pregnant with my first child, clean eating 
wasn’t just about what I was putting into 
my and my baby’s bodies. I couldn’t 
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stop thinking about his future and 
the world in which he would come 
of age. It terrified me. My husband 
and I embarked upon implementing 
our extreme and immediate 
environmental consciousness. 
We began growing everything we 
could so we would know (as Dalal 
articulated) where our food came 
from. We cut our waste down to 
one small bag a week. We decided 
that we wanted a core value for our 
children to be sustainability, and the 
best way to teach that was to live 
it. My five-year-old can talk to you 
about baladi seeds, the practice of 
saving and planting those seeds, 
how to build and regenerate soil, and 
why this is so important. And he is 
not the only child in our community 
in Ramallah who can articulate those 
values.

This increasing thoughtfulness and 
appreciation gives us hope. It is 
not just about seeds and farming. 
Our relationship to this land is at 

the heart of Palestinian cuisine. Our 
dishes were created by ancestors 
who harvested baladi produce and 
explored the myriad of flavors made 
possible by our local agriculture. In 
Palestine, we are beginning, I hope, 
to come full circle: from traditional 
knowledge to the crisis of modernity, 
we begin our return to the values 
and knowledge of our ancestors so 
that they may guide us towards a 
sustainable country and Earth. 

Morgan Cooper, an urban 
farmer, lacto-fermenter, and 
designer, is the founder of 
Handmadepalestine.com. She 
left academia in 2010 to “get 
her hands dirty,” building an 
arboretum with her husband and 
running Café La Vie in Ramallah.

Chef Joseph Asfour

Whenever our instincts perform impulsively or compulsively 
to impress others, we take extreme measures to fulfill that 
task. In ten words or less: “Through good food and drink 
you can impress almost everyone.” 

I was born in Jerusalem in 1965 and have been a member 
of Chefs for Peace since 1999. Raised and educated 
in Jerusalem, I gained my knowledge through training 
courses that range from quality management for hotels 

and restaurants to marketing management, human 
resource development, and courses in food and 

beverage, where I developed my own style. 
Currently, I am executive chef at the Legacy 

Hotel in Nazareth.

Having gained knowledge of Irish, German, 
French, Palestinian, and other cuisines 
and developed a special style in the 
preparation and delivery of food, I treat 
cooking as an art. This has paved the 
road for me to be an executive chef who 
has cooked for many world leaders, 
including the late President Yasser Arafat, 

current President Mahmoud Abbas, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, Pope John Paul II, and 

a countless number of dignitaries and VIPs. 

My expertise helped me to found Darna Restaurant 
in Ramallah, work for Angelo’s Restaurant, the 
Red Crescent Society, Ashtar theater in Ramallah, 
the French restaurant at Notre Dame of Jerusalem 

Center, and Rossini’s Restaurant near Jaffa Gate before I moved on to seek a 
more challenging environment and train cooks. I have taught the art of cooking 
at Notre Dame for more than two decades, and also work at King David Hotel 
in Jerusalem. The cooks whom I trained are a diverse group that range from 
those who served the president to former prisoners from Israeli prisons. 

My travels in the Middle East, Europe, North America, Australia, and Canada 
have shaped my many unique means and methods of preparation and delivery 
of food and beverage. I hope to leave a stamp of my own and be recognized 
as a chef who made a difference in the food industry and improved the 
standards of both cooks and food preparation.

My favorite dish is beit-al-kila (loin and filet of lamb), stuffed with minced 
meat and a variety of herbs. 

A Master Chef for Peace

SCAN 
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On Making
Palestinian
Cuisine
“Jewish”

By Rima Najjar 

lthough noted for their hospitality, Palestinians are wary about 
sharing their heritage with Israelis. And no wonder, for Zionist 
invaders have literally seized upon Palestinian hospitality to 
appropriate their food, dress, and culture and call it Israeli. 

Israelis appropriate Palestinian culture for three reasons: as 
a cover for Zionist myths and propaganda, to provide future generations of 
Israeli Jews with an authentic regional culture, and, among liberal Zionists, to 
develop “cultural commonalities” between Jewish Ashkenazi culture and Arab 
culture in Israel, especially now that the Arab Jewish population in Israel is no 
longer a minority group. 

Haaretz has often featured in its food section Palestinian cuisine, ranging 
from maqloubeh (a rice, meat, and vegetable dish found only in 
Palestine) to Jerusalem’s famous ka’ek, as “Israeli” food, i.e., cuisine 
pertaining to Israel, a settler-colonial Jewish state forcibly established 
in Palestine in 1948.

The subterfuge takes place when food editors refer to Palestinian Arab 
cuisine co-opted by Israel as “Mediterranean” to avoid mentioning the 
words “Arab” and “Palestinian” in connection with the culture of the colonial 
state, a culture that the European Zionist Jews who founded the state 
regarded (and still do) as inferior. The subterfuge extends to the term “Middle 
Eastern,” which is often used to hide the fact that the region is predominantly 
Muslim and culturally Arab and that Israel is a violent Jewish Zionist colonial 
imposition on that culture.i 

A

As a cover for its Jewish 
supremacist Zionist propaganda 
about Palestine, and to the 
revulsion of Palestinians 
everywhere, Israel has 
appropriated features of 
Palestinian Arab culture such as 
dress, embroidery, architecture, 
and food. 

Haaretz, for example, featured an 
ar ticleii via the Jewish Telegraphic 
Agency – The Global Jewish News 
Source (JTA), in which it extolled 
a restaurant in Berlin as “a new 
Promised Land” and described it in 
the following terms: “Kanaan – a 
casual, vegetarian Middle Eastern 
restaurant named for the biblical 
lands before they were conquered 
by the Israelites – is something 
of a dream come true. And that’s 
not just because its hummus is 
‘oh yes,’ as one German blogger 
recently described it. Rather it’s 
the result of a unique par tnership 
between its 30-something owners, 
Oz Ben David, who grew up 
Jewish in Beersheba, and 
Jalil Dabit, an Arab 
Christian from 
Ramle.”

Because of the prevalence and 
effectiveness of Israeli Zionist 
propaganda worldwide, it takes a lot 
for the casual reader to deconstruct 
the above for what it is: a 
Zionist propaganda piece 
that reinforces 
Zionist fictions: 

The problem Israel faces 
is that it has failed (and 
not for lack of trying) in 
its mission to subjugate 
the Palestinians to the 
point of erasing their 
identity, heritage, and 
culture.

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity



30 31THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

that Palestine never existed, that the 
“Israelites” have a biblical claim to 
“the promised land,” that Christian 
(and by implication Muslim) “Arab” 
is a thing, but Jewish Arab is not. 
The real unspoken distinction here is 
that Ben David grew up as a Zionist 
Jew in a Zionist Jewish state rather 
than simply “Jewish” in Beersheba 
(i.e., Bir al-Sabe’ بئر السبع). Among 
Israel’s strategies in realizing its 
Zionist vision is the dissemination 
of outright lies (such as the 
falsehood of historical Palestine 
as an uncultivated land without a 
peopleiii) and the myth of the “Land 
of Israel.”iv

Palestinian outrage over Israel’s 
appropriation of Arab culture in 

Palestine is further exacerbated 
when Haaretz presents it as a bid 
to reconcile “Jews” and “Arabs.” 
For example, Nir Hasson’s account 
in Haaretz of how a backgammon 
tournament between “Arab” and 
“Jew,” organized by Jerusalem 
activists, offers “a human solution 
in which people see a human 
being facing them.”v In this case of 
“culture mixing,” the Israeli Jew is 
playing a Middle Eastern board game 
in order to be able to empathize 
with the Palestinian Sam Al Araj 
from “Shoafat refugee camp in East 
Jerusalem,” who had been “alleged 
to be a terrorist.” Why Al Araj is a 
refugee in his own homeland is not 
discussed.

The objective behind this tournament 
is to allow Arabs and settler-colonial 
Ashkenazi Jews to discover “cultural 
commonalities … Shaike, a Jew 
who runs a car-parts shop, is 
playing with Munzir, a Palestinian 
originally from Bethlehem, and 
they’re speaking in Arabic. Shaike 
pulls out his oud and Munzir starts 
singing.”vi Notice, however, we are 
not told where Shaike is “originally” 
from; we are simply to understand 
that the two players are on an 
“equal” footing, with Shaike, the 
colonizer, conversing with Munzir 
in the latter’s native tongue and 
bonding over “a classic Mideast 
board game.” 

Shaike and Munzir may or may not 
have gone out for hummus and 
falafel sandwiches afterwards. The 
reality is that Munzir’s citizenship 
in Jerusalem, in his own homeland, 
now a Jewish supremacist state, 
is conditional, and the activity 
merely uses Palestinian culture to 
whitewash the bitter truth with an 
illusory sense of inclusion. 

Other than a minority of Arab Jews 
indigenous to Palestine, Israel’s 

Jewish population that displaced the 
majority of the largely Muslim Arab-
Palestinian population is immigrant, 
hailing from various regions of the 
world, including other Arab and 
North African countries. Each of 
these Jewish communities brought 
with it the cuisine and culture it 
had developed in its country of 
origin. This is not unlike the case of 
immigrants to any other place. The 
problem is not that those immigrants 
enjoy Arab food, but that Israelis 
falsely claim it as Jewish-Israeli 
food. 

In recreating partitioned Arab 
Palestine as a Jewish state, the 
Zionist Ashkenazi Jews, who 
continue to be the ruling elite in 
Israel today in the security sector, 
sought to recreate an authentic, 
native culture in Palestine for future 
generations of Jews to inherit/
adopt as a national identity. At the 
same time, they needed to continue 
the physical erasure of Palestinian 
Arabs – erasing not only the people 
themselves from hundreds of 
villages and towns (and planting 
trees to hide the evidence), but also 
the structures in them and the Arabic 
names on maps. What they couldn’t 
erase, such as certain cultural 
manifestations of Palestinian heritage 
like foods (hummus and falafel), 
dress (Palestinian embroidery or the 
kaffiyeh), they appropriated. Thus, 
the famous Palestinian Jaffa orange, 
for example, has become “Israeli” to 
most of the world.

By treating/portraying indigenous 
Palestinians as refugees in their 
own homeland, Israel has inverted 
the historical reality of Palestine. 
As one activist passionately told Al 
Jazeera when Israeli forces violently 
suppressed Palestinians protesting 
the razing of Bedouin farming land 
in the village of Al-Atrash in Naqab 

by the Jewish National Fund (JNF), 
which planned to plant trees there: 
“We are treated like refugees in our 
own land.”vii

The Palestinians currently in Israel, 
the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip 
as well as the millions outside 
Palestine/Israel in refugee camps 
and abroad have a national identity 
today stronger than that found in 
Palestine before the Nakba. The 
Palestinian identity is expressed 
through continued political and 
armed struggle for liberation as 
well as through language, food, and 
culture – how we speak (especially 
the fellahi salt-of-the-earth accent 
I have heard with horror used by 
an Israeli soldier at a checkpoint to 
issue directives) and how we write 
(our rich poetry in Arabic), what we 
eat, and what we wear. 

A popular Facebook group called 
Mama’s Palestinian Kitchen,viii where 
an image of my niece holding a 
tray of kibbeh and wearing a T-shirt 
that says, “Anti-Zionist vibes only” 
went viral, perfectly illustrates the 
anger of the younger Palestinian 
generation at Israel’s appropriation 
of Palestine’s cuisine. And as Abbas 
Hamideh, founder, director, CEO at 
Al-Awda – Right of Return, and the 
administrator of Mama’s Palestinian 
Kitchen put it: “We RESIST [Israel’s 
appropriation of Palestinian food]! 

Whether it is eggplant 
from Battir, knafeh from 
Nablus, or oranges from 
Jaffa, it is Palestinian 
nutrition for the soul. 
Israel, lay off it!

Karma Shakhshir holding a tray of kibbeh and 
wearing a T-shirt that says, “Anti-Zionist vibes 
only.” This photo went viral on the Facebook 
group Mama’s Palestinian Kitchen. 
Photo by Rima Najjar.

Palestinian Cuisine:
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Glory to our daily Palestinian 
warriors and the martyrs amongst 
them!”

In this group, Palestinians, mostly 
exiled or in refugee camps, exchange 
recipes and post homemade dishes 
and meals dear to the heart of all 
Palestinians. How they feel about 
such food was expressed on NBC 
Nightly News by the president of 
a company that supplies meals 
to Afghan refugee agencies in the 
United States. Eric Rosenfeld said: 
“When someone displaced from 
around the world has some of the 
creature comfort at home [they feel 
happy], and culturally appropriate 
food is one of the most meaningful, 
evocative and emotional things that 
someone can have… It may sound 
simplistic but sometimes seeing a 
certain grain of rice that you’re used 

i Rima Najjar, “Israel is in the heart of the Muslim Arab world, not in the ‘Middle East,’” Medium, June 19, 
2017, available at https://rimanajjar.medium.com/israel-is-in-the-heart-of-the-muslim-arab-world-not-in-
the-middle-east-eb2b2d705062.
ii Toby Axelrod, “Meet the Israeli-Palestinian Duo Behind Berlin’s Hippest Hummus Joint: Kanaan is 
something of a dream come true. And that’s not just because its hummus is ‘oh yes,’ as one German 
blogger recently described it,” Haaretz, August 31, 2016, updated: Apr. 10, 2018, available at
https://www.haaretz.com/world-news/europe/the-israeli-palestinian-owners-of-berlin-s-hippest-hummus-
joint-1.5431478.
iii Roger Garaudy, “The Myth of a ‘Land Without People for a People Without Land,’” Institute for Historical 
Review, Journal of Historical Review, September/December 1999, 18(5/6), page 38, available at
http://www.ihr.org/jhr/v18/v18n5p38_Garaudy.html.
iv Asa Winstanley, “New book by Tel Aviv historian uncovers ‘Land of Israel’ myths,” The Electronic 
Intifada, London, January 28, 2013, available at
https://electronicintifada.net/content/new-book-tel-aviv-historian-uncovers-land-israel-myths/12116.
v  Nir Hasson, “Palestinians and Israelis Confront Each Other – Over Backgammon: Over 150 play in 
tournament organized by Jerusalem activists, who were looking to have Jews and Arabs sit face-to-
face. ‘We are offering a human solution in which people see a human being facing them,’ organizer Hadi 
Goldschmidt says,” Haaretz, August 21, 2016, available at
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium.MAGAZINE-palestinians-and-israelis-confront-each-other-
over-backgammon-1.5427209.
vi Abigail Klein Leichman, “Jerusalem Jews and Arabs bond over backgammon: New intercultural initiative 
uses a classic Mideast board game to break down walls between neighbors,” March 19, 2017, available at
https://www.israel21c.org/jerusalem-jews-and-arabs-bond-over-backgammon/.
vii  Zena Al Tahhan, “Israeli forces violently suppress Palestinian protest in Naqab: Dozens of Bedouin 
Palestinian protesters wounded by Israeli forces who fired rubber-coated bullets, tear gas and stun 
grenades,” Al Jazeera, January, 13, 2022, available at 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/13/israeli-forces-violently-suppress-palestinian-protest-in-naqab.
viii Facebook page of Mama’s Palestinian Kitchen: A diverse group from all walks of life who love Palestine 
and its rich ethnic food! available at
https://www.facebook.com/groups/620189612255674/.

to can be a boost to your spirits.” 
The reporter chimed in: “… whether 
its lamb, biryani, kebab, or rice, it’s 
nutrition for the soul.” 

Rima Najjar is a Palestinian whose 
father’s side of the family comes 
from the forcibly depopulated 
village of Lifta on the western 
outskirts of Jerusalem and whose 
mother’s side of the family is from 
Ijzim, south of Haifa. She is an 
activist, researcher, and retired 
professor of English literature, 
Al-Quds University, occupied 
West Bank. You can read more of 
her articles on her blog: https://
rimanajjar.medium.com/.

Chef Ahmad Ashayer

As a professional executive chef who specializes in Middle 
Eastern cuisine, my experience has taught me how to 
successfully run a kitchen. My journey started from home; 
my passion for cooking was fostered from a young age by a 
family of executive chefs. I started by earning my certificate 
from The Young Chefs of Israel Association in 1992, after 

which I graduated from Herzliya’s Tadmor Hotelier 
School.

During my 33 years of experience 
directing kitchens as an 
executive chef, I had the 

honor of opening several 
restaurants, such as the 

ones in Legacy Hotel - 
Jerusalem, National 
Hotel – Jerusalem, 
and Ambassador 

Boutique in Jerusalem. 
I was also the executive 

chef at the Hyatt Regency 
Hotel in Jerusalem and the 

Intercontinental in Jericho.

Today, I am the executive chef at the Ambassador 
Hotels Collection. My scope of work includes 
designing all menus and changing offerings 
frequently to keep the dining experience fresh. My 
main signature dish is the traditional Palestinian 
sayadiyeh with fish and other seafood served on 

rice. I also love working with dough, making fresh bread, pasta, and more. 
The menus I create continue to have a few of my signature dishes, but items 
change at least monthly to keep guests returning for the latest dishes I create 
with my staff – all prepared with the freshest of ingredients in kitchens with 
the highest standards of hygiene. 

Part of my job is also to supervise a team of dedicated kitchen staff, ensuring 
that we work well together to prepare food stations, dishes, and appetizers. 
My kitchen is always well-run and consistently delivers high-quality meals in a 
timely and cost-effective manner to keep guests satisfied.

Being a great chef is more than being able to cook. It starts with a passion and 
leads to dedication to customers and their overall enjoyment. I hope one day 
to open my own restaurant, and I look forward to serving you amazing food.

Passion and Dedication

SCAN 
TO SHARE
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A Taste of Life

By Hadeel Rizq-Qazzaz

he aroma of spicy, delicious food is amongst my earliest 
memories as I was growing up in the Gaza Strip. My mother says 
that while she was pregnant with me, she had a craving for some 
unusual food that she had smelled while walking along a road in 
Shati Refugee Camp where I was born. My grandmother knocked 
on the door of the house where the smell had originated. The 

neighbor told her that they had not cooked anything that day. My grandmother 
insisted: “But what was the smell coming from your window?” The neighbor 
laughed and said that her son had gone swimming in the morning and 
collected some mussels that she had sautéed with a lot of garlic, parsley, and 
cumin. I guess that was the first food I asked for. 

If you grow up in a refugee camp you would no doubt eat all types of “poor-
family food,” delicious and nutritious fare that mothers need to improvise and 
spice to achieve three goals: utilize what nature provides (hence, mussels that 
are collected at the beach in Gaza or za’atar and louf, Arum palestinum, picked 
on the hills in the West Bank); make it tasty and edible; and make enough 
to satisfy a large family or to last for more than one day. These dishes that 
are born of necessity never cease to fascinate me – the number of spices, 
especially chilies, and herbs and other flavor sources such as parsley, mint, 
onions, and garlic and what they do to otherwise bland vegetables and beans. 
Lemons that grow in the orchards of Gaza are the main seasoning for many 
dishes made by Gazan refugees and one of the reasons that families grow 
lemon trees on any small plot of land that they have access to. 

T

What always amazes me is the 
creativity of the women who 
create unusual combinations to 
make a tasty and nutritious meal. 
The combination of moloukhiyeh 
and beans to create bisara, or 
pomegranates and lentils to create 
rummania, or the majestic creation 
of chard, chickpeas, tahina, and 
meat cooked in a sauce of sumac to 
create sumakiya, or rice and lentils 
with lots of caramelized onions to 
create mujadara. 

stored to be eaten in winter, when it 
is cooked with chickpeas and rice. 

These women also need to be 
creative with their use of spices. 
Not all families can afford to buy 
expensive imported species, and 
such spices are replaced with 
available seasonings that grow 
locally, including dill in the Gaza Strip 
and sumac across Palestine. Spicing 
food with chilies may be a common 
approach to food preparation 

Women in Gaza, who have 
experienced long years of hardship, 
are experts in cooking these dishes. 
They can tell you stories about 
early experiences in refugee camps 
when they received food parcels 
from UNRWA that provided them 
with the basics and even with some 
items that they could not recognize, 
pushing them to be creative not only 
with what they planted and gathered 
from nature but also with what they 
preserved for long winter nights. One 
of these items is kishik, yogurt with 
burghul, dried chilies, and dill seeds 
that is made on hot summer days, 
dried and preserved in the sun, and 

for poor families throughout the 
world, bringing this sharp, sweet, 
and exciting taste of life to all the 
senses. Some people joke about 
Gazans’ immense love of chilies. 
They can hardly believe that red-chili 
sandwiches and doka (ground grains 
and beans with spices) were at one 
time the only lunches that many 
refugee children could afford to 
bring to school. If they were lucky 
and by chance had a few coins, 
they could buy jebjeb, sun-dried 
labneh (strained, thickened yogurt) 
balls that are mixed with lots of red 
chilies and dill, and usually made 
by Bedouin families who lived in the 

Palestinian Cuisine:
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refugee camp and continued to be 
herders. 

The food of the poor is also 
communal. Sumaqiya is a celebrated 
dish served at weddings and on 
special occasions in Gaza. One 
plate can feed a whole family, which 
is all the more reason to cook it 
on occasions when hundreds of 
people need to be fed. It is still the 
custom in Gaza to share a plate of 
sumaqiya, rummaniya, or kishik 
with the neighbors and other family 
members. Recipes are transmitted 
from mothers to daughters for 
generations. Some would argue that 

using lots of spices makes the little 
amount of food enough to feed many 
hungry mouths. Daka Ghazawia is 
a dish that requires a lot of green 
chilies, a few tomatoes, salt, and 
lemon and, only if available, some 
olive oil. The hot dish is enough for a 
meal if eaten with lots of warm bread 
and a hot cup of tea. 

Nature has always been kind to poor 
families. Khobeizeh, hamasees, and 
bakleh are only a few of the greens 
that poor families can access easily 
and cook even if they are on a very 
limited budget. In Gaza, people make 
khobeizeh soup and eat it by soaking 

bread with the rich broth. Mothers encourage their 
children to eat this soup because it is rich in 
iron. Most of these dishes are seasonal and 
not available out of season. Some are 
more suitable in winter, when adding 
tahina and olive oil can provide the 
needed energy to warm up, others 
tend to be prepared in the summer as 
a refreshing way to ease the heat of 
the Gaza summer.

Most of these dishes are vegetarian 
and are thus gaining more interest 
from younger, health-conscious chefs. 
Recipes that had been transmitted 
orally are now being documented and 
videotaped to be shared more widely. 
Although the examples above are taken from 
the experience of one refugee woman in Gaza, 
most of the dishes are common to poor families 
across Palestine. There are specific spices, however, 
that identify the Gaza kitchen. For further information 
about Gaza’s kitchen, you can check the excellent work of Laila El-Haddad or 
follow the increasingly popular Gaza chef Abu Julia on YouTube.

More research and analysis is needed in the sociology of food, the 
anthropology of poverty, the ways to encourage a vibrant culinary culture 
among the poorest and most marginalized communities, and a historical 
analysis of the evolving nature of food in light of the continuous de-
development and impoverishment of the Gaza Strip. We do not know enough 
about common practices in refugee camps or what original cooking habits and 
practices refugees have kept.

Hadeel Rizq-Qazzaz is a gender 
and development researcher 
and women’s rights activist. Her 
work incudes focusing on gender 
equality and combating gender-
based violence.
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Sumaqiya made by the author.
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By Riyam Kafri AbuLaban

Gingerbread
Houses with a
Palestinian Twist

ood, and all the knowledge produced around it – from anthropology to 
techniques to storytelling to science and art – is largely connected to the 
cultures we come from. But food is also a great entry point for fusion and 
interdisciplinary creative thought and production. In recent years, social 
media has been saturated with beautiful posts on specific traditional 
dishes, but also equally on dishes inspired by other kitchens but given 

a Palestinian twist. Food is probably one of the most flexible artistic mediums with 
creative breathing room. Palestinian chefs, foodies, and food artists are gradually 
reimagining dishes with contemporary approaches, or scientific and molecular 
perspectives, or simply putting a Palestinian twist on a well-known international dish. 
After all, the production of culinary knowledge is intimately connected to who we are 
culturally. 

The Palestinian kitchen, like other kitchens, is in flux as it borrows and receives 
inspiration from other cuisines. Why not freekeh risotto? Why not hot cross buns with 
a cardamom-cinnamon Palestinian twist? (Visit Fadi Kattan’s Instagram account to 
sneak a peek.) And why not build Palestinian-style gingerbread houses?  

Gingerbread houses are a nineteenth-century German tradition that became popular 
after the Brothers Grimm published Hansel and Gretel. There is something magical 
about a house completely edible from top to bottom, even more so amidst the spirit 
and charm of the Christmas season. Under the spell of gingerbread houses and 
the holiday season, I wanted to create a family tradition that fit with my children’s 
experience of Palestinian homes. I also wanted them to know that Christmas is a 
Palestinian holiday, that Jesus Christ is Palestinian. 

In December 2019, the twins and I decided to build a Palestinian gingerbread house. 
We took photos of old homes everywhere. We noticed window shapes, balconies, 
rooftops, and gardens. The week before Christmas, we created the templates, mixed 
the dough, and added caraway seeds and rose water to the mix. Our model was 

F
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an old home in Ramallah with a large 
garden. We called it “Return Home for 
Christmas.” We imagined Handala finally 
coming home, rushing through the 
garden gate carrying his key, opening the 
door and entering the house as the sun 
set on Christmas Eve. 

For Christmas 2020, after my bout with 
COVID-19, the children and I were finally 
able to build “150 Christmases,” a house 
inspired by the Ramallah Friends School 
Upper Campus. It was a nod to our 
existence way before the creation of the 
state of Israel, and recognition that this 
building has seen its fair share of history, 
including wars, occupation, and sure 
enough, the last pandemic of 1918. 

This year, we created an internal decor 
that depicted the radiating warmth of a 
family living room on Christmas Eve. 
The entrance was inspired by the Khalil 
Totah Auditorium at the Ramallah Friends 
School. The theme was “Christmas in 
Ramallah,” with a light dusting of snow 
outside and a warm living room on the 
inside. The elements in the living room 
came from different places, but most 
importantly the tree was inspired by 
our own tree, and the fireplace by the 
one in my personal office. (Yes, I have 
a 100-year-old fireplace in my office!) 
This year’s theme was more on the light 
side. After almost two years into the 
pandemic, we wanted to just imagine 
a happy, warm home. For New Year’s 
Eve we baked a chocolate cake that was 

decorated as an old city. The scene was 
inspired by Jerusalem and Acca and 
called “New Year’s in Palestine.” 

I cannot claim to be a chef or an artist, 
I’m simply a mother of two who wants 
to create fun traditions and raise children 
who know who they are. I want them to 
build gingerbread houses that belong to 
them and resemble the country they live 
in. And we simply cannot wait to build 
next year’s house. 

Riyam Kafri AbuLaban has a PhD 
in chemistry. She is an educator, a 
writer, and a baking experimentalist. 
Her work in education centers on 
concept and inquiry-based learning. 
Her work outside of education 
focuses on food research, recipe 
development, and meditations 
on sourdough. She writes poetry, 
short stories, and essays. On the 
weekends, her kitchen smells of 
baked bread, honey, and cinnamon. 
For her kitchen adventures and more 
photos of gingerbread houses, find 
her @riyamoskitchentable, and for 
her writing, visit @riyamkafri on 
Instagram.
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A Palestinian 
gingerbread house 
baked by Riyam Kafri 
AbuLabban.
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Chef Johnny GoricChef  David Dides

Respect for the Earth Fusing Traditional Palestinian Cuisine 
with World Food

I’m Aramaic and was born and raised in the Old City of Jerusalem. I speak eight 
languages and enjoy playing percussion. My life’s passion, however, is cooking. 
From 2009 until 2021, I was executive chef of the Legacy Hotel chain with venues in 
Jerusalem, Nazareth, and Haifa.

My concept is to fuse our local cuisine with new techniques and elements of cuisines 
from around the world to offer a high-quality, unique dining experience. I like to cook 
with one ingredient, presenting it in different textures. For instance, one of my dishes 
is a five-texture eggplant carpaccio. My passion for cooking stems 
from the fulfillment it gives me to serve people food and drink 
and share my life story and experience with them. 

My career has been busy but rewarding. Traveling 
the world on culinary trips, I’ve participated in many 
competitions – and am happy to have won several 
awards. These trips have enriched my repertoire and 
exposed me to new concepts. My dream is to open a 
cooking academy to share my cooking experience with 
young students.

Some highlights of my career include 
obtaining a Master Chef 
Diploma and medal 
from England, 
establishing 
and heading 
the Culinary 
Hospitality 
Academy in Ramallah, and being guest judge at the TOP CHEF program in Dubai. 

I was executive chef at Jericho’s Intercontinental Hotel and Resort, am a member of 
the prestigious international Chaîne des Rôtisseurs association, was part of the Chefs 
for Peace team, and participated in many international culinary competitions. In May 
2013, I won the silver and bronze medals in the Ultimate Chef Challenge in Thailand. 
In September 2012, I participated in the American Culinary Diplomacy Program, an 
initiative of Michele Obama. At the 10th Gastronomy Festival in Istanbul, Turkey, in 
2012, I won the silver medal in the individual competition and the bronze medal in the 
team category. Other competitions where I won medals include the Villeroy and Boch 
Culinary World Cup in Luxembourg, the open-air cooking competition in Bucharest, 
Romania, and the second Palestinian culinary arts cooking competition. I also 
represented Palestine and took first prize at the 2007 World Couscous Festival. 

I am humbled to have cooked for kings and leaders of the world, including King 
Abdullah of Jordan, President Arafat, President Rabin, Shimon Peres, President 
Clinton, President Chirac, Prince William, President George W. Bush, and many more.

Ever since I was a child, when my mother served us delicious food at table, I 
was the first of my siblings to smell the food before starting to eat. As I grew 
up, I started to understand more about the concept of food and cooking; how 

ingredients blend together.

My passion for cooking fit well with my connection 
to nature and the earth. I started gardening and 
watching my flowers, fruits, and herbs blooming and 
flourishing throughout all the seasons. 

As a former executive chef at the American Colony 
Hotel in Jerusalem, I was asked to add organic 
recipes to the menu according to seasonality. As a 

chef instructor at Notre Dame of Jerusalem Center, I 
always encouraged young cooks and taught them that 
the secret of success is to present food with produce 

picked from the garden and served fresh and 
colorfully.

We’re lucky that the seasons here in 
Palestine offer chefs a vast variety 
of fruits, vegetables, and meats to 
add to their menu. Summer, for 
instance, offers refreshing fruits 
and herbs such as French figs with 
green za’atar. Winter offers root 
vegetables such as beetroot, 
which goes perfectly with a touch 
of smoked salmon. Green lentils 
and spinach blend perfectly with 
citrus fruits.

My dream is to convince and try 
to teach people to get back to the 

earth, to protect and respect it. 
My goal is to open a small gourmet 

restaurant that seats only 25 people and offer organic products – simple, 
colorful, and tasty. 
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Food and
My Family

By Diana Mardi Atari
Translated from Arabic by Rania Filfil

 never thought that I would be so interested in food. But, in all 
honesty, food has preoccupied every single woman in my family, 
mostly because a woman is judged based on her culinary skills. 
The ability to create perfect rice – mufalfal (cooked well but not 
sticky) – is the barometer against which a woman’s talent as a 
muaadallah (cordon bleu chef) is measured. When I cooked for the 

first time, it was because I had to not because I wanted to. My mother went 
to hospital to deliver my third sibling and was going to be away for three 
days. I had to prove that I was up to the responsibility so I decided to make 
moloukhiyeh, a dish that I love, for my siblings. Everything was perfect, even 
the rice. Unfortunately, the meal lacked some salt, but this was not a problem 
since those who wanted more salt could just add it to their plates. The most 
important aspect of the meal, though, was the rice. On that day, I earned the 
title of muaadallah, but I had to prove that I could make other more difficult 
dishes as well.

The women in my family – my grandmother and her sisters-in-law, my 
aunts, and my female cousins – would meet on various formal or informal 
occasions, usually around a meal. They would often prepare homemade 
tomato paste while we, the younger girls, helped them with the tasks that do 
not require special ingredients or measurements. We would wash, slice, and 
press the tomatoes to hand over to the more experienced women to cook on a 
wooden stove, stirring it just right and adding the exact amount of salt needed 
to preserve it before pouring it into jars.

I

Palestinian Cuisine:
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Traditional Palestinian Dishes

I used to sometimes watch my 
grandmother making a big ball of 
dough, yet another way to measure 
a woman’s mastery of cooking. I 
hoped that one day she would let 
me try to make the dough, but that 
remained a mere dream because I 
was never allowed to touch the food 
due to my grandmother’s obsession 
with hygiene. But the image of the 
dough stayed in my memory and in 
my dreams for the future.

I would also watch her prepare 
maftoul (couscous), a meal that we 
children loved to eat and to watch 
being made, always impatient to 
see the pumpkin and chickpea stew 
being poured over the maftoul to 

Hisin Mardi, the author’s grandmother.

Maftool dish prepared
by the author.
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make it ready to eat. We implored 
my grandmother to give us some of 
the steamed maftoul marinated in 
pure olive oil as a snack. I repeatedly 
asked my grandmother and the 
other women in my family to let me 
prepare the maftoul, but in vain. To 
them, this required a special skill and 
experience and that one could only 
acquire as an adult.

When I grew up and got married, 
I could try to prepare the 
maftoul without waiting for my 
grandmother’s approval. I had to 
prove my skill even though I had 
never had hands-on experience. 
In my head, I could hear my 
grandmother’s voice: “Use both 
hands to work the dough, rub it 
gently, without any pressure, to leave 
the maftoul free.”

To prepare maftoul, we use soaked, 
coarse bulgur, spread it on a tray, 
add wheat flour, salt, black pepper, 
and cinnamon, and mix it, rubbing it 
gently between our hands to produce 
tiny round balls that are placed in a 
sieve on top of a pot of boiling water. 
The maftoul is steamed and then 
put in a pot with chopped onions 

seasoned with salt, black pepper, 
and olive oil, to which we add pieces 
of pumpkin, carrots, and boiled 
chickpeas soaked in a tomato-based 
chicken stew. The chicken pieces are 
roasted and then placed on top.

Maftoul is a popular dish in my 
home village, Tiret al-Muthalath, also 
known as Tiret Bani Sa’ab. Women 
in my family (my grandmother, her 
sister-in-law and probably one or 
two other women) prepare maftoul 
using an experience-based task-
distribution system. Some women 
are busy working the dough to 
prepare the tiny balls, while others 
make the soup or pumpkin stew, 
and a third group pours the stew to 
serve. To the best of my recollection, 
maftoul was usually served on 
sad occasions, for example, when 
someone died or on the fortieth-day 
memorial of a person’s death. In 
any case, we children would play a 
specific role, delivering the plates of 
maftoul to neighbors and relatives 
on these sad occasions. Offering the 
maftoul to them was a way of joining 
in their prayers that the deceased 
would rest in peace. 

I loved this delicious dish so much 
that when I heard that someone had 
passed away, I would dream of this 
tasty meal. On these sad occasions, 
aseeda (a boiled wheat dish) was 
also served. It is made of whole 
wheat grains soaked for hours and 
then cooked with lamb till softened. 
When the stew thickens, well-cooked 
chickpeas are added. My father’s 
aunt would add the final touch – a 
dollop of sour yogurt to complement 
the taste of wheat. Aseeda is served 
with pieces of lamb on top.

Because this delicious dish is 
served on sad occasions, one of my 
cousins refused to eat it; she hated 
it and associated it with death. I, on 
the other hand, waited expectantly 
for the third day of the mourning 
period to get my share. This delicacy 
is a key part of my cuisine. In 
the culinary spirit I inherited from 
my grandmother, I add carrots, 
squash, and pumpkin, as well as 
other vegetables that increase its 
nutritional value and the energy it 
provides. 

When I got older, I learned from 
women friends in other villages 

that maftoul is not served on their 
sad occasions. Moreover, in the 
region of Ramallah and Al-Bireh, for 
instance, the maftoul is smaller and 
the stew contains only chicken and 
chickpeas, without any pumpkin, 
carrots, or tomato sauce. I also 
learned that aseeda is actually a 
sweet dish that does not look at all 
like our aseeda. These encounters 
prompted me to explore the 
variations of Palestinian cuisine from 
one town to another and from south 
to north. Watching my grandmother 
and mother preparing the most 
delightful dishes has equipped me 
with warm culinary memories. May 
my grandmother, who allowed me 
to watch and learn from her, rest in 
peace. 

Born and raised in Al-Tireh in 
northern Palestine, Diana Mardi 
Atari is proud of the fact that 
she comes from a family with 
Bedouin roots, specifically from 
the Arab Hweitat tribe who fled 
to Al-Tireh in 1948, coming from 
Al-Bassa region. Currently, Diana 
works as a field researcher at a 
human rights organization that 
advocates for human rights in 
planning. Diana is very interested 
in Palestinian food and would 
like to have her own restaurant 
that serves traditional Palestinian 
dishes. Diana is married and has 
three daughters.
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Spoon-Feeding
Food
Appropriation?

By Marcel Shamshoum

ake hummus not walls!” A statement that seems 
powerful and evocative at first, until you dig a little 
deeper and discover its hidden encrypted meaning. 
For the past couple of years, every time I go to 
Bethlehem and pass the apartheid wall, I look at this 
statement, written in bold black and white. I wonder 

how we Palestinians could be okay with this. We actually take pride in selling 
merchandise such as mugs, T-shirts, and posters that display this slogan to 
foreign visitors in the Holy Land.   

From the moment I first saw this mural, it made no sense to me. Nor does 
it represent our Palestinian stance. Let’s take a closer look: This statement 
addresses those who build walls! In our case, and in this particular context, 
these are the Israeli occupation authorities. They are asked to make hummus 
instead of walls. I think by now it’s clear where I am going with this. Are we 
really asking Israelis to make hummus instead of walls? Are we Palestinians 
willing to betray our culture and identity to attain the most basic human rights 
of peace and freedom?

As a Palestinian food writer, I always face this issue in my writing. I feel like 
a warrior fighting a never-ending battle in which the victor keeps changing. 
One moment we win, the next we find ourselves overwhelmed with Israeli 
propaganda that advertises “Israeli hummus” or “Israeli falafel.” Some 
Palestinians have challenged this claim, others push even further to solidify 
the Palestinian food identity worldwide. The story of Rawia Bishara and her 

“M
restaurant Tanoreen in New York 
beautifully showcases the Palestinian 
success story. Furthermore, Sami 
Tamimi and Tara Wigley’s cookbook 
Falastin recently won the Fortnum 
and Mason Food and Drink Awards 
2021. Such people give us hope that 
Palestinian food identity can make its 
mark on the map. But I digress.

Let us go back to the main point. In 
my opinion, the victor is obvious, 
and I came to this conclusion after 
a very simple observation: Israelis 
always feel the need to put the word 
“Israeli” before any dish they steal, 
e.g., Israeli salad, Israeli hummus, 
Israeli falafel, Israeli shakshouka… 
the list is endless. To us natives, 
on the other hand, falafel is simply 
falafel, salad is just salad, and 
hummus is hummus. The fact that 
they feel the urge to label everything 
as “Israeli” doesn’t make the dishes 

theirs. It’s like going to a restaurant 
in Italy and asking for Italian 
carbonara, as if “carbonara” weren’t 
Italian enough. Or going to India to 
order “Indian” chicken tikka masala. 

This labeling, in my opinion, may 
stem from the fact that what is 
referred to as “Israeli cuisine” is a 
combination of cuisines across a 
wide range of versatile independent 
cultures. Since the start of Jewish 
migration to Palestine in the late 

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Make hummus, not 
walls – an invitation 
for appropriation in 
disguise.
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1800s, later on in the 1940s and 
1950s, and ongoing since then, all 
Jews who immigrated to Palestine 
came with their own unique culture 
that reflects their country of origin. 
Ashkenazi Jews, for example, came 
from a European background, thus 
their main cuisine was heavily 
influenced by European traditions 
such as German and Polish cuisines. 
Mizrahi Jews on the other hand 
shared traditions that are similar to 
those of Arabs because they lived 
together in similar environments, 
hence the similarities in cuisines. 
In fact, many Mizrahi Jews who 
originate from the Levant, Iraq, 
Yemen, or North Africa consider the 
local Arabic food to be their cuisine 
because they were well integrated 
in their respective societies; the 
only difference could be traced to 
religious customs, such as kosher 
foods. Unfortunately, after 1948, 
the Zionist movement had to find a 
way to unite all these unique and 
extremely diverse cultures to support 
its narrative of one people, claiming 
that all Jews are originally from 
Palestine! But I think that backfired 
on them big time. Just as European 
Christians can’t claim turkey as 
their tradition just because they eat 
that on Christmas, not all Jews can 
claim hummus because they believe 
that God gave them this land. If the 
previous sentence makes no sense 
to you, rest assured, it shouldn’t! 
Because the argument used by 
Israelis to claim that hummus is 
theirs is nonsense for the obvious 
reason that not all Jews are from 
Palestine!

So, what now? Well, for starters, we 
Palestinians must acknowledge and 
fully understand the hidden agenda 
behind propaganda, campaigns, and 
slogans such as “Make hummus not 
walls.” The fact that we are proud of 

it makes no sense. Whoever wrote 
this, be it a foreigner or a Palestinian, 
reminds me of what the Zionist 
agenda has been and still is trying 
to do. This person is spoon-feeding 
food and cultural appropriation to 
Israel. And while many argue that 
this mural is a gesture of peace, 
coexistence, and hope for freedom, 
as far as I’m concerned, it is not. I 
will never sell my cultural identity 
at the expense of my basic human 
rights. My freedom and peace have 
nothing to do with my hummus. 

Now, after all this, you might be 
surprised that I want to keep this 
mural drawn on the wall. This is 
simply because it is placed on a wall 
of shame, further emphasizing its 
pathetic meaning. I hope that one 
day this wall will fall, and with it, the 
mural and all its meanings. 

Marcel Shamshoum, a 
Palestinian-Armenian 
pharmacology student at 
Newcastle University in the 
United Kingdom, is also a 
passionate food writer who 
currently holds the position of 
food and drink subeditor at the 
university’s newspaper The 
Courier. In 2017, Marcel launched 
his first cookbook, titled The 
Mediterranean Zest, that he later 
turned into a podcast, interviewing 
some of the most influential 
chefs and foodies around the 
Mediterranean.  

Chef Haig Hagopian

Ever since my younger years, I have had a passion for exploring various 
gourmet cuisines. My journey started when I obtained a four-year cooking and 
hospitality degree in Cyprus that was also associated with practical experience 
in the hospitality sector. This was followed by a two-year advanced degree in 
San Francisco.

Upon my return home, it seemed that destiny landed me at the Armenian 
Patriarchate where I was entrusted with the task of reorganizing the dwindling 
food and beverages operation for clergy, seminarians, pilgrims, and tourists. 

It was a challenge that was well 
worth the effort, as this period 
also helped me gain considerable 
experience in the local hospitality 
market. Private catering along with 
restaurant consultation are also 
part of my acquired skills.

Three years ago, I was invited 
to Chartres, France, for a food 
exhibition organized by the French 
Chefs’ Association, where I had to 
introduce an authentic Armenian 
dish. Թոփիկ (topig), a complex 
vegetarian roulade that is very 
popular during Christmas and 
Easter, was my choice: pine nuts, 
onions, and currants in a tahini 
sauce are served in a wrap made 

of garbanzo beans and drizzled with lemon juice. During the preparation process, 
I was struck by the hard-to-ignore artistic capabilities and perfectionism of two 
young men. Being an instructor at the Notre Dame Academy and an accredited 
food critic, I could clearly see the gap between international students and our 
own students at home when it comes to passionate cooking. 

I have participated as an Armenian culinary ambassador in several international 
events and competitions to present our cuisine to the outside world.

I believe that our Ministry of Education should invest more in the hospitality 
sector to support the people who have chosen this very refined career. In a 
country where tourism provides a key income, we need optimal results. The 
preservation of our proud and rich Palestinian cuisine, with its vast variety of 
ingredients, requires more proactive and systematic investment in the future 
generation. Unfortunately, the art of cooking in this country does not receive the 
respect it deserves.

Culture, the Art of Cooking, Food Science, 
and Social Gatherings: A Daily Necessity?
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More Than
Just Food!

By Mohannad
W. Kafri

treet food has been booming in Ramallah in recent years. Street 
food is not just food; it is a social experience that represents a 
simplicity that does not require large fancy spaces because it 
can be sold on a cart or in a booth. Street food is anything that 
you can grab and eat on the go without needing to sit at a table. 
It offers great opportunities as a small business start-up and a 

dignified way of making an income for young people who are passionate 
about food. It fosters societal integration. Vendors of street food are full of life, 
passionate about what they do, and willing to engage in any conversation that 
involves politics, sports, or anything in life. From falafel to shawarma, boiled 
corn or legumes, coffee, tea, and fruit smoothies, Ramallah’s street food is 
interesting for food lovers. In this article, I will take you through some of the 
main street foods that I enjoy and consider part of my city’s personality and of 
my physiological makeup as well. 

Corn food carts created an addiction for me. They come with flashy names 
that represent the flamboyant personalities of their vendors. Some have 
special names to suggest that they are Michelin-star restaurant equivalents, 
such as Sweet Corn, King Corn, and Top Corn. Others carry the city name 
to suggest that they are the only legit corn carts in town, such as Ramallah 
Corn, and others feature their owner’s name, such Ibrahim Corn and Raed 
Corn. When you decide to start your corn addiction by stopping to grab a 
corn cup, you can engage in conversation on any topic with the vendor. My 
favorite of all carts is Ibrahim Corn, formerly known as Chavez Corn. Ibrahim, 

S

the owner, explained to me that he 
called his cart Chavez Corn due to 
the Venezuelan president’s great 
support of the Palestinian cause. 
Currently, it is called Ibrahim Corn 
because when his cart was being 
renovated and a new sign created, 
he was away and wasn’t able to 
check on it, so his name rather than 
that of Chavez ended up on the sign. 
He hopes to fix it someday, but for 
now it would cost too much. The 
corn these vendors offer is not your 
regular corn on the cob; it consists 
of loose, boiled corn kernels served 
in a cup, to be consumed with a 
spoon after the vendor mixes it with 
cheese powder, plant-based butter, 
spices, and salt. It is cooked in a 
regular kitchen pot, which is kept 
at a constant high temperature, 
and prepared with the skill and 
smoothness of the competitors you 
see on the famous Master Chef 
show. Once the corn is presented 
to you, the vendor will suggest 
adding lemon to suit your taste, or 
mayonnaise. The snack offers your 
senses a unique, stimulating, and 
flavorful experience. The sweet yet 
salty corn mixed with the buttery 
taste of the plant-based fat, the mild 
taste of the powdered cheese, and 
topped up with spices and lemon 
juice creates a feast that brings the 
Rio Carnival all the way to Ramallah. 
It’s a warm snack enjoyed by young 
and old that will lift your spirits, 
especially on cold winter days. 
Regardless of which cart you get 
your corn from, I promise that you 
will enjoy this snack. And if you like 
a little conversation, you will find 
these vendors all smiles despite their 
difficult economic circumstances. 
Small, medium, and large cups cost 
between 1 and 3 dollars. The corn 
is delicious, and I recommend you 
try it, but there are other snacks you 
should try, too.

If you walk to work, it is important 
to start your day with a caffeine 
injection. This can only be achieved 
by drinking strong Arabic coffee 
from a coffee cart. You can get six 
cups of strong, aromatic Arabic 
coffee from one of the coffee 
carts for the price of one cup of 
coffee from the coffee shops in the 
Beverly Hills district of Ramallah 
known as Al-Tira. Sure, they are 
not Segafredo, Lavazza, Gloria 
Jean’s, Illy, etc., but any true coffee 
enthusiast knows that the source of 
the coffee beans is what matters, 
and when cardamom is added to 
Arabic coffee, you will not even 
think of the corporate coffee world. 
When you taste a cup of Arabic 
coffee from one of these vendors, 
the beans give you a free ticket 
with a rare no-visa-needed entry on 
your Palestinian passport, taking 
you straight to the beans’ sources, 

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Street Food

Ibrahim, the owner and vendor of Ibrahim Corn.
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whether it is the Caribbean, Africa, or 
Central or South America, given that 
these regions cultivate some of the 
finest Arabica coffee beans. Further, 
there is personality in that cup. The 
vendor adds the measures of coffee 
and then adds water and waits for 
it to boil, all in front of your eyes. 
You can ask him to make it with no 
sugar, medium sugar, or extra sugar. 
On top of that, vendors usually have 
croissants made from a local bakery 
that you can have with your cup of 
coffee, all for less than two dollars. 

Since we are in the bakery section, 
we have to mention nawaem, which 
literally translated means “softies.” 
So what are softies? They certainly 
are not for softies because once 
you eat one, you will want to eat 
three or four more to satisfy your 

brain’s sugar needs, especially 
in the morning with your coffee. 
“Softies” are balls of bread that are 
the size of a tennis ball, may contain 
anise seeds, and are topped with 
sugar. Very popular in Ramallah, 
nawaem are the donuts of Palestine. 
However, to date, I have not noticed 
a Palestinian policeman waiting in 
his car to bust an illegal gathering 
of folks eating their nawaem and 
sipping on their coffee. In any case, 
softies are worth trying! First, 
because they are addictive; second, 
because they are light and not 
energy dense, so you will eat more 
till they are not light anymore; and 
finally, because you can have two for 
one shekel or one for one shekel if it 
is of a larger size. 

Another famous bakery product 
is ka’ek b-simsim (sesame seed 
bread), also called ka’ek al-Quds. 
It’s sold on carts, and you can buy 
it together with a large falafel, soft 
processed cheese, an oven-roasted 
egg (similar to a boiled egg), and/
or a za’atar (thyme) mix that can 
be added later. They are a family 
favorite. I rarely buy them on my 
way to work, though, as I prefer to 
get them on weekends, hot from the 
bakeries that supply the portable 
carts. When they are on carts, fresh 
and hot from the bakery, they sell 
quickly. It’s better for me to get them 
on weekends to enjoy them with my 
family. Since we are talking about 
weekends, I must admit that I don’t 
usually eat falafel (deep-fried patties 
made of minced chickpeas or fava 
beans) on a daily basis, even though 
it can’t get more Palestinian than 
that. Just like hummus, falafel is a 
heavy meal by itself, and when you 
make a falafel sandwich, you must 
add hummus, red cabbage, pickles, 
tomatoes, and hot peppers (I prefer 
it hot) to make it a whole meal that 
can keep you satiated for the next 
four hours. Furthermore, one does 
not suffice for me, so I have two, 
which simply tires me out and, 
instead of hitting the books or the 
gym, I’d rather hit the bed.

If you are a health enthusiast and 
want to nourish your body with 
lighter fare, there are small shops or 
booths that offer freshly squeezed 
juices and smoothies. You can get 
orange, pomegranate, sugarcane, 
beetroot, and many other juices. 
You can choose from a variety of 
delicious toppings for your smoothie 
if you are thinking of going to the 
gym afterwards and want a high-
energy snack. You can add honey 
and nuts, for example, which are 
known as “groom’s mix” not only 

for their high energy content but also 
as a reminder that the survival of the 
human race depends on how many 
babies are made; but it is not Viagra. 
The groom’s mix drink is certainly 
energy dense and will increase your 
stamina for exercise, work, etc., 
but it is given this name to suggest 
how important it is in Palestinian 
and Arab society to have kids and 
start a family as soon as you get 
married. If you want to continue 
good health habits, boiled legumes 
such fava beans, chickpeas, and 
turmos (lupine beans) can be 
another addition to your smoothie to 
complete your protein needs. Boiled 

legumes were our childhood snacks, 
as the vendor used to sell them in 
the school yard when we left to go 
home at the end of the day. Loaded 
with protein and fiber, they are sold 
in small nylon bags and seasoned 
individually by the vendor according 
to the taste of each customer. These 
snacks will certainly keep you warm 
on winter days. You can also get 
corncobs from the same vendor.

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

Full-bodied Arabic 
coffee with the 
famous foam 
on top.

A coffee booth known 
as Darwish Coffee.

The famous nawaem.
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Ramallah street food has been 
booming with the rise of food vans 
that sell the same line of foods 
discussed earlier. Caravans are a 
little more high end. The coffees they 
sell are diverse, such as espresso, 
cappuccino, latte, iced coffee, and 
more. The coffee is made using 
machines you’d find in any café. I 
usually stop by early to get coffee 
from “Rumi,” my favorite coffee 

roads, and in town, making them an 
ideal option for working parents who 
sometimes do not have time to cook 
a meal for their hungry children.    

Regardless whether it’s sold from 
a cart, booth, or van, street food 
offers great variety. I consider street 
food a must when I go downtown 
to do some errands. It gives you 
a sense of belonging to the place. 
Furthermore, when you get street 
food you are contributing somewhat 
to the economic and social stability 
of vendors and this is very important 
for the resilience of the Palestinian 
people in their struggle for self-
determination. So next time you buy 
street food, remember it is more than 
just food.

Mohannad W. Kafri, is an 
assistant professor in nutrition 
at Birzeit University. He earned a 
PhD in the United Kingdom and 
an MSc and BA in the United 
States. Living in Ramallah, 
Mohannad is married and has 
one child. He is a passionate 
sports person, holds a first dan 
or black belt in judo, lectures 
in sports nutrition, and tries to 
use his science to find popular 
local foods that can be of a great 
value for sports performance and 
recovery. 

caravan, on my way to work or to 
get a caffeine shot before training; 
caffeine and exercise are a different 
topic, though. Other possibilities 
include potato chip caravans, hot 
dog caravans, and many other 
types of fast food. I have only tried 
the hot dog caravan once, since 
I am not into Western fast food, 
but it’s proving to be popular since 
these caravans can be found in 
neighborhoods, on lively commuter 

Chef Fadi Kattan

Growing up in Bethlehem, I fell in love with cooking 
in the kitchen of Julia, my late maternal grandmother, 
and around the table at the house of Nakhleh, my 

paternal grandfather. At home, my parents gave 
me the chance to learn the art of hospitality and 
the appreciation of good food that I cherish not 
only at home but also abroad. 

I started my restaurant Fawda in the attempt to 
modernize Palestinian cuisine while celebrating the 

beauty of our local produce and sharing a very 
personal take on our dishes. My passion is 

for local products: the khobeizeh and 
moloukhiyeh of Jericho, the awassi 

lamb and the laban jameed of 
Hebron, the olive oil of Beit Jala, 
and the freekeh of Jenin! I have 
heard that a rumor circulates that 

I always travel with a bit of sumac 
on me... 

I don’t have a particular dish that fills 
me with pride. I am proud every time 
customers leave their dining table 
feeling happy; I am proud every 
time someone watches my YouTube 
series Teta’s Kitchen and reaches 

out with his/her grandmother’s story; I am proud each time I see my mother 
and father’s eyes shining with happiness over a new dish I’ve created. I take 
pride in every dish that makes a guest discover our Palestinian cuisine, every 
episode of Teta’s Kitchen that made a viewer long for Palestine, every recipe 
in an article published in This Week in Palestine that inspires someone to start 
cooking Palestinian flavors.  

My dream is to find that Palestinian food is celebrated everywhere, in harmony 
with its roots, its stories, and the fabulous artisans that make it possible 
every day. My dream is to see Palestinian chefs honor our local terroir here 
and abroad, simultaneously celebrating the local produce of where they are 
and Palestinian flavors. My dream is to witness the development of a broad 
awareness within the Palestinian hospitality industry regarding food waste 
and to see us craftspeople in the field be the pioneers who tackle this issue 
together. 

Celebrating Local Products, Honoring 
Nature’s Abundance 

Getting a coffee from “Rumi, the Coffee Caravan” 
with my son.
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The Soft Power
of Palestinian
Food 

By Fidaa Abuhamdiya 

hen my life journey took me to Italy, even the mere glimpse 
of an Israeli flag flying over a food stall in the city of Varese 
would provoke me. “This is our food!” I told my colleague. 
“Israelis can sell mujaddara, hummus, maqlubeh and falafel, 
but they cannot declare them their property!” As if stealing 
the land, water, and air were not enough?! This food is part 

of our identity and culture. For me as a Palestinian, each plate has a story that 
relates to my people, the state, and the fragrances of my homeland. 

Israel uses food to claim ownership of the territory and encourage tourism, not 
only internally but also abroad, featuring it in advertisements and in articles 
published in international newspapers and world-famous magazines. Israeli 
chefs present huge events in which they appropriate Palestinian cuisine and 
our cultural foods, denying the origins of these foods and pretending that they 
are theirs. As Israelis proclaim ownership of plates whose origins lie in the 
Middle East, the Levant, or even Egypt, they deny the existence of the people 
who live on this land and whose dishes and recipes are much older than the 
state of Israel. 

Someone as tenacious as I cannot let this go by unchallenged. Instead, I have 
decided to use food as a soft power tool to fight the occupation. Food has 
become my means to speak about Palestine.

Historically, cuisine has been a mirror of civilization, culture, heritage, and 
the economic status of a people. Likewise, Palestinian dishes reflect all 

W

these aspects and elements. Take 
musakhan, for example, a Palestinian 
farmer’s dish that traditionally has 
been cooked during the olive harvest 
season: tabun bread is drenched 
in olive oil, covered with onions 
that have been caramelized in olive 
oil, and topped with sumac. All 
these ingredients are the fruit of 
Palestinian land. As living standards 
rose, chicken was added, then 
toasted almonds and pine nuts 
were sprinkled on top. But despite 
these changes, the dish has kept its 
original flavors as its essence has 
been passed down from generation 

to generation, preserving the 
authenticity of the dish.  

Our occupiers can take possession 
of our food in the material sense, 
as they have done and continue to 
do with our land. But they cannot 
transmit its history, traditions, and 
associated sentiments because we 
Palestinians consider our food to 
be a thread that brings us together 
and connects us to our homeland – 

especially those of us who live in the 
diaspora. 

It is no coincidence that many 
Palestinian poets and writers talk 
about food when they express their 
longing for their homeland. The 
famous Palestinian poet Mahmoud 
Darwish, for example, wrote while 
in exile, “Dearly I yearn for my 
mother’s bread, my mother’s 
coffee.” 

Food is part of Palestinian identity 
wherever we go. It reflects our 
culture, heritage, and personality. 

Fidaa Abuhamdiya is a chef, food 
blogger, and teacher of future 
chefs at Smart College for Modern 
Education in Hebron.

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity
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Chef Agustin ShomaliChef Abdelkarim Shamasneh

Creativity and Innovation A World Master Chef

I was born in 1966 into a family that can boast of many professionals in the 
culinary field. Numerous members of my extended family have worked in or 
still are heads of kitchens in restaurants and hotels throughout Palestine. I 

made my professional debut in 1985 at the American Colony 
Hotel in Jerusalem. 

During my career, I took cooking courses both locally and 
in Switzerland and Italy. I am proud to have won first prize 
at the Chef of Palestine competition in 2006 and to have 
been chosen to participate in representing Palestine in 
food festivals in Italy, Britain, and Austria. 

I consider culinary skills a profession that combines art 
with the sense of taste. This creative craft also involves the 

pleasure of making others happy by offering a variety 
of well-presented dishes in artistic ways that 

satisfy the taste of our guests beyond their 
expectations. As cooking is my passion, 

I take pleasure in spending time in the 
kitchen to work with my hands and 

follow up on every little detail, which 
includes quality control, cleanliness, 
and ensuring diversity in what is 
offered in dishes that include 
appetizers, salads, soups, main 
courses, and desserts. Creativity 
and innovation are essential in my 

work. I engage with full attention 
and passion to make all my 
dishes special. My signature lies in 

creativity and presentation. I do what 
I love and love what I do.

I consider the event that took place in Austria in which I represented Palestine 
and prepared a menu for 250 ambassadors to be a milestone in my career. 
I’m very proud of this gala dinner, particularly because it was a smashing 
success at all levels. 

Finally, my dream is not personal but rather relates to the general profession 
that in my opinion does not receive what it deserves in terms of support 
and encouragement. For example, I wish that our government authorities 
would take the initiative to better support the culinary arts and food science 
profession and do a proper classification. 

I am a Palestinian-Spanish chef. My career in the gastronomy industry started 
upon my graduation from Notre Dame of Jerusalem Center. I then went on to 
spread my passion for cooking through hosting several radio and television 
cooking shows at local Palestinian media outlets, while I was also teaching the 

art of cooking at various schools and universities. I took 
my passion for cooking to work at several restaurants 
and institutions in Palestine and the Canary Islands, 
my mother’s homeland. I am currently the food and 
beverage manager and executive chef at Ararat Hotel 
in Bethlehem.

My diverse background led me to integrate this 
East-West diversity into my cuisine and into the 

techniques that I use, which include a fusion of 
traditional Palestinian cuisine with various global 

techniques and flavors. My food palette 
has been greatly enhanced by the 

cooking courses that I took in 
countries such as Italy and 

France that added an 
international twist. 

The highlights of my 
career include cooking 
for many high-profile 
people, such as 
Pope Francis and 

Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas. And I 
am humbled to be the first 
Palestinian member of the 

World Master Chefs Society.

Through my work in the 
gastronomy industry, I aspire to spread awareness of the richness of 
Palestinian cuisine throughout the world while also playing a role in enhancing 
the standards of the cuisine globally.
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Moloukhiyeh

By Riyam Kafri AbuLaban

he chicken succumbs in oven temperature, and the rice plumps 
expectantly on top of the stove. He washes moloukhiyeh leaves 
methodically, caressing them tenderly with his hands, before 
pulling them close to chop them mercilessly into a fine pulp. The 
broth bubbles behind him reaching a precipice. He turns to soothe 
it into a simmer. It whispers under his stir as he twirls bay leaves 

and a sliced tomato into it. 

He cuts into the leaves; his body vibrating with every swish of the knife. The 
muscles in his arms bulging from underneath his shirt, his face clenching with 
anticipation. He picks up the moist leaves and sprinkles them into the gurgling 
broth, as they sigh into heated surrender. He washes the lemons, and halves 
them. He sets them onto a plate and places them on the ornate dinner table. 

The sound of her key turning in the door sends him into a frenzy. She walks 
in looking like a vision, a warrior coming home after a long battle. He hands 
her a tall glass of something cold, she accepts in surrender. He registers the 
rise in his heartbeat at the sight of her smile and the knot in his stomach at the 
glimpse of her very sad eyes. She steps out of her heels, gets out of her jacket 
and sits at the table. 

They eat in silence, searching for satiation with every mouthful of buttery 
chicken and lemony moloukhiyeh, but satiation never comes. Hunger is 
a relentless monster, food only keeps it at bay. He starts to ask about her 
day, but stops himself. Her eyes are cloudy and sad, and the answer to his 

T

question is there. So he eats quietly. 
She helps him with the dishes and 
pours two cups of fresh coffee for 
both of them. She looks at him from 
underneath her lashes, she wants 
him to hold her in his arms again. 
All he does is avoid her eyes. This 
is how it is these days, sad, quiet, 
and cold. 

They sip coffee in the garden, 
swinging gently on their swing. He 
does not reach out to her, he sits 
beside her, with no other intention 
but to drink coffee. She cradles her 
empty belly. Six weeks ago it was 
round and full of life. Finally, the 
monotony they lived was going to be 
broken. The moment they found out 
about the baby, the house became 
more cheerful. They smiled more, 
they kissed more, and they said I 
love you more. She felt alive as life 
grew inside her. He returned from 
work early and spent the evenings 
at home. Then, the pregnancy 
ended as unexpectedly as it started. 
Today, her belly feels cold and flat. 
It is empty. She massages it hoping 
to feel a returned kick, a flutter of 
the arms, but nothing. Instead she 
feels moloukhiyeh expanding in her 
stomach trying to fill the emptiness 
of her abdomen. However, her 
hunger, their hunger is perpetual. A 
monster fed on questions like Who 
has the problem, you or him? When 
will you try again? Yulla hurry, we 
want grandkids running around the 
garden. You waited too long to get 
married, you are too old for my son. 
He should have married a younger 
woman. You should gain weight, you 
should lose weight. Or worst of all, 
are you letting him near you enough 
at night? It is certainly not him. It 
must be you. 

She endured the accusations, the 
interrogations and the suggestions 
that came in the form of orders for 

years. She met every question with 
an internal twisting pain, an external 
frozen smile, and a robotic nod. She 
worked more, cooked more, lost 
weight when she gained it, gained 
weight when she lost it. Ate more 
vegetables, drank more water, tried 
herbal tea, and cut coffee. She did 
yoga, gave up running, took up 
running, and gave up yoga. She was 
a pendulum swinging from one end 
to the other, hoping to finally hang 
still. 

He always stood up for her. He stood 
between her and the questioning 
gazes of family members and 
friends, but this last miscarriage was 
too much even for him. It devastated 
him. Not only was the loss of the 
baby after almost six months of 
term a lot to endure but even worse 
was watching her go through it all. 
She braved the induced labor, she 
pushed hard, and instead of life, 
death came out of her, all bloody and 
wet and silent. There was no sweet 
child’s crying to pierce through 
the delivery room, only her painful 
screams and infinite tears. 

He wanted to be strong for her, but 
it was just too much to bear. This 
time Lama was quick to get back 
to work. It was he who could not 
bring himself to return to the office. 
So he took some time off thinking 
that it could help him. Instead, it 
just made things more pronounced. 
The hours crawled their way from 
dawn to dusk. And with every hour 
screeching forward, his mother’s 
comments only made time heavier 
and more suffocating. As soon as 
Lama was back to work, and he 
was still at home, she stopped by 
every morning to perform her tirade. 
What are you waiting for? She is 
no good for you. I can find you any 
woman you want. Look at you, rich, 
handsome, from a good family, 
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many girls would marry you and give 
you not one child but ten. He met 
every sentence with quiet nods. He 
watched his mother swell with hope 
as he nodded. And every time she 
ended the speech with the question, 
“Shall I make an appointment for us 
to meet…?” 

“La yumma, I am married already.” 
He cut her off. She would then spiral 
into a long ritual of “What have I 
done wrong in my life, ya Allah, 
to deserve such a bad son? Why 
won’t he give me grandchildren?” 
Eventually, she got tired, drank her 
coffee, and walked back up the 
stairs to her apartment where she 
came from. She eventually stopped 
coming in the morning. She kept 
to her apartment upstairs and just 
gave disapproving looks to both of 
them during family gatherings. He 
continued to ignore her stares and 
nursed the brewing failure inside 
him. He felt that he had let Lama 
down, that the basic thing that a man 
could do with a woman, procreate, 
had eluded him. It did not matter 
how successful he was and how 
envious people around him were 
of the life he led. He felt that he 
had failed at the one thing that God 
gave him naturally, the basic tenet 
of manhood, giving a woman the 
opportunity to become a mother. 

Lama told him over and over again 
that there was more to womanhood 
than motherhood. And that there 
were many marriages that were 
full of love, that lasted a lifetime 
without children. They were full of 
travel, excitement, and pleasure and 
incredible companionship. She tried 
to explain to him that he was still her 
man to love and hold forever. But, 
Samir was inconsolable. He had 
become distant, cold, and quiet. The 
fire he had had for her seemed to 
wane. 

Now they sit on the swing sipping 
coffee in silence, heavy and tense. 
How many times does she have 
to remind him that they need each 
other? She misses the woman she 
became when he looked at her. She 
misses the laughter, the joy, the 
jokes… She misses living, truly 
living with him… And then without 
prior warning, she leans towards 
him. Her body swells with hope like 
rice swells with steam. He opens his 
arms and just like that, the frozen 
silence between them begins to 
thaw like frozen moloukhiyeh leaves 
sighing at the warmth of hot chicken 
broth. He leans in towards her for the 
first time in a long while. Somewhere 
in heaven, the soul of a baby smiles 
as she finds a new home. 

Riyam Kafri AbuLaban has a 
PhD in chemistry. She is an 
educator, a writer, and a baking 
experimentalist. Her work in 
education centers on concept 
and inquiry-based learning. 
Her work outside of education 
focuses on food research, 
recipe development, and 
meditations on sourdough. She 
writes poetry, short stories, and 
essays. On the weekends, her 
kitchen smells of baked bread, 
honey, and cinnamon. For her 
kitchen adventures, find her @
riyamoskitchentable, and for 
her writing, visit @riyamkafri on 
Instagram. 

Chef Tareq Taha

Combining Tradition and Modernity

I was born and raised in Jerusalem in a house where 
preparing food is an expression of love. I’m the son of 
a dedicated mother whose food is nothing less than 
divine and a father who’s a second-generation hummus 
maker.

Growing up, I never thought of cooking as a future 
profession. I always wanted to be a designer or an 
artist. After finishing high school, a coincidence led me 

to Bethlehem University, and in 2010 I graduated with 
a degree in hotel management. During my studies, I 

remember how I fell in love with cooking and pastry 
arts, and from that moment I decided to take this 
to the next level. I started following my dream 
to become a professional chef. I applied to 

Notre Dame of Jerusalem Center culinary 
school to get professional training. I started 

my first job in pastry then moved to the 
kitchen and worked as a cook for a few 
years followed by professional cooking 
and pastry courses in Jerusalem and 

France. A series of random experiences 
from teaching to consulting to menu 

development helped me develop my skills. At the 
age of 28, I got my first job as a head chef.

Throughout my career, I have had the opportunity 
to work alongside some respected chefs such as 
Ibrahim Abu Seir, Johnny Goric, and Joseph Asfour. 
My passion for cooking has mixed with my pastry 
skills, and I’ve developed a style of cooking that 
combines tradition and modernity, highlighting 
vegetarian and vegan Palestinian dishes. One of my 

signature dishes is fried kubbeh topped with lemon caviar; another is crispy 
tabbouleh served over puffed rice paper.

This year I participated as a contestant in Top Chef, one of the biggest cooking 
shows in the Arab World, and I took third place.

My dream as a chef is to put modern Palestinian cuisine on the culinary world 
map. On a personal level, I dream to travel the world.
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Historical Personality of the Month

Ihsan al-Nimr

 was enjoying a delicious serving of knafa Nabulsiya at a small restaurant in the 
old town of Nablus, sitting next to an elderly man who was smoking his nargileh 

in stupor, occasionally taking a sip of Arabic coffee. All of a sudden, a young boy, 
playing with his friends on the street, was admonished by a woman: “Ihsan, Ihsan, 
don’t shout!” I overheard the old man muttering under his breath, “Allah yirhamak, 
ya Ihsan” (may God be merciful, dear Ihsan). Turning, I asked why he was talking 

about Ihsan as though he were dead. He beheld me for a moment, then nodded and said, 
“The real Ihsan, Ihsan al-Nimr.”

Ihsan al-Nimr was born in 1905 into a conservative Nabulsi family. He received his primary 
education in Nablus, went to Beirut for secondary school, and qualified to enter the science 
faculty at the American University in Beirut (AUB). Financial difficulties forced him to return 
to Palestine, but his love for learning prompted him to edify himself on his own, studying 
classical works of Arab and Islamic history as well as the Qur’an. Ihsan matured and 
became known as an honest and sincere young man, albeit at times diffident and timid. 

During the August 1929 al-Buraq Uprisings, Ihsan realized how seriously Zionism was 
threatening the future of his people and country. He began to spread awareness of the 
dangers of Zionist immigration, aided by the British Mandate. Working with young people 
in Nablus, he formed and led the Youth Conference, organizing border guards and coast 
guards to combat illegal Jewish immigration, and holding a conference in Nablus in 1931 
to protest British acquiescence to the Zionist acquisition of weapons. 

Ihsan’s commitment was authentic and supported innumerable nationalist happenings 
in the 1930s and up to the Nakba in 1948. Aware of the limitations imposed by Britain 
on the Palestinian leadership, he realized that at the national political level his impact 

against Zionism would be limited. Instead, 
he decided to combine resistance 
with fostering social and economic 
development locally, engaging in 
Nablus and the surrounding villages. He 
understood that social development was 
a necessary constituent of reinforcing 
Palestinian national fortitude, resolution, 
and resistance. 

Ihsan founded the Palestinian Arab 
Progress Party whose main goal was 
to protect Palestinian landowners by 
addressing their personal and family 
concerns. He furthermore implemented 
numerous society development actions, 
such as setting up the Islamic Revival 
School in 1932 to educate children who 
were not able to enroll in public schools, 
establishing the community-based 
Hadaya Society in 1934, and founding the 
Hadaya Sports Society to enable youth 
to engage in sports. Ihsan determined 
that the best way to support and improve 
the living conditions of Muslims was 
to engage in reforming morals through 
socio-educational action on the ground. 
Thus, he campaigned against the 
consumption of alcohol and smoking. He 
organized social and financial support for 
needy families and the families of people 
detained by the British authorities for their 
resistance. Hearing of the worries of a 
poor shoemaker that were caused by 
poor business conditions and the lack 
of local authority support and, to some 
degree, of the low social respect given 
to this profession, Ihsan founded the 
Shoe-Workers Association in Nablus to 
encourage and support them in addressing 
their concerns and improving their lot. He 
moved on to support other workers and 
professions and improve labor relations.

Ihsan furthermore believed that religious 
reform is key to social reform and 
development. Thus, he rebuilt the Nasr 
Mosque in Nablus that had been destroyed 
by the 1927 earthquake and led several 
efforts to collect donations to help poor 
people, also supporting the sending of 
donations to poor families in Medina 

(before Saudi Arabia had oil revenues). 

In addition to his political, social, and 
religious work, Ihsan engaged as a 
historian, writer, and poet. He wrote 
several articles on politics, history, 
and other topics that were published in 
several Palestinian and Arab newspapers 
and magazines. Among his more than 
thirty books, the most famous are the 
four volumes titled A History of Mount 
Nablus and Al-Balqa (in Arabic). Having 
composed poetry from an early age, he 
left several manuscripts at the time of his 
death with instructions on how publish 
them.

Ihsan never ceased to call on Arabs to 
unite and look toward the East. After 
1948, however, he gave up politics and 
devoted his time to research and writing. 
When Israel occupied Nablus in 1967, 
he persisted in intellectual endeavors and 
continued his research, focusing on the 
records of the sharia courts. His interest in 
heritage drove him to establish a museum 
to house the rare antiquities he was 
collecting. 

Ihsan passed away quietly in 1985, well 
respected by the generation who knew 
him well. His greatness lies in the fact that 
although he was deprived of education, he 
never stood still. He developed himself as 
an historian, an author, a social reformer, 
a promoter of religious and ethical morals, 
and most of all, a devoted patriot who 
cared for those who were uncared for 
– from schoolchildren to poor laborers, 
prisoners of British jails, and poor families, 
even as far away as Saudi Arabia.

Ihsan al-Nimr represented the 
transformation of the Palestinian people 
from simple citizens to people of 
revolution, resistance, and maturity, and 
he wisely passed on his legacy to the next 
generation.

By Saleem Zoughbi

(1905–1985)

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

SCAN 
TO SHARE



66 67THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

A Taste of Gaza
By Lima Shawa 

Rimal Books, 2021, 286 pages, €38

Lima Shawa cites recipes for Gaza specialties 
as well as for dishes cooked and consumed by 
Palestinians outside Gaza and Arabs elsewhere.

She describes Gaza through its weddings, 
Ramadan observances, celebrations, and 
seasons, including traditions and food. She 
begins with the marriage of her paternal 
grandmother. Although proposed to in Jerusalem, 
the bride was conveyed to Gaza on horseback 
as the wedding had to take place in Gaza in 
accordance with the local traditions at that time. She relates how, during the hot, 
humid Gazan summers, her extended family of 150 to 200 people set up camp 
under the shade of the sycamore trees on the Rimal dunes above the shore. 

The book continues with a description of feasts celebrated by both Muslim and 
Christian festivities before it delves into how Gazans respond to the four seasons 
and describes pottery used in Gaza kitchens. Having set the scene, she shifts 
to recipes. Many of the recipes that Shawa has collected are for age-old dishes 
made with locally grown vegetables and dried pulses. Her recipes show that 
Gaza’s food epitomizes the Mediterranean diet by consisting mainly of healthy, 
affordable, popular preparations that are called “cucina povera” by Italians proud 
that their cuisine abounds in such dishes.

Books of the Month

Baladi:
A Celebration of Food from Land and 
Sea 

By Joudie Kalla, 
photographs by Jamie Orlando Smith

Interlink Books, 2019, Hardback, 256 
pages, US$ 35

Baladi means “my home, my land, 
my country,” and Joudie Kalla once 
again pays homage to her homeland 
of Palestine by showcasing its wide-
ranging, vibrant, and truly delicious dishes. 

Palestine is a country of different seasons and landscapes, and it is these 
diverse conditions that create the many and varied ingredients featured 
in the book. Joudie takes an entirely flexible approach to cooking, using 
influences from her home to create new dishes, and bringing her own twist 
to more traditional recipes.

Baladi features recipes according to the area that they hail from, such as the 
land, the sea, the fields, the orchard. Diverse and flavorful dishes include Daoud 
Basha (lamb meatballs cooked in a tamarind and tomato sauce), khubzet 
za’atar (thyme brioche twists), samak makli bil camun (fried fish selection with 
zucchini, mint, and yogurt dip), atayef (soft pancakes filled with cream in an 
orange blossom sugar syrup), and many more sublime flavor combinations.

With stunning color photographs to accompany each recipe, the book is also 
interspersed with shots of the landscapes, streets, and people of Palestine, 
reflecting the rich culinary culture that runs through the whole country.

Joudie Kalla, a celebrated Palestinian cookbook author and chef with over 
18 years of experience in the culinary arts, currently runs a private catering 
company and hosts sold-out supper clubs.

Classic Palestinian 
Cuisine
By Christiane Dabdoub Nasser

Saqi Books, third edition, July 2013, 220 
pages, £14.99 

Classic Palestinian Cookery, which appeared in 
2000, was the first recipe book to be published on 
Palestinian cuisine. Since then, many books have 
appeared, written by Palestinians from Palestine 
and the diaspora, but also by food lovers of 
various nationalities. However, Classic Palestinian 
Cookery has been a trailblazer at many levels.

More than just a book of recipes, it promotes Palestinian food as part of the 
Eastern Mediterranean, or what was once called Blad a-Shām, with its own 
specificities that are partly linked to its history and the experiences of its people. 
As such, it draws attention to a cultural space that has all but disappeared. 
Secondly, it reflects the openness that has marked the evolution of Palestinian 
cuisine, which has absorbed influences and gives it the basis to experiment in 
fusion and new forms of cooking. Thirdly, it presents a lifestyle in which the 
seasons and local products determine culinary choices and what is served on 
a table in the quotidian, or to mark celebratory events. Finally, it presents food 
culture as a palimpsest of meaningful practices and rituals and a system defined 
by its own intrinsic properties and the relational properties it generates.  

Currently in its third edition, Classic Palestinian Cuisine, as it is now titled, 
has paved the way for an important debate on a marking aspect of cultural 
expression. And this debate is ongoing.  
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Memories involving food are vivid and sometimes feel more evocative than other 
types of recollections. The nostalgia and the need to recreate the same dish that 
our mothers, fathers, or grandparents used to cook is associated not only with 
the delicious dish but also with home.

In the chapter My Story with Thyme, Jumana Al Tamimi writes: “I still remember, 
in detail, my desire to focus in an atmosphere of total tranquility, staying up all 
night, every night during exam time. My mother would ask me every morning to 
eat some food, even if just one bite, before going to the exam.” “Zaatar (thyme) 
strengthens memory,” she used to tell me as an incentive to eat. The sight of 
my mother standing beside me every morning on those days is still alive in my 
memory. As one of many famous Palestinian proverbs says: “We will remain as 
long as thyme and olives remain.”

Memorable Flavours 
By Naouel Chaoui, Beibei Huang, Anita 
Shirodkar, Jumana Kazim Al Tamimi, Gaia 
Moncada Di Paterno’, Hanifa Meslem, 
Riwa Dabbagh, Jannie Smerup Nielsen, 
Deepa Vinayy, Hend Saeed, Dina Spahi, and 
Oumkeltoum Mejbar Berrada 

Rimal Books, 2022, 260 pages, €44

As we traveled back through memory lane 
– to when our grandparents and parents 
consumed locally grown, fresh products 
or preserved homemade ingredients to use 
during different seasons – we decided to recreate our inherited culinary habits 
and share our recipes.

Craving Palestine:
Soulful Recipes and Inspiring Stories 

By Farrah Abuassad, Lama Bazzari, Fadi 
Kattan

with over 100 Palestinian contributors 

Story Farm Press, 2020, Hardback, 256 
pages, US$ 49.95

Over one hundred Palestinians from all 
over the world came together to create 
the cookbook “Craving Palestine.” They 
wanted not only to contribute to ANERA’s 

mission in the Middle East but also to share their Palestinian culinary 
identity.

Recipes from classic to modern, always with a personal touch and very 
often adapted to the contributor’s location, illustrate the diversity of 
successful Palestinians and their culinary heritage.

Palestinian contributors – too many to name – from all walks of life share 
with us insights into their kitchens: businesspeople such as Raya Sbitany, 
Zahi Khoury, and Lana Abu Hijleh; musicians such as the Trio Joubran, Lina 
Makoul, and Victor Mahana; chefs such as Reem Kassis, Mirna Bamieh, 
Nojoud Saededdin, and Omar Sartawi; architects such as Mohamed Hadid, 
Dana Erekat, and the Anastas brothers; and cinema personalities such as 
Annemarie Jacir, Jasmine Masri, and Najla Said. 

Prior to the pandemic, the book was supposed to also inspire supper 
clubs, the first and only one of which was held in Jerusalem, with recipes 
from Mohamed Hadid, Elisabeth Kassis, Fadi Kattan, and Moeen Abuzaid 
that were prepared and served in the sumptuous setting of Notre Dame of 
Jerusalem Center, overlooking the Old City of Jerusalem. 

Palestine on a Plate:
Memories from My Mother’s Kitchen 

By Joudie Kalla, photographs by Ria 
Osborne

Interlink Books, 2017, Hardback, 240 
pages, US$ 35

Palestinian food is found not just at the 
stalls lining the streets of the Old City 
of Jerusalem but in homes, too, in the 
kitchens all across the country where 
families cook and eat together every day. 
Palestine on a Plate is a tribute to family, 

cooking, and home – old recipes created 
with love that bring people together in appreciation of the beauty of this rich 
heritage. Immerse yourself in the stories and culture of Palestine through the 
recipes in this book.

This is a celebration of real Palestinian food, cooked with the ingredients 
used by Joudie’s mother and grandmother – and their grandmothers before 
them. “This book goes to the heart of the relationship between food and 
identity, and conveys a sense of belonging through beautiful, compelling 
and, yes, joyous recipes,” says food writer Nigella Lawson of Palestine on a 
Plate. “I just want to eat everything in it.”

The authentic and accessible recipes in this cookbook will allow you to 
experience the wonderful flavors of Palestine through zingy fattet hummus, 
satisfyingly spiced makloubeh (an upside-down spiced rice dish with lamb 
neck and fried eggplant), sublimely decadent awameh (honey dumplings), 
and so much more.
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The Gaza Kitchen
A Palestinian Culinary Journey

By Laila El-Haddad and Maggie 
Schmitt

Just World Books, third edition, 2021, 
336 pages, 400 photographs, $29.95

This timely update of a much-loved, 
award-winning cookbook shares with 
readers the little-known but distinctive 
cuisine of the Gaza region of Palestine, 
presenting 130 recipes collected by the 
authors in Gaza. This edition includes 
new stories, recipes, and photos gathered during a late-2019 visit to Gaza 
by co-author Laila El-Haddad.

Cooks will find great, kitchen-tested recipes for spicy stews, piquant dips, 
fragrantly flavored fish dishes, and honey-drenched desserts. They will be 
entranced by the hundreds of beautiful photos of Gazan cooks, farmers, 
and fresh-produce merchants at work, and by the numerous in-kitchen 
interviews with these women and men who tell the stories of their food, their 
heritage, and their families.

Anthony Bourdain, Claudia Roden, Yotam Ottolenghi, and José Andrés are 
among the many culinary figures who have embraced The Gaza Kitchen. 
This third edition features tantalizing new stories and recipes in a beautiful 
volume.

Under the Copper 
Covers 
By Sherine Ben Halim Jafar 

Rimal Books, 2017, 320 pages, €44

In the author’s own words:

This book began as a simple cookbook with 
recipes I wished to share with my friends, my 
family, and, most importantly, my children in 
order to honor our heritage and the large variety 
of dishes that enrich its cuisine. But then, a 
quiet voice within me recognized this golden 

opportunity and with increasing intensity insisted on being heard. I listened. 
Among the recipes in the cookbook, I intertwined stories of our family’s life as 
exiles from Libya, fully knowing that our fate is not an exception and remains the 
norm for far too many.

In telling this story, I found deeply buried memories wrapped up in many 
protective layers that unfolded to reveal parts of a forgotten me. While at times 
the process was difficult, even painful, at other times, I found treasures: beautiful 
moments tinted with memories of my family. Being in the kitchen has given 
me peace and happiness. I turned to food to explain my experience of being 
displaced, and cooking gave me a sense of identity. I wrote an autobiographical 
cooking journey, a book that reveals what I consider to be the secrets of 
Palestinian cuisine as well as the story of how food lit the way to the discovery 
of my identity. 
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Habaq Farm

abaq Farm in the town of Birzeit, north of Ramallah, has done 
away with soil and now grows leafy grains directly in nutrient-rich 
water to provide the market with clean and tasty salads. 

On a one-dunum greenhouse farm, fed by Ein Elhamam Spring in 
the middle of the town, Raji Najami, 41, started his farm two years 

ago using a hydroponics system instead of the traditional method of farming 
in soil. According to Raji, the system is much cleaner, more efficient, and 
healthier than traditional farming and reduces the carbon footprint by avoiding 
the need for fertilizers and pesticides, and managing residues. Sorrel, cress, 
coriander, parsley, basil, kale, mustard, arugula, and various types of lettuce, 
among other plants, are grown on the farm. 

Where to Go

By Bassam Almohor

Farming with water is revolutionary. 
It allows us to raise plants anywhere 
in the world and at any given time 
of the year. It also produces higher 
yields with fewer resources and 
overhead costs. With the threat 
of climate change, this method of 
farming is not affected by excessive 
temperature changes, and Raji is 
able to produce food all year round. 
Actually, Raji’s plants are living 
a good life. They do not need to 
waste energy on growing strong 
roots as they look for food. Instead, 
they swim in a rich controlled 
environment that allows them to 
focus on growing healthy leaves and 

fruits. The leaves are fresh and tasty, 
and the Habaq Farm is clean – no 
fertilizer smell or pesticides.

Visit the farm and buy your own 
seasonal veggies. The farm is open 
daily between 9:00 and 15:00, and 
is located next to Ein Elhamam 
swimming pool in Birzeit. (Location: 
31.972505, 35.199588.) Contact the 
farm through Facebook or Instagram: 
@habaqfarm, or call 059-956-9066. 

Bassam Almohor can be reached 
at almohor@gmail.com, +972-
52-458-4273, or Facebook @
toursmore.

H

Palestinian Cuisine:
From Tradition to Modernity

SCAN 
TO SHARE



74 75THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Ahlan Palestine Postcard

 Four Sweets You Must Try
 in the Old City of Nablus

By Malak Hasan

he old city of Nablus is by far one of the most vibrant and exciting 
destinations in the Nablus area. We can never get enough of it, not only 
because the old city’s market is the place to meet locals and learn about 
life in Palestine as you shop for produce and needed life necessities, but 
also because it is the perfect destination for travelers like us who have a 

soft spot for delicious street food.

Whenever we think of Palestinian sweets, the city of Nablus comes to mind. A 
running joke between Bisan and me is that Nablus should be officially declared 
the capital of sweets in Palestine. From the early morning hours, all the shops are 
open, including the sweets shops, and everyone is busy preparing delicious sweets 
for passersby, both locals and visitors. One might wonder how anyone could eat 
sweets first thing in the morning, but in Nablus you simply won’t be able to resist. 

While of course you can find all types 
of sweets in other Palestinian cities, we 
just think they taste different when we 
eat them in Nablus while standing on 
the side of a street under the windows 
of the city’s old homes. So without 
further ado, here are four sweets you 
must try on your sweets tour in the old 
city of Nablus.

Knafeh is a pastry that is layered or 
filled with white goat cheese, soaked 
in a sugar syrup flavored with rose 
water, and topped with ground nuts 
such as pistachios. There are many 
shops in Nablus where you can eat this 
delicious sugary sweet, but we always 
find ourselves heading in the direction 
of Al-Aqsa Sweets in the old city. We 
recommend this place because you get 
to see firsthand how knafeh is made. 

Knafeh in pita sounds like it would taste 
the same but believe us when we say 
it is a totally different experience. We 
heard about knafeh in pita a while ago 
and when we finally decided to give it a 
try we were impressed. We stopped at 
a bakery right next to Al-Aqsa Sweets 
and bought freshly baked pita bread. 
And instead of eating the knafeh with a 
fork, we ate a knafeh sandwich. It was 
delicious and so hearty that it kept us 
full all day. 

Tamriyeh is a dough that is stretched 
into a very thin sheet until almost 
transparent. It is then sliced into 
squares and filled with a generous 
amount of light semolina sweet 
pudding. Each square is folded and 
flattened and then fried in hot oil. 
Crispy on the outside, doughy and light 
on the inside, this sweet is guaranteed 
to leave you smiling.  

Halawit zalabiya is famous for its 
triangular shape. The dough is 
stretched into a thin sheet and then 
fried in hot oil. It’s sprinkled with nigella 
seeds and topped with a scoop of 
candied butternut squash. The flat 
piece of bread is then rolled to make a 
delicious sandwich that you can bite 
into right away. 

There are many other famous sweets 
such as awameh (sweet dumplings), 
qatayef (crescent-shaped stuffed 
sweets), burma (rolled knafeh) and so 
many others that we cannot even list 
them here! We highly recommend that 
you pay a visit to Nablus. Remember 
to have a light dinner the night before 
so that you can fully enjoy this sugary 
food tour in the old city.

Malak Hasan and Bisan Alhajhasan 
are the founders of Ahlan Palestine, 
a travel blog that promotes tourism 
in Palestine. You can follow their 
adventures and learn about 
Palestinian cuisine by visiting their 
social media platforms  
@AhlanPalestine.
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Events

BETHLEHEM

CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Sunday 6, 13, 20, 27
15:00 Children’s film screening as part of the 
Sunday Weekly Market. Al-Jisser, Beit Sahour.

SPECIAL EVENTS 
Sunday 6, 13, 20, 27
12:00–19:00 Sunday Weekly Market – A 
market of local and homemade products and 
produce hosted by Al-Jisser, showcasing the 
art and wares of various artists and artisans 
from all over Palestine. Al-Jisser, Beit Sahour.

THEATER
Thursday 3
18:00 2077–Who Wants to Survive is a 
70-minute monodrama in English, directed 
by Simon Eifeler and produced through a 
fair-cooperation project with BRIDGEWORKS, 
The Fred/Free Ensemble Düsseldorf, Al-Kasaba 
Theater, and ASHTAR Theater Ramallah. Al-
Harah Theater.

RAMALLAH

EXHIBITIONS
Wednesday 9
15:30–16:00 A guided tour (in Arabic) of the 
exhibition A People by the Sea: Narratives 
of the Palestinian Coast (1748–1948), with 
assistant curator Malak Abdel Wahab, sheds 
light on various aspects of the exhibition, 
including its main themes, visitor expectations, 
the research process into the history of the 
Palestinian coast, commissioned artworks, 
and the creative productions regarding these 
works. The Palestinian Museum.
16:00–17:00 Artist Talk presents a discussion 
with Essa Grayeb on his commissioned 
artwork Separate Paths Can Still Be Part of 
the Same Journey, shown in the exhibition A 
People by the Sea. The Palestinian Museum.

Thursday 24
17:00–18:00 Object-in-Focus: Separate 
Paths Can Still Be Part of the Same Journey 
presents a discussion with Essa Grayeb 
on the installation work which consists of 
objects, fragments of wastepaper, plastic, and 

commercial packaging, all collected during 
the past year from various locations along the 
Palestinian coast, from Ras al-Naqoura in the 
north to the Gaza Strip checkpoint in the south. 
Palestinian Museum social media platforms.

Sunday 27
9:00–19:00 Night at the Museum extends the 
visiting hours of the exhibition A People by 
the Sea: Narratives of the Palestinian Coast 
and the museum’s general facilities. The 
Palestinian Museum.

FILM SCREENINGS
Sunday 20
17:30–18:30 Film screening of Re-montage 
of archive materials from Wadi al-Saleeb, 
directed and produced by Salim Abu Jabal 
and accompanied by the exhibition A People 
by the Sea. This event will include a discussion 
with Professor Johny Mansour about Haifa’s 
Wadi al-Saleeb neighborhood, which was once 
the closest residential point to the Haifa port 
before the ethnic cleansing of its Palestinian 
population. The Palestinian Museum.

LECTURES
 Wednesday 23
18:00-18:30 Podcast: Occupied Waves (in 
Arabic), prepared and presented by Haneen 
Saleh, with research done by Marah Khalifa, 
organized by the Palestinian Museum in 
partnership with Sawt to present the stories 
and personal experiences of three Palestinian 
fishermen, one under siege in Gaza, one 
under siege in Jisr al-Zarqa, and a refugee 
in Sidon. They recount their personal stories 
and the challenges they’ve faced, as all their 
fishing experiences have been impacted by 
the occupation. Palestinian Museum social 
media platforms.

Artwork by Donna Stiles for This Week in Palestine.
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Sani Meo
Publisher

The Last Word

A Risk Worth Taking
We have always been transparent and, to the best of our ability, tell it like it is. 
This column is no different. 

When we decided to make a public appeal on Facebook for support for This 
Week in Palestine, we knew well that we risked raising a few eyebrows by 
exposing our fragility in the midst of the current conditions. We also knew that 
a good number of our readers believe that we’re a financially solid project. I 
personally have heard claims that we are recipients of blanket support from 
some United Nations agency or governmental body. The appeal for support 
shatters this image and illusion. There was actually one comment on the 
Facebook post that read: “You? Having financial difficulties after such a long 
time?” I’m not sure whether to take the comment at face value or assume that 
the person simply does not believe us. Probably both! But anyway, we made 
the appeal. 

In all honesty, the biggest risk in making a public appeal is that it might cause 
some uncertainty among advertisers and sponsors. This should be a concern, 
of course, but we hope that with time, when they keep seeing one powerful 
issue of This Week in Palestine after another, the uncertainty will vanish. Rest 
assured, we have no plans to fold. Our long track record has proven that we 
are resilient and resourceful. 

With the pandemic in full gear, however, in addition to its ramifications during 
the past two years, the timing of our appeal may not have been ideal. We are 
grateful to those who went out of their way to support This Week in Palestine, 
but in all honesty, I am disappointed with the overall results. I believed that 
we had more clout. This will only strengthen my resolve, though, and give me 
an incentive to use my magic wand (I wish I had one)! One fan shared very 
sincerely that although his heart is with us, his financial situation does not 
allow him to contribute. You have NO idea how much this message touched 
my heart. On the other hand, … well, maybe I shouldn’t!

Prior to my call for support, I consulted a few people. One very good friend 
said that because this is a private-sector project, we should be able to come 
up with business solutions to solve our financial problems rather than make 
a public appeal for support. I couldn’t really argue with him, but I went 
through with the appeal anyway since I believe that This Week in Palestine 
adds great value to the public good, and therefore we have the right to ask for 
public support. We’re not asking support for a private hotel; we promote and 
document Palestine after all. It was worth taking the risk.

 

Long live Palestine!
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