SECRETS OF BAKLAVA
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Although there are some secret baklava recipes, a basic recipe is common knowledge.  You  basically buy a pack of layered pre-made phyllo dough, fill it with chopped nuts such as walnuts, pistachios, or sesame seeds mixed with.sugar or honey.  Baklava probably orginated in Turkey or Central Asia although some have claimed that it goes back to ancient Assyria.  
Of course after many centuries of existence0, there are now countless almost secret and definitely secrets recipes including many, many from Greece and Arabic nations, but a “basic” recipe follows after which you are given extra ingredients and techniques which you can create your own totally unique baklava; and if you don’t share them with anyone or not beyond, say, your own family, then they too will become Secret Baklava recipes.
BASIC BAKLAVA RECIPE

This recipe is good for about two dozen baklava: 

1 package of unthawed phyllo sheets of 1 pound size, 

1 1/2 cup of pistachios, 

1 cup of very fine sugar, 

ground cinammon and/or nutmeg to taste, 

2 -3 blocks or sticks of melted unsalted butter or substitute for butter such soy margarine.

Glaze: 1/2 cup sugar, 1/4 cup honey, 1/2 cup water, ½ or 1 tablespoon lemon juice.

Note that if you can’t buy philo dough, a reasonable substitute is frozen strudel dough.

Overnight defrost your sheets of baklava in a refrigerator, and keep them draped with plastic wrap or a damp towel.  Heat an oven to 350º F.   Carefully place the phyllo sheets upon a cutting board.   Cut them in half diagonally.  Since phyllo dries and become brittle so quickly, keep any sheets you are not working with moist by putting them into a  container until getting to them.

Butter a baking dish then lay the first phyllo sheet on its bottom. Thoroughly butter the sheet and then do the same for all 10 sheets.   Chop up the nuts then whisk the sugar with the nuts together and pour it on top of the phyllo sheet.  
Keep layering as described until you have four phyllo layers and three layers of sugar and nuts.  The top layer will have whatever phyllo sheets are left, so it will be the thickest.   Cut the baklava into rectangles then cut those diagonally in order to form diamond shapes, although some have used triangular or square forms.   
Bake until golden brown.  Some recipes say for about half an hour, some about 45 minutes; in any case remove it before it burns up but not too early or it will not be cooked inside of it.
Combine the water, sugar, honey, lemon juice in a small pan, boil it and cook until thick and syrupy.   Pour it over the baklava’s top quickly even while the baklava is hot, trying to let more of it get into the cutting lines between the diamond-shaped forms.  Let this cool down some then remove it from the oven and let it cool down even more until it can be eaten safely.   
It is good to make the baklava at least 24 hours before eating it.  This is because the longer it sits the better it gets, a phenomenon that is also true for example of chilli.  Also note that you can melt the butter and keep it in a crock pot so that you don’t have to melt it while in the midst of making the rest of the baklava.  Since phyllo is sticky, you would be wise to use a spatula to remove it from the baking pan to a plate or saucer. 
EXPERIMENTING WITH BAKLAVA
As with any “secret” recipes, secret recipes for baklava only develop by experimentation and once in a blue moon by accident.   This section is to give you some ideas for coming up with your own baklava recipes or maybe helping you to identify ingredients in already existing secret recipes.  It gives you some extra thoughts beyond the basic recipe, some other less common ingredients and technique ideas.

One thought worth latching onto is that some people prefer to not have baklava that is as sweet as that made with the basic recipe above because of having a different sense of taste or diabetes, and it is worth noting that substitutes for sugar, honey etc may also be used.  An easy way to make the basic recipe less sweet is to simply not use any glaze at all or to use less of it.  

You, as with other developers of secret baklava recipes, might for example try to give it a little bit of a chocolate flavor by adding a little cocoa, use some vanilla instead of lemon juice, or try some other herbs such as cardamom, cloves, allspice or mace.  Think creatively.  
Or experiment with non-spices such as grated orange rinds, grated lemon zest, bread crumbs, orange blossom water or a little bit of orange juice, dates, figs, sesame seeds, fennel seeds, tidbits of apple, quince, grilled peaches, cranberries, Turkish style peppercorns etc.    Some have even used chopped bits of freshly fried bacon for flavoring.  See?
Now if you like apples, then it may be good to know that two kinds that some have used with success have been the golden delicious and the granny smith varieties, but, of course, it is better to go by what you yourself like, at least if making the baklava just for yourself.
Some recipes beyond basic baklava have called for having a layer with nuts followed by a layer of custard, sour cream or whipped cream flavored as vanilla, chocolate or whatever teases your taste buds.  Obviously, there are many kinds of nuts so instead of pistachios or walnuts you might try blanched almonds, pecans, hazelnuts or mixtures of different types of nuts.    Again, wax artistic........
Just be sure to chop nuts fine at the time of making the baklava.  This appears to be a big secret of sorts for many baklava experts.  Why so?  Otherwise the nuts will not retain so much of their flavorful oils.  Yes, there are some persons who prefer to chop the nuts coarsely; and still others prefer to chop them both fine and coarsely, however most of the pro’s (both cooks and those doing the eating) believe baklava is tastier when chopped fine because of the enhanced flavor imparted to the nuts.
The glaze or syrup that is used for baklava can also be varied to produce something original.  It can for instance be not just plain honey but honey with some lemon juice, honey with some cinnamon etc.  The simplest glaze for baklava is made by boiling sugar in water 5 minutes before removing, but then nothing holds an artist back.
Also, because of join in experimentation, or out of impatience or from old-fashioned laziness, you might even try cutting the baklava in other than diamond shapes such as triangles or squares.  A secret of the trade can also be to not just focus on ingredients but to pick the highest quality ingredients that go into your baklava, for example, a special variety of Turkish pistachio or French-grown black walnuts.  
An additional approach to super baklava is prepare it then dip it into warm chocolate, or sprinkle it with sugar, or add a coating of ice-cream or custard etc.  Or try a mixture of those.
Last of all, others say that while baklava is great all by itself, it can be enhanced by other foods you may eat along with it such as, say, an accompanying dish (Greek, Turkish or whatever you want), although diners have also been known to crumple up baklava and sprinkle it with ice-cream (single flavor, a split, etc) or eat it with fruits such as watermelon, perhaps sweetened guava or passion fruit, etc.  

In any case, as a final note, it is a good idea for not one but two persons to make baklava together, providing you don’t mind a little sharing of your secret recipe.  For example, it can be fun for a married couple to make it together.  Why two people?  This is largely because you have to be quick to keep the dough from drying too fast.

Just be careful in experimenting not to go so far away from Basic Baklava that your recipe ceases to be recognizable as baklava.  Some secrets really aren’t worth it.  For example, and article about The Convict Cookbook by Walla Walla prison inmates includes a “baklava” recipe that has “flour tortillas layered with peanut butter, honey, a banana and peanuts.”   See http://www.usatoday.com/news/offbeat/2004-11-11-prison-cookbook_x.htm
MORE ABOUT BAKLAVA’S HISTORY

For those who do not know the history of baklava, this too is a bit of a secret.  As already said, baklava probably orginated in Turkey or Central Asia although some have claimed that it goes back to ancient Assyria about 2,800 years ago if not even earlier.  The word baklava almost certainly is from the Arabic word baklavi which means nuts.  

At some point baklava entered Greece, quite possibly being brought there by Greek seamen who had sailed to northern Turkey and found it there.  Indeed, the word phyllo is Greek for leaf.  Some also spell it as filo.  From the Greeks it reached the kitchens of wealthy Romans.  

Baklava was especially popular in the 1400s during the time of the Sultan Mehmet.  He  ruled the Ottomon Empire which was in both Asia and the Middle East, essentially a Turkish empire.   He ruled conquered the Byzantine Empire (Eastern Rome) and ruled 1444 to 1446, then later from 1451 to 1481.
Although it is fairly commonly known that baklava has a strong tradition from the Middle East, few know that it also has a major French connection.  In the late 1700s a French chef learned how to make baklava while exiled in the Ottomon Empire.  His name was Guillaume, and he had been a pastry chef for Marie Antoinette.  He added the technique of cutting and folding baklava that “traditional” baklava now has which is described in the basic baklava recipe.

Today Baklava is not only popular among Arabics in general as well as the many Arabic people living in Israel but also among the Jewish majority in Israel.   For example it is eaten a lot during the holidays of Rosh Hashannah, Purim and other celebrations all through the year.  Baklava for the Passover is made with matzo instead of phyllo.
The tendency to use certain ingredients instead of others also sometimes indicates an ethnic influence, origin or tendency.  Walnuts are favored by people in Lebanon; while pistachios or pistachios with almonds are more common in Iran.  Many Sephardic Jewish people prefer blanched almonds for the Jewish holiday of Rosh Hashannah as the lighter color symbolizes the wish for a brighter new year.   Hungarians like baklava that contains apricots.  

Metaxas is a recipe from Morocco in North Africa.  Details for making it are at
http://www.thespicehouse.com/recipes/metaxas--moroccan-baklava-recipe  
Of course today baklava is actually international.  Albanians claim it as their own.  Czech love it.  Americans also love it and it is cropping up more and more at social and church gatherings as well as found in many restaurants that have Middle Eastern or Mediterranean cuisine.
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