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Introduction


THE ARMENIAN TABLE, FROM ARARAT TO AMERICA AND ME
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In the first decade of the twentieth century, when the Ottoman Empire was collapsing and its leaders desperately needed a scapegoat, the Turkish Armenians became that scapegoat. The Armenian people had confronted similar situations many times over the centuries. Often, they had met such challenges and incursions by fighting and winning, sometimes by leaving to establish themselves on more welcome shores. In the years between 1912 and 1924, they had no choice but to move. They were overpowered, and, to escape massacre in Turkey, long one of their homelands, these oft-uprooted people came to America.


Virtually all Armenians in the United States today are here as a result of that emigration. Though some ended their journeys along the shores of the Mediterranean around Marseilles, Morocco, and Algeria, most pressed on to land at Ellis Island. From there, they dispersed to the greater Boston area, Chicago and its environs, and central and southern California on the West Coast.


Pioneers in keeping with the American spirit, these new immigrants brought the well-worn, sturdy baggage they had lugged across many seas. In it were their portable possessions and a 4,000-year history full of memories, hopes, and energy.
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My dad, Henry Jenanyan, in uniform, with his parents, Victoria and Hatcher Jenanyan, and an unidentified relative (on the left), circa 1944.


Old as Sargon and the kingdom of Urartu before the Armenians as a nation or culture even existed, the baggage held the ghosts of Hskan, the first Armenian king in 600 B.C.E., and Tigranes IV, who in the fourth century A.D.E. led them to Christianity and away from the surrounding Assyrians and Persians who were about to embrace Islam. It held unfading images of the valleys and mountains of their homeland, from Mount Ararat, the Armenians’ holy mountain where Noah docked his Ark during the biblical Great Flood, and south through the fertile Mesopotamian Valley to the Mediterranean. It held vivid memories of the grapes and walnuts and wheat and metal pots and elaborate hand-loomed rugs and weavings they had cultivated and fabricated for centuries but had to leave behind. Most of all, as with all exiled or expatriate people, it held the strongest pieces of the fabric of their culture that they could manifest wherever fate took them: their languages, their religion, their rituals, and, of course, their food.
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For me, the journey to this cookbook began with my Armenian grandparents, my father’s parents, Victoria and Hatcher Jenanyan. They came from southern-central Turkey, where it shares a border with Syria. In the New World, along with other family members, they settled first outside Fresno in a small town called Yettem—really just a dot on the map—in California’s Central Valley. What a shock! The cities of their childhoods had been Marash, Iskenderun, and Aintab, all of which were sophisticated and bustling cosmopolitan centers that had long included enclaves of educated Armenian entrepreneurs. The family spoke Turkish and Armenian in their homes, and they earned their living as professors, doctors, cobblers, and, yes, rug merchants. There were some especially erudite members who also spoke French, German, and some English as well.


In the New World, they wound up as grape farmers, until they lost their farms in the Great Depression. Some stayed in the Central Valley and switched crops to fruit such as peaches, nectarines, plums, and tomatoes. Others extended the Armenian diaspora north to the city of Sacramento to work in the thriving tomato canneries. My father’s parents were among those who returned to an urban environment in Sacramento, and that’s where the story picks up for me.
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My mom and dad on their wedding day, March 13, 1944.


My father was the last-born child of Victoria and Hatcher, and the only one of their four children who was born in this country. At the outset of World War II, as a young man, he joined the United States military forces and became a pilot, and later, a bombardier. In 1943, he met my mother, Wilma Ruth Bright, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, her hometown, where he was stationed for flight training school. My mother, eighteen years old, was working in a photography shop when one day my father came in to pick up some photos of himself to send to his mother. It was love at first sight. Eight months later, they were married, and stayed passionately so for fifty-seven years, through thick and thin and the raising of their four daughters. I was the eldest.


After the war, my father was deployed to Japan to join the occupation forces there. He was flying observation flights, but when the Korean War started, he decided he’d had enough war stuff, so when he was asked to be in charge of the mess hall, he took the opportunity. He scouted out a local farm with chicken coops and gardens and began raising poultry and growing produce for the mess hall kitchen. My mother and I, now four and a half years old, along with my sister, Arayah, now two, soon joined him there. It is from those early days that I have the memory of my father involved in culinary matters, though that was not his ultimate path: He later chose finance and accounting as a career.


Through the years, our family moved to where the military sent us— Japan, Wisconsin, back to California, Hawaii, Omaha, Nebraska, and back to California again. As was normal in those days, my mother kept the house and cooked, feeding six of us—my younger sisters Beverly and Deborah having been born along the way—three times a day. We, including Dad, always went off to work and school with homemade bag lunches after a hearty breakfast at home, and looked forward to a well-rounded dinner at the end of the day. In Armenian style, our family focused on food, and being together for the preparation, serving, and partaking of it was how we came together through good times and bad.


Throughout our family peregrinations, we regularly visited the Sacramento relatives, who were the major family figures of my childhood in terms of food. Sometimes we stayed with them for long stretches—for instance, when my mother, sister Arayah, and I were awaiting the call to join my father in Japan. (That’s when I took a notion to draw upon my grandmother’s hand-stitched white coverlet with one of my mother’s lipsticks. Probably the picture wasn’t as estimable as the coverlet. Fortunately, all was forgiven, thanks to the generosity of my grandmother.)


Memorable among the elders were a patriarch and a matriarch, not married to each other but related by marriage on separate sides of the family. The patriarch was Hatcher’s brother, my great uncle, Samuel Sarkis Jenanyan, known as “Uncle Doc” because he was a medical doctor in what was referred to as the Old Country and had attended medical school in Chicago to become certified in America. The matriarch was my eponymous grandmother, Victoria Jenanyan, known to the extended family as “Aunty Grandma.” As heads of separate Jenanyan families, they were hosts, sometimes apart and sometimes together, for large family occasions.


Both Victoria and Uncle Doc had small, solid, tree-shaded white houses in Sacramento’s working-class southside neighborhood. Both homes, each set on a verdant half-acre jammed full of fruit trees, were a child’s garden of delight—fragrant, earthly paradises. There were peaches, plums, apricots, loquats, and figs—luscious Black Missions and plump, jammy Calimyrnas, as well as, in Uncle Doc’s yard, a mulberry tree that rained its sweet, messy red fruit into the waiting hands of us children every summer. In the back of both properties were arbors covered with Thompson seedless grapevines whose tender leaves were used for wrapping delightful packages of rice and lamb mixtures called sarmas.


Every spring, Victoria and Uncle Doc each planted incredible vegetable gardens from which the families would eat for the whole summer, with plenty left over to put by for the winter months. It was a special thrill to have a jar of amber, bright orange, chartreuse, deep green, or red-tinged preserves opened and presented for a get-together meal, formal or informal. To this day, jars of my own put-by pickles and preserves, always in my pantry, reinforce and honor this food memory.


The ritual days spent with the Armenian relatives were noisy, full of people three generations strong, joyous, dramatic, spiced with melodrama, and replete with food. There was always someone to talk to, or to talk at you, even if you didn’t particularly care for the conversation—isolation is not part of the Armenian culture. And it all happened around an abundant table.
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I am an inheritor of that conviviality—as one Armenian friend expressed it, “We like to eat together only a little more than we like to eat.” I still cook Armenian food, and its flavors and scents permeate my cooking. Yet, I have had my own adventures and world travels. Through exposure to other influences, ingredients, and styles, I have been seduced by global flavors. As has happened with the descendants of so many other immigrant peoples in the United States, though grounded in the bedrock of a proud old culture, things have changed a bit. My menus feature the beloved, time-honored dishes and flavors of childhood, but these days the lamb might be served with mint vinaigrette or the chicken with a turmeric-colored yogurt sauce. I serve far more fish than was usual in my childhood because it is available and fits well with the traditional flavors I love. When I make Armenian pizzas, I often spread them with the adored traditional lamb mixture, but I might instead opt for a snappy topping of onion confit with toasted pecans or wilted leeks with Fontina cheese.


I think my Armenian elders would approve of such changes and innovations. After all, Armenian cooks have always been open to broadening their vocabulary of food ingredients and to improvising ingredient combinations when opportunity provided. From Persians they picked up the use of exotic spices such as cinnamon and cumin and the Eastern Mediterranean use of walnuts, pine nuts, and almonds as well as fruits, such as figs, pomegranates, quinces, and apricots, to season a dish. Flat breads— pita and lavosh—were adopted from the ancient peoples of the wheat-rich surrounding Caucasus area, as was the uninhibited use of fresh herbs—typically mint, dill, cilantro, and parsley. From the Turks, who probably learned it from the Greeks, Armenians adopted the techniques of using egg and lemon to thicken and brighten sauces for chicken and of cooking fish and vegetables plaki-style. Tourshi pickles of various vegetables, sesame candies, Turkish coffee, and more are all part of that heritage.


In my cooking, I continue that wide-open attitude, and in my dishes, I continue to expand the horizon with a plenitude of New World ingredients. In my life, I carry the metaphorical baggage of goods and flavors brought from Mount Ararat to me. Having them is a joy, not a burden. Here’s a cookbook full of the old and the new as I savor Armenia.





The Armenian Cupboard
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Throughout history, as they migrated from their lush homeland in the center of the spice route and on to new worlds, Armenian cooks have embraced new foods, integrating them into their daily fare to create a rich and varied cuisine. Tangy yogurt and cheeses, tart grape leaves and sharp pickled vegetables, a bevy of spices and fresh herbs, unctuous olive oil, nippy eggplant and Aleppo pepper, healthful grains for pilafs, nuts and dried fruits for savory as well as sweet dishes, all have long been cupboard staples. New basics, now so long assimilated it’s hard to remember they weren’t available until they were introduced from the New World in the sixteenth century, include essential produce: dried runner beans, green beans, bell peppers, potatoes, zucchini, pumpkin seeds for a favorite snack, and especially tomatoes, used every way—raw, cooked, stuffed, and stewed. Altogether, the cupboard holds a nutritious and fragrant mix, aromatic and colorful as a spice bazaar or open-air market. Following is a list of what to keep on hand. Most items are available in supermarkets and gourmet food boutiques. For the odd ingredients you might not find there, Near East, Middle Eastern, and Mediterranean specialty stores can provide, or you can order online from www.kalustyans.com, whose import selections are top quality.


NUTS



Whole and ground, nuts are used and served from morning to night. Along with walnuts, which are the signature nut of Armenian cooking, always in the cupboard are almonds, pine nuts, and pistachios.


SEEDS



Sesame, one of the world’s oldest seasonings, is used whole or ground to a paste as tahini; pumpkin seeds, from the New World, are toasted for a favorite snack or suspended in sweet brittles.


DRIED FRUITS



Dried apricots, the quintessential Armenian fruit, along with dried figs, dates, prunes, sour plums, and raisins, are used in all manner of ways, from a vegetablelike element in savory dishes to the centerpiece of sweet desserts.


HERBS



Most common are parsley, mint, cilantro, and dill, used fresh and profusely. In smaller quantities, frequently called-for herbs are bay, oregano, basil, savory, marjoram, thyme, and tarragon. These are usually used fresh, but sometimes dried as well. Rosemary and sage are practically unheard of in traditional Armenian cooking, but I say, herb away, and use them all.


SPICES



For a full Armenian cupboard of spices, keep the following on hand.


Salt—sea or kosher salt; the recipes in this book all call for kosher salt because it is the most readily available pure salt, but a fine-grained, not powdered, sea salt is the alternative of choice.


Black peppercorns—whole, so you can freshly grind them to retain the most of their berry flavor, aroma, and pleasing crunch.


Dried peppers—paprika, cayenne, and Aleppo pepper, named after the town of Aleppo in Syria where the finest quality comes from—these dried and ground capsicums are used as an alternative for or in addition to black pepper. Aleppo pepper, also known as Near East pepper, is the preferred one for Armenian cooking. It has a vegetably hot pepper taste that can be simulated, though not duplicated, with a mix of 1 tablespoon paprika and ⅛ teaspoon cayenne.


Daily spices—these include allspice, cumin, cinnamon, caraway, clove, coriander, nutmeg, saffron, and turmeric.


In addition, have on hand: fenugreek—chaiman in Armenian—key in making the spice mix called Chaiman Paste (page 44); and, especially for Turkish Armenian dishes, mahleb, the dried pits of black cherries, ground to season breads and cakes; nigella (black onion seed, sometimes called black caraway, which it doesn’t taste like at all but resembles in appearance), for seasoning string cheese and sprinkling on savory breads and rolls; and sumac, the red berries of a nonpoisonous varietal of sumac shrub, for lending a lemony note to fish, meat, poultry, sauces, and marinades.


FRAGRANT EXTRACTS



Orange flower water—used in syrups for soaking cakes and in a candy brittle of sesame seeds (page 290).


Rose water—used to flavor beef stews, meat kuftas, and especially, in this book, Walnut Brittle (page 291). This seasoning is beloved by Armenian cooks.


THE SOUR ELEMENT



Lemon juice and cider vinegar are the standard acid seasonings. I also employ red wine vinegar when I want a sharper acid taste, and balsamic vinegar for a woodsy acid flavor.


In addition, pomegranate syrup, the juice of sour pomegranates boiled down to achieve a molasses consistency, and verjuice, the liquid obtained from pressing sour unripe grapes, both provide a soft, fruity acid element to marinades and sauces. They should be stored in the refrigerator.



FATS



Olive oil—more used in Turkish Armenian cooking than in Caucasian Armenian cooking, where butter is often preferred, although in both branches of the cuisine olive oil is used when the dish is to be served cold, because it doesn’t congeal. I always call for extra virgin olive oil. It doesn’t need to be the ultra-expensive kind, just extra virgin, which means it’s a first pressing with less than 1% acidity and therefore has no pithy taste.


Butter—Armenian cooks of old always clarified their butter to silt out the whey and thus make it more preservable (like ghee, of Indian cooking). While that’s a delicious way to go, and does allow the butter to be kept longer, it requires more volume for less product. I skip the step and simply use stick butter, salted or unsalted, for daily cooking. When the difference between them affects the taste of the dish, I specify in the recipe.


Shortening and margarine—for some breads, like Lavosh (page 63), and cookies (page 269) where butter is too rich and olive oil is not binding enough, vegetable shortening or margarine is called for. For health and taste reasons both, I always use organic vegetable shortening with no transfats, and soy margarine because it’s not too salty.


THE PRODUCE BIN


Alliums—onions, leeks, shallots, scallions, and garlic are used with abandon (although garlic is not as effusively used as it is in Greek, Italian, or California cooking).


Eggplants—an Old World staple, eggplant is a principal ingredient in Armenian cooking. With one or two on hand—they keep well in the refrigerator for 2 weeks or so—you can always whip up an Armenian dish.


Grape leaves—jarred or fresh, grape leaves are used to wrap sarmas, fish, and small birds; garnish pilafs, and mix into boerek fillings.


Green beans—although a New World crop, green beans are included in countless Armenian dishes from mazas to stews and braises.


Leafy greens—crunchy romaine and iceberg lettuces are used for salads; spinach is used for salads, fillings, soups, and stews; and cabbage, the only brassica besides cauliflower common in Armenian cooking, is used for salads, dolmas, and stews.


Fresh peppers—green bells, rather than the more currently popular red bells, are used for pickles, salads, dolmas, soups, and stews. Fresh chile peppers are not employed in Armenian cooking, though dried chile peppers are (see page 11)—but I take liberty here and always have a few jalapeños or serranos on hand.


Tomatoes—both fresh and canned tomatoes are a must-have for Armenian food. When fresh, they are sometimes sliced or diced without peeling; occasionally they are peeled and seeded. Store fresh tomatoes at room temperature to ripen and develop sweetness. Store opened canned ones in the refrigerator for up to 1 week or freeze for up to 3 months. Also, keep a good-quality, unseasoned tomato paste to enrich dishes when fresh tomatoes are not at their peak of ripeness and flavor.


In addition, have on hand standard produce staples: potatoes, carrots, and celery for soups, stews, casseroles, and other dishes.




PEELING AND SEEDING TOMATOES


Plunge the tomatoes into boiling water for 10 seconds. Drain and set aside to cool enough to handle. Slip off the skins with your fingers. Cut the tomatoes in half crosswise and gently squeeze out the seeds into a colander set over a bowl. Use the tomatoes right away, along with the juices, if called for. Or, store the tomatoes and juices together in the refrigerator for up to 5 days, or freeze for up to 6 weeks.
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GRAINS AND LEGUMES



Bulgur—bulgur is cooked, then dried, hurled (or threshed), and cracked wheat. It comes in three sizes—fine, medium, and coarse. It’s nice to have all three because not just any bulgur will do for a particular recipe. For kufta, fine bulgur is the choice to achieve the lightest texture. Pilafs require a medium or coarse grind so the granules absorb the liquid and remain fluffy without becoming soggy. For tabbouli, medium grind is called for because it soaks to suppleness without any cooking.


Whole wheat berries—uncooked, threshed wheat berries, called dzedzadz in Armenian, are used in soups, stews, and the ancient sweet, Tarkana (page 293). Pearl barley can substitute in soups and stews; coarse bulgur can substitute in tarkana.


Rice—Armenians always use long grain white rice. I prefer the basmati varietal for its nutty flavor and fragrance, which befits Armenian dishes and adds extra presence over the more common California, Texas, or Carolina long grain rice.


Lentils—I use the small French green lentils because they hold their shape in cooking.


Chickpeas—also called garbanzo beans, chickpeas are an essential Old World legume. They are used whole to round out soups, stews, and salads, or can be roasted for a snack (page 35). Pureed, they are turned into kuftas and fritters (pages 125 and 127) and the world-renowned dip, Hummus (page 53). I heartily recommend buying dried chickpeas and cooking them at home (page 35): the ready-cooked canned ones don’t have the same legumy taste.


CHICKEN BROTH



Armenian cooking features light-broth flavoring rather than the long-simmered, hearty stock flavoring of European cooking. If ready-made chicken broth is called for, I always make my own because it’s fresher and cleaner tasting. If you are not so inclined, Swanson’s low-sodium chicken broth is an acceptable substitute.



HOMEMADE CHICKEN BROTH



[image: figure]Makes 2 quarts


Homemade chicken broth will keep in the refrigerator sealed under its layer of fat for up to 2 weeks. Or, you can freeze it for up to 3 months.


3 pounds chicken pieces, such as wing tips, backbones, and gizzards


1 medium carrot, coarsely chopped


1 small yellow or white onion, halved


1 small rib celery, coarsely chopped


6 sprigs fresh flat-leaf parsley


2 sprigs fresh thyme or ¼ teaspoon dried thyme


10 cups water


Combine the ingredients in a large pot and bring to a boil over mediumhigh heat. Decrease the heat to maintain a simmer, and, without letting the liquid boil again, cook uncovered for 1½ hours, skimming from time to time. (The skimming ensures a clear broth.)


Strain the broth into a bowl, discarding the solids, and let cool completely. When cool, skim the fat off the top and proceed with the recipe. Or, to store, transfer the broth with its fat (the fat acts as a sealant) to a storage container and refrigerate for up to two weeks, or freeze longer. Remove the solidified fat from the top before using.





Yogurt: Essential and Versatile
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Yogurt, with its clean, tangy taste and smooth consistency, has lent itself to dishes from the eastern Mediterranean, north into the Caucasus, east through Afghanistan, and south to India since the time of Genghis Khan. In recent times, yogurt has moved from a relatively unknown food outside those regions to being embraced by the French as a snack food (Yoplait) and from there, into the mainstream of American healthy cooking. Yogurt was always in my culinary vocabulary—we called it by its Armenian name, madzoon—and it was a staple side sauce, sometimes plain, sometimes with cucumbers, always served alongside pilaf and other Armenian dishes my mother prepared. When I established my own household, I began to delve further into yogurt’s possibilities. I discovered it can substitute in almost any recipe that calls for milk, buttermilk, sour cream, or crème fraîche. It is especially delightful used to impart a refreshing taste to cooked sauces, to thicken soups, or to serve as the base for sweets, such as Yogurt Panna Cotta (page 285). In this chapter, you will find yogurt basics, along with a collection of recipes based on my yogurt explorations.
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Basic Yogurt


Madzoon
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Making a large batch of yogurt was a regular affair in the kitchens of my mother, and of my Armenian grandmother and aunts. The process was so routine that it was done at least twice a week. That was a different era. Today, there are excellent, homemade-tasting commercial yogurts available even in supermarkets, and I rely on them as a time-saving alternative. Still, I offer the recipe, as my mother taught it to me, in case you’d like to try your hand at yogurt making.


2 quarts 2% milk (see box, page 19)


¼ cup starter yogurt, at room temperature, or one 10-gram pack powdered yogurt starter


Place the milk in a large, heavy enamel or nonstick saucepan over medium to medium-low heat. Bring to just below the boiling point, 180°F. This will take about 50 minutes, maybe a little more, depending on the size of the pot. Remove from the heat and set aside to cool to lukewarm (100°F), 40 to 45 minutes.


Lift the skin off the top of the milk (I use my fingers) and discard it. In a large bowl, whisk together the starter and 1 cup of the lukewarm milk, then slowly whisk in the remaining lukewarm milk from the pot. Cover first with plastic wrap, then with a towel large enough to wrap around the bowl. Set aside at room temperature until the yogurt is set to a soft custard consistency, at least 6 hours. Refrigerate to chill and firm for at least 3 hours. Will keep fresh-tasting for up to 2 weeks.





YOGURT KNOW-HOW


Yogurt can be made from any cow, sheep, or goat milk, nonfat to whole. I prefer 2% cows’ milk because it results in a soft custard consistency with just the right balance between sharp and creamy flavors.


As important, the taste of the yogurt is also determined by the starter (called magart). I’ve tried making yogurt using a good-quality, commercial organic yogurt as starter; oddly, sometimes it works, and sometimes not, but always without as full a flavor as the original. It’s better to begin with a powdered yogurt starter, available in health food stores.


It’s important to bring the milk to the boiling point very slowly; otherwise, it will scorch on the bottom (not good for the flavor), and the pan will be a real chore to clean.


The time it takes for the yogurt to set is determined by the weather; in warm weather it reaches the desired custard consistency more quickly than in cool weather.


Once going, be sure to save out ½ cup from each batch of yogurt to make the next batch.
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Yogurt Drink


Tan
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Tan is the preferred beverage to accompany an Armenian meal or snack. Nothing more than yogurt thinned with water, seasoned with salt, and served over ice cubes (perhaps with the refinement of a mint sprig garnish or cucumber spear), it is refreshing—and a delicious way to enjoy the health benefits of calcium.


¾ cup yogurt


¼ teaspoon kosher salt, or to taste


¾ to 1 cup water


Ice cubes, for serving


1 mint sprig (optional), for serving


1 cucumber spear (optional), for serving


Whisk together the yogurt, salt, and enough of the water to make the desired thinness. Half fill a tall glass with ice cubes and pour the tan into the glass. Garnish with the mint, if using, and serve.
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Yogurt with Cucumber


Jajik
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Jajik is the pervasive yogurt and cucumber side dish–cum–sauce served throughout the Eastern Mediterranean and Caucasus. My grandmother, Victoria Jenanyan, always added a few ice cubes as she served it. In my family, garlic or herbs were never in the jajik, but I often season the dish with a touch of mint because I like the sweet note it imparts, and because my son, Jenan, likes it that way.


2 cups yogurt


1 teaspoon kosher salt, or to taste


2 teaspoons chopped fresh mint (optional)


1 medium cucumber


Place the yogurt, salt, and mint, if using, in a bowl and whisk to smooth. Peel the cucumber, cut it in half lengthwise, and remove the seeds if they are large. Thinly slice the cucumber, pat the slices dry on paper towels, and stir into the yogurt. Chill before serving. Or, add several ice cubes to the bowl and serve right away (the jajik will be thinner this way).
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Yogurt with Spinach
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Yogurt with spinach can be served as an appetizer with cracker bread (lavosh) or pita bread, or as a side dish with pilafs. It is also especially good as a topping for grilled or broiled tomato halves. For the spinach, frozen won’t do, and it doesn’t need to: fresh spinach is widely available and takes but a moment to prepare. Baby spinach leaves, now also widely available, are great for salads, but for cooking I purchase bunched spinach—it gives more flavor when cooked and is doubly economical because the root ends can be wilted separately and used to garnish pilafs or stirred into stews.


1½ cups yogurt, drained for 30 minutes (page 24)
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