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To the cooks of our tradition—most often women—who have built the Jewish kitchen and tended to its flame, making sure its light never goes out
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Preface: The Grandmother Who Started It All





T he first time I met my husband’s family was at his grandmother Ketty’s snug four-hundred-square-foot apartment outside Tel Aviv. Ilan and I arrived early on a Friday afternoon to find Nonna, as the family called her in Ladino, in her kitchen. She was tending to simmering pots on every burner—with a tray of just-baked savory pastries called borekitas ready for us to snack on.


Another twenty guests were coming in a couple of hours for Shabbat dinner, and I couldn’t fathom how everyone would fit. But Ilan told me, “Wait, you’ll see, it’s like magic.” As aunts, uncles, and cousins arrived, each of them found a seat at the table, which Ketty covered with what seemed like an endless array of dishes: an eggplant salad with just the right amount of garlic, a tangle of green zucchini ribbons dressed with paprika and lemon, tomatoes and onion sleeves stuffed with beef and rice, a chard-and-potato pie, and many more.


I was spellbound by Ketty, by her spirit, hospitality, and cooking. The menu was a map of her life: She was born in Izmir on Turkey’s coast in 1927, but her family moved across the water to the Greek island of Rhodes when she was two years old, and later to Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe), to escape the Nazis. Finally, in 1976, she settled in Israel. Each dish told a part of her story: the albondigas (meatballs) in tomato sauce nodded to her community’s roots in Spain generations ago, while the eggplant salad came from the time when her family lived in the Ottoman Empire, and a salad of Swiss chard stems echoed Israel’s era of austerity.


Dinners like this one are a hallmark of many Jewish homes, but that’s not how I grew up. I ate all of my meals in the communal dining hall on Kibbutz Givat HaShlosha, where my parents still live. The community part was lovely, the repetitive menu less so. During the week, there were calves’ liver, sad stuffed peppers, and spaghetti that had sat in sauce for far too long. On Shabbat, things were a bit better, with freshly fried schnitzel and roast chicken. There was also a perfect cholent with kishke for Saturday lunch that a woman named Batsheva made. And the most exciting thing in the dining hall: a herring cart overseen by a sweet old man named Schnitzer, whom I always jokingly called “Schnitzel.” But most of our meals on the kibbutz were divorced from the cooks, their stories, and their traditions.
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Meeting Nonna for the first time, Givatayim, 2006






At Ketty’s table, those connections were inescapable. Her life and spirit were wrapped up in every dish she served. She was in her eighties when I met her, and I knew then that I wanted to do everything I could to help protect her legacy.


That evening planted a seed.
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Growing up in Israel, I never had to think about what it means to be Jewish—it was baked into the cake. But when I moved to New York City in 2005, I realized I needed to seek out ways to connect to my Jewish identity. I started curating events like a conference about gefilte fish, an Israeli-Moroccan Seder, and the Kubbeh Project, a monthlong pop-up starring an Iraqi Jewish comfort food in the East Village. I found that through them, I could realize my Jewish identity and help others feel connected to our community, instilling a sense of pride and joy.


I started to imagine a home for Jewish food and thought back to that meal I had experienced years before at Ketty’s apartment. There are countless cooks like her whose recipes tell the stories not only of their lives and those who came before them, but also of their communities and the Jewish experience. I knew that if those recipes and stories disappeared, so too would a crucial and irreplaceable part of our history and culture.


In 2016, I was fortunate to meet philanthropist Terry Kassel, who believed in that vision, and she generously and passionately supported the creation of a new home for Jewish food. A year later, I launched the Jewish Food Society, a nonprofit organization dedicated to preserving and celebrating Jewish culinary heritage from around the world. At the heart of our work is a digital archive with family recipes and stories. We bring them to life through events like pop-up dinners, cooking classes, and our podcast, Schmaltzy.


Since I created JFS, I’ve seen how food can enable those who identify as Jewish to feel proud of their roots and find a place for themselves within the community. And for those who are not Jewish, it can make them feel welcome at our table.












Introduction: A Year of Celebrations





T here’s time and space for so many celebrations in the Jewish calendar: The year starts in the fall with a trio of holidays—Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot—and a season for forgiveness and setting intentions. In the winter, Hanukkah brings light into the darkness and Purim gives us a chance to party. And when spring and Passover finally arrive, we rejoice in freedom at Seder and relish the season at Shavuot. Throughout the year, Jewish life is marked by Shabbat, a weekly chance to slow down and connect with one another. Each holiday offers us an opportunity to find personal meaning in an ancient tradition that’s always evolving. And at their core is time to spend around a table with the people we love most.


My friend and cookbook author Mitchell Davis once told me that for him, the meal is the holiday. Rosh Hashanah starts in his kitchen before the guests arrive, as he makes his mother’s matzah balls and gefilte fish (see here).


What we cook for these meals reveals much about the Jewish people and our journey. Some dishes, for example, reflect ancient commandments and customs that are still observed throughout the Jewish world: During the Passover Seder, we eat bitter herbs and charoset, a sweet paste made from fruits and nuts, to help recall the story of the Exodus of the Jews from slavery in ancient Egypt. On Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, we dot our tables with fruits like apples, dates, and pomegranates in the hope of ensuring a sweet and plentiful year ahead.


How we interpret these customs often reflects where our family’s community settled in the Diaspora centuries ago. On Hanukkah, it’s traditional to fry foods in oil to recall the miracle of light in the Temple in ancient Jerusalem. But which types of foods are fried depends on our background. In chef Nir Mesika’s family (see here), his Moroccan grandmother made ring-shaped doughnuts called sfenj for the holiday, and his Egyptian grandmother fried gumball-sized zalabia, a type of doughnut she’d learned to make from a Muslim neighbor who prepared them during Ramadan. By interpreting holiday traditions with local ingredients and culinary customs, Jewish cooks imbued many of the foods they encountered in the Diaspora with new meaning.


Passed down from generation to generation, the dishes we serve help tell stories of love and celebrations past, of wars and loss, of moves to faraway places, of survival, and of so much more.


Cooks are often the keepers of these stories and our traditions. They are the ones who make sure that a relative lost in the Holocaust is remembered with her Hungarian desserts on Purim (see here); that even when a family had to hide their Jewish identity in Milan, doughnuts and apple fritters were still made around Hanukkah time (see here); and that dishes from a family who moved from Iraq to India in the nineteenth century were taught to the next generation (see here).


This book is a celebration of these cooks, their traditions and lives, and the holidays where they left indelible marks on the table.




What Is Jewish Food?





In New York City, if you ask someone on the street that question, you’re likely to get responses like deli, bagels, gefilte fish, or matzah ball soup. In Israel, you might be told it’s the Shabbat stew cholent, challah, or chopped liver. In a Sephardi community, the answer could be pastelicos, leek fritters, or mina, the Passover pie. No matter where you ask this question, though, the answer will almost always include holiday classics, which are the backbone of Jewish cooking.


There are countless definitions and visions of Jewish food—it’s not a static thing; it’s always evolving. At its core, it lives at the intersection of Jewish rituals and holidays, kosher laws, and the food traditions and ingredients that cooks have encountered in a Diaspora that started more than two thousand years ago, even before the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem.


In the centuries that followed, Jewish families emigrated to flee persecution and seek out opportunities, establishing communities in many corners of the world. You can read about those journeys in the pages of this book and see how the places where families settled shaped and seasoned their cooking.


While this migration continues today, Jewish families often identify with one of two main groups—Ashkenazi and Sephardi—that evolved in the Diaspora, each with their own culinary traditions. Ashkenazi Jews, like my coauthor Devra Ferst’s family (see here), settled in Germany and France, where their culture first developed in the Middle Ages and later spread eastward through Europe. In the face of harsh winters when little could grow, preserved foods like pickles became a hallmark of their cuisine, as did hearty root vegetables and fruit like apples. Sephardi Jews, like Alexandra Zohn’s ancestors (see here), were exiled from the Iberian Peninsula during the Spanish Expulsion in 1492. As they settled in parts of the Mediterranean and the Ottoman Empire—bringing savory pies and sweets like marzipan with them—many of these immigrants encountered Jewish communities that had lived in North Africa and the Middle East for centuries. And when their descendants arrived in Israel generations later, they were labeled Mizrahim, or Eastern Jews—no matter their actual roots.


Jewish communities like those of Persia (and later, Iran), Central Asia, Ethiopia, Rome, and the Bene Israel of India have their own histories, cuisines, and holiday dishes. And with migrations like those of Iraqi Jews to India, Moroccan Jews to Brazil, and Eastern European Jews to Mexico, new ones emerged. Today the greatest diversity of Jewish food can be found in Israel, where cooks from the far corners of the world not only set their own tables at home but also bring their culinary traditions to the communal table.


Across the Diaspora, cooks adopted and adapted dishes and culinary techniques from non-Jewish neighbors and those they had commercial ties to, making them kosher. Rather than pork, Jews cooked beef. Rather than fry or bake with lard, they used oil, butter, or goose fat, taking care not to mix milk and meat. They also developed unique dishes made with local ingredients, such as Ashkenazi cholent, Sephardi adafina, and other dishes that are cooked or kept warm overnight so that families can enjoy hot meals on Shabbat, when work, including cooking, is forbidden.


Holiday cooking is at the heart of the Jewish kitchen. These holidays have developed over thousands of years, taking on more and more layers of meaning and symbolism with age. Many have agricultural roots, but some commemorate key moments in Jewish history as well—like the springtime harvest festival Shavuot, which also marks receiving the Torah from God. As the holidays evolved, so did the foods made for these celebrations.


Hardship has shaped the Jewish kitchen, too, and made its cooks resourceful. Elizaveta Vigonskaia remembers her mother frying potatoes in fish oil to keep the family alive during a famine in Ukraine (see here). And my husband’s grandmother Ketty made a wonderful salad from chard stems for Shabbat so that nothing would go to waste. Jewish cooks have always found creative ways to turn whatever is available into a meal worthy of a celebration.


Cooking the dishes our ancestors made connects us not only to them, but also to our larger community’s richly layered past and traditions that evolve with every generation.




The Jewish Food Society





Since launching the nonprofit Jewish Food Society in 2017, my team and I have dedicated ourselves to preserving and celebrating Jewish culinary heritage from around the world. We’ve gathered more than a thousand family recipes and the stories behind them for our digital archive and brought them to life through events and our podcast, Schmaltzy. We believe they carry the marrow of who we are as Jewish individuals and families. And when we look at them as a whole, they help tell a vital part of the story of the Jewish people.


Many of the best family recipes call for a pinch of this and a teacup of that—and some are never even written down. At JFS, we collaborate closely with cooks to translate their family treasures into working professional recipes, testing and retesting them, sometimes adjusting them ever so slightly to reflect how we eat today, while maintaining their integrity and honoring the spirit of the original dish. Asking families to share their personal traditions is intimate work that’s often best done while a cook is making plov (here) or frying fish for escabeche (here). When we can, we spend time in the kitchen with them—and when we can’t, we chat on the phone, over WhatsApp, or by any means possible to get to the core of a family’s most cherished recipes and stories.
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So many of the best Jewish family recipes are rooted in holiday traditions and stories. They offer a tangible link to places and people that sometimes exist only in our memories, passed down l’dor v’dor, Hebrew for “from generation to generation.”




About This Book





This book invites you to the holiday tables of thirty wonderful cooks and exceptional hosts. They share menus for a Persian Rosh Hashanah feast (here) and a Moroccan-Brazilian Shabbat lunch (here), dessert recipes from medieval Spain (here), and a gefilte fish recipe that weathered the Soviet Union (here). They share family stories of playing cards and snacking on Purim in Baghdad (see here), traveling from Yemen to Israel by camel (see here), and fleeing a village in Ethiopia in the middle of the night (see here). You will find their recipes and hear their stories in their own words—written with some help from the Jewish Food Society team.


Some of these cooks are professionals in the food world, while others work in fields like tech, publishing, and design, but they all have a passion for storytelling through food. Each table’s menu reflects one family’s traditions, which may be shared across a Jewish community or be unique to that family. Often, these menus are a blend of dishes that are uniquely Jewish and ones a family or community adopted and sometimes adapted from non-Jewish neighbors they lived among in the Diaspora for centuries. Just as the recipes are often an amalgam of the family’s journey, so are their names. You may see dishes your family knows by one name called another by the family who contributed them.


There is no one right way to celebrate the Jewish holidays—or to cook from this book. You can invite friends and family over for a Passover Seder or a springtime dinner and make every dish from baker Rinat Tzadok’s Israeli-Moroccan-Yemenite menu (here) or celebrate Sukkot in the fall with a Bukharian spread from Dr. Svetlana Davydov (here). You can also mix and match recipes for different holiday meals, dinner parties, or weekend brunches. Or add dishes like Hila Alpert’s cheese-filled calsones (here) or Anna Polonsky’s herb salad (here) to a menu of your own.


I am deeply grateful to all of the cooks and families who so generously shared their stories and recipes. I invite you to get to know them and to try their dishes. I also hope this collection inspires you to welcome new flavors and traditions to your own table and to expand your ideas of what Jewish holiday cooking, and Jewish food, can be.




A Note on Kashrut and Pantry


Kosher laws have shaped Jewish recipes for centuries, with customs and levels of observance varying by community and household. Traditionally, pork, shellfish, and the mixing of meat and dairy ingredients are forbidden. In keeping with tradition, nearly all of the individual recipes in this book are kosher and all can easily be made kosher with adaptations we offer in the recipes. (For more information on Passover and kashrut, see here).


To honor both Jewish traditions and family customs, the menus in this book are presented as the families prepare them, and in the few cases where a dairy recipe appears in a meat menu, we have provided nondairy substitutions; use whichever you prefer.


Shop seasonally: Great meals are made from ingredients that are in season, so try shopping at your local farmers’ market and make the recipes when their star ingredients are at their best.


Salt: These recipes were tested with Diamond Crystal kosher salt. If you are using another brand, such as Morton’s, use half the amount specified in the recipe and add more to taste if necessary. This is particularly important if you are cooking with kosher meat, since it is already salted.


Dairy: When a recipe calls for a dairy ingredient or vegan alternative, make sure to use one that is full-fat.


Vegan Dairy: If you are looking for a pareve or vegan alternative to butter or other dairy ingredients, we recommend Earth Balance products.


Eggs: The eggs in these recipes are always large.


Alliums: Onions and garlic are always peeled unless otherwise noted.















FALL: A Season of Intentions






Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot


There’s a moment at the end of summer when the days grow shorter and you can feel the shifting of the seasons, when the air is still warm during the day but turns crisp as the sun sets. This is the “head” of the Jewish New Year, celebrated with a string of holidays: first comes Rosh Hashanah, the New Year itself; then the solemn Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur; and, finally, the harvest festival Sukkot. It’s a season for setting intentions and thinking about what the year will bring, for relishing the abundance of the post-summer harvest, and for finding new meaning in ancient customs.












Rosh Hashanah





My father and I always ate poached fish heads in our kibbutz dining hall on the Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah, so we would be the heads and not the tails in the year to come. In many homes, apples are dipped in honey, originally an Ashkenazi tradition that represents sweetness, and shiny round loaves of challah are laid out to reflect the cycle of the year. No matter where you celebrate the holiday, the tables will always be full of symbolic foods eaten as good omens, meant to capture wishes for a sweet and abundant year free of obstacles. Some Rosh Hashanah foods and customs are shared across several Jewish communities, while others are unique to a place or even a family.


Before the official meal begins, it’s customary in some families—most often those with Sephardi, Middle Eastern, or North African heritage—to celebrate with a series of blessings, sometimes called a Rosh Hashanah Seder, where foods like dates and pomegranates are blessed with wishes for the year ahead. Some of these foods and their connections to the New Year are based on Hebrew and Aramaic puns that, unfortunately, do not translate into English, but they are a meaningful part of the holiday’s tradition. At Jessica Solnicki’s Seder, olives are served for prosperity and fried spinach is meant to symbolically rid one’s life of enemies. In her family the spinach is also part of the main meal, cooked in a dish called pkaila (here). It stands in for beet greens, which in Hebrew are called selek, which sounds like the Hebrew word for “getting rid of,” and receives a blessing that asks that our enemies will leave us.


For many cooks, though, the symbolism of the food looks backward instead of forward. Recipes are made year after year as a way to keep alive the memory of loved ones who made them for the holiday before we did. For Rottem Lieberson, her Persian grandmother’s legacy lives on in her lamb stewed with quinces and the refreshing apple drink called faloodeh sib (here). Mitchell Davis, who grew up in an Ashkenazi home in Toronto, carries the torch of his mother’s cooking forward on the holiday with her recipes for chopped liver and kasha varnishkes (pages 44 and 52).


For this holiday, I love to borrow recipes from families I’ve met through the Jewish Food Society. I think about the families and how so much of our culture is shared, even if we are from communities that once lived very far apart. For centuries, Jews have folded their hopes for the coming year into their Rosh Hashanah dishes. As I cook, I ponder my own, setting my course.












My Persian Grandmother and Her Secret Recipes





Shared by Rottem Lieberson


My grandmother Hanom’s life was full of tragedy and children. She was married in Tehran when she was barely out of childhood herself and gave birth to ten children of her own. When my grandfather died, she was left without any money, but she still managed to bring the family to Israel. The transition wasn’t easy. She spoke little Hebrew and deeply missed Tehran and her eldest son, who stayed back. In the years that followed, she lost him and another son.


From the time I was little, I could see how tough life had made my grandmother and how tightly she clung to her eight remaining children. She kept everyone together around her table. She would call daily to share the menu she was preparing, and aunts, uncles, and cousins would stop by for their favorite dishes, sometimes with bunches of fresh herbs in tow to fuel her cooking. Any sign of emotion from her was expressed through these meals.


I spent nearly every afternoon after school in her home, watching her in the kitchen as she added turmeric, saffron, and herbs to the large pots on her stove, skillfully making the sour and fragrant dishes of Iran. Guests would ask, “Hanom, what did you put in this?” She would reply, “Nothing. Just a little bit of salt.”


Family journey


Tehran, Iran → Sha’ar Haliyah, Israel → Jerusalem → Tel Aviv
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Rottem and her husband, Ofer, on their wedding day, with Rottem’s grandmother Hanom Karmanian, in Tel Aviv, 1990






When it comes to Persian recipes, all the best cooks lie to guard their secrets.


From one year to the next, her holiday menus remained exactly the same. For Rosh Hashanah, she would cook for as many as a hundred people, always using the most expensive ingredients as a wish for a prosperous year ahead. My thirty or so cousins and I would have pillow fights in her bedroom while the adults lingered over khoresh e beh, a stew with meat and quinces; rice with tart barberries; a cold apple drink called faloodeh sib; and more.


It was in this repetition of dishes and traditions that my grandmother built her legacy. This was her power—her power to keep our family together, to ensure she would not be forgotten. Today it’s in my body, in my blood. I feel it whenever I cook these dishes.


Rottem Lieberson is an acclaimed cookbook author in Israel whose work is inspired by her Persian heritage and her grandmother Hanom’s legacy.
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Rottem Lieberson’s Rosh Hashanah


Challah with Caramelized Quince


Olive Salad with Pomegranate


Cucumber, Mint, and Sumac Salad


Red Cabbage, Date, and Beet Salad


Fried Eggplant with Mint Dressing


Ash e Anar


Pomegranate Soup with Meatballs


Khoresh e Beh


Lamb Stew with Quince and Dried Apricot


Rice with Potato Tahdig


Tut


Marzipan


Faloodeh Sib


Chilled Apple Drink with Rosewater


—Serve with—


apples and honey, fresh fruit








Challah with Caramelized Quince





Rosh Hashanah challahs are most often swirled round loaves like the one Mitchell Davis bakes (here), but Rottem likes this festive braided loaf for the holiday, weaving in sweet caramelized quinces that have simmered for a couple of hours in a spiced syrup. It’s best to begin this recipe a day in advance so the starter can rest for at least 8 hours or as long as overnight, which adds greater depth of flavor to the dough. You can also prepare the quinces up to 2 days ahead of time and store them, covered, at room temperature. (Pictured on here)


Makes 2 loaves


For the starter


1½ cups (195 g) all-purpose flour


¼ teaspoon active dry yeast


1 cup (240 ml) room-temperature water


For the dough


5½ cups (715 g) plus 1 tablespoon all-purpose flour


2 tablespoons active dry yeast


2 large eggs


5 tablespoons (60 g) sugar


¼ cup (60 ml) extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for greasing the bowl and work surface


1 to 1¼ cups (240 to 300 ml) water


1 tablespoon kosher salt


For the caramelized quinces


2 quinces, peeled, cored, and cut into 12 wedges each


¾ cup (150 g) sugar


4 cardamom pods


1 cinnamon stick


For the egg wash AND FINISHING


1 large egg, beaten with ½ teaspoon water


1 cup (140 g) sesame seeds


Make the starter: Put the flour, yeast, and water in a medium bowl and stir to blend. Cover with plastic wrap and set aside at room temperature for at least 8 hours and up to overnight.


Make the dough: Put the flour and yeast in the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the dough hook. Mix on low speed for a few seconds, until blended. Stop the mixer, add the starter, eggs, sugar, and olive oil, and mix on low for 3 minutes. Gradually add 1 cup (240 ml) water and mix for 3 more minutes, until a dough begins to form. If the dough feels dry, add up to ¼ cup (60 ml) more water.


Add the salt and mix on medium speed until the dough is smooth and no longer sticks to the bowl, another 8 minutes or so. Place a towel over the bowl and let the dough proof for 30 minutes.


Remove the towel and knead the dough on medium speed for 3 minutes.


Grease a large bowl with 1 to 2 teaspoons olive oil. Transfer the dough to the greased bowl and roll the dough in the bowl to coat it with oil. Cover the bowl with the towel and let the dough proof until doubled in size, 1 to 2 hours.


Meanwhile, make the caramelized quinces: Put the quinces in a heavy-bottomed saucepan and add the sugar, cardamom, and cinnamon. Cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until all the sugar has dissolved and the quinces have started to release liquid, about 10 minutes.


Reduce the heat to low and gently simmer, stirring occasionally, until the quinces are tender and caramelized and the liquid has reduced to a thick, bright red sauce, about 1½ hours. Remove from the heat and set aside to cool.


Shape the challahs: Lightly grease a clean work surface with olive oil. Turn out the proofed dough onto the surface and use a pastry scraper or large knife to divide it into 6 equal pieces. Roll each piece into a ball on the work surface. Cover the balls with a towel and let rest for 15 minutes.


Flatten each ball into an oval about 6 by 11 inches (15 by 28 cm) and then, starting from a long side, roll into a log about 20 inches (50 cm) long. Cover with a towel and let rest for 10 minutes.


Line two baking sheets with parchment paper. Make two 3-stranded challah braids: Arrange 3 logs side by side in front of you on the work surface, running vertically. Pinch together the ends farthest from you to connect the 3 logs. Gently pull the left log over the center log. Then pull the right log over the center log (which used to be the left log). Continue braiding the logs in this manner, and then pinch the near ends of the logs together and tuck both ends of the braid under to form a tidy loaf. Repeat with the second loaf.


Transfer the challahs to the baking sheets. Tightly tuck 12 pieces of the caramelized quince along the seams of each challah. Cover the loaves with towels and let rest until doubled in size, 30 to 35 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 400°F (205°C).


Brush the proofed challahs with the egg wash and sprinkle the sesame seeds on top. Bake until the challahs are golden brown and feel light and sound hollow when tapped on the bottom, 20 to 30 minutes. Remove from the oven and transfer to a wire rack to cool.


Serve warm or at room temperature.




Olive Salad with Pomegranate





Pomegranate adds a fruity note to these marinated olives. Pomegranate concentrate is thinner and less sweet than pomegranate syrup or molasses; the concentrate is worth seeking out. Look for one without added sugar. If you can’t find the concentrate, you can replace it with one-third as much good-quality pomegranate molasses. (Pictured on here)


Makes 6 to 8 servings


2 cups (300 g) pitted green olives


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


1 cup (150 g) pomegranate seeds


⅓ cup (80 ml) pomegranate concentrate


⅓ cup (10 g) plus 1 tablespoon roughly chopped fresh mint


⅓ cup (80 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


1 teaspoon kosher salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


2 tablespoons chopped toasted walnuts


Put the olives, garlic, and pomegranate seeds in a bowl and mix well.


In another bowl, whisk the pomegranate concentrate, ⅓ cup (10 g) of the mint, and the olive oil until combined. Pour the dressing over the olive mixture and stir until evenly coated. Add the salt and pepper and mix again.


Put the salad in an airtight container and refrigerate until ready to serve, letting the salad rest for at least 1 hour so the flavors blend.


To serve, transfer the salad to a serving bowl and sprinkle with the walnuts and the remaining 1 tablespoon mint.
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Cucumber, Mint, and Sumac Salad





“When someone comes over, the first thing you do is give them a cucumber. This is the tradition,” Rottem says. The host should peel the cucumber with a knife and serve it with a pinch of salt, she explains. “This means she respects you and you respect her back.”


Instead of peeling the cucumbers here, Rottem cuts them into spears and tosses them with a tangy lemon-sumac dressing for a salad that’s a refreshing counterpoint to the richer dishes on her table. If you can’t find Persian cucumbers, English ones will do, but they are more than twice as long, so be sure to adjust the recipe accordingly. No matter the variety you use, dress the salad just before serving so the cucumbers stay crunchy.


Makes 6 to 8 servings


12 Persian cucumbers (about 2¼ pounds/1 kg), quartered lengthwise


1½ tablespoons ground sumac


¼ cup (60 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


¼ cup (60 ml) fresh lemon juice, or more to taste


1 teaspoon kosher salt


¼ cup (8 g) lightly packed fresh mint leaves for garnish


Flaky salt for garnish (optional)


Put the cucumbers, 1 tablespoon of the sumac, the olive oil, lemon juice, and kosher salt in a large bowl. Gently mix to coat evenly (your hands are the best tool for this). Taste and adjust the seasoning with more lemon and salt if needed.


Transfer the salad to a serving bowl, sprinkle the remaining 1½ teaspoons sumac on top, and garnish with the mint and a sprinkling of flaky salt, if using. Serve immediately.





Red Cabbage, Date, and Beet Salad





This sweet-tart slaw-like salad is best when the cabbage is sliced whisper-thin so everything comes together well. Use a mandoline slicer if you have one, and if not, make sure your chef’s knife is sharp! (Pictured on here)


Makes 6 to 8 servings


1½ pounds (675 g) beets, trimmed and scrubbed


½ small red cabbage (about 13 ounces/365 g), cored and very thinly sliced crosswise, ideally on a mandoline (about 4½ cups/285 g lightly packed)


5 dates, pitted and chopped into small bits


2 jalapeños, cored, seeded, and finely chopped


½ cup (15 g) finely chopped fresh cilantro


½ cup (15 g) thinly sliced scallion greens


3 tablespoons fresh lemon juice, or more to taste


¼ cup (60 ml) extra-virgin olive oil, or more to taste


1 teaspoon kosher salt


Preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.


Put the beets on the baking sheet, cover the sheet tightly with foil, and bake until the beets are fork-tender, 40 minutes to 1 hour and 15 minutes, depending on the size of your beets. Remove from the oven and cool the beets until they can be easily handled.


Peel the beets with your fingers or a paring knife. Cut the beets into julienne: First cut each beet into slices ⅛ inch (3 mm) thick, then stack a few slices at a time and cut into strips ⅛ inch (3 mm) wide.


In a large bowl, combine the beets, cabbage, dates, jalapeños, cilantro, scallion greens, lemon juice, olive oil, and salt and mix well. Taste and adjust the seasoning if needed, adding more lemon, olive oil, and salt to make the salad nicely zingy. Serve immediately.
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Fried Eggplant with Mint Dressing





Take your time when you fry the eggplant to make sure each slice is nicely browned on the outside and fully cooked and creamy on the inside. Eggplant loves to drink up oil, so be sure to use plenty and to keep the temperature steady.


Makes 6 to 8 servings


1½ pounds (675 g) eggplant, sliced into ¼-inch (6 mm) rounds


1 tablespoon kosher salt


Vegetable or grapeseed oil for shallow-frying


For the dressing


2 tablespoons pomegranate concentrate (see headnote on here)


⅓ cup (80 ml) extra-virgin olive oil, plus more if needed


1 cup (30 g) finely chopped fresh mint


1 teaspoon kosher salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon pomegranate seeds for garnish


Sprinkle the eggplant slices on both sides with the salt and spread them in a single layer on a wire rack set over a baking sheet. Set aside for 20 minutes.


Pat the eggplant slices dry with paper towels, wiping off excess salt. Line a large plate or tray with paper towels.


Heat about ¼ cup (60 ml) vegetable oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Once the oil is hot, add as many eggplant rounds as will fit easily in one layer and fry, turning once, until golden brown, 3 to 5 minutes on each side. Transfer the fried eggplant to the paper towel–lined plate. Continue frying the remaining eggplant rounds in batches, adding more oil to the pan as needed and letting the new oil get hot before adding more eggplant.


Make the dressing: In a small bowl, whisk the pomegranate concentrate, olive oil, mint, salt, and pepper together until well combined. Taste and adjust the seasoning with more salt and pepper if needed.


Arrange the fried eggplant in a few layers on a serving plate. Spoon the dressing over the eggplant and sprinkle the pomegranate seeds on top. Serve warm or at room temperature.





Ash e Anar





Pomegranate Soup with Meatballs


Generous amounts of fresh herbs and scallions lighten up this hearty soup with a tangy undercurrent of pomegranate—a classic Persian flavor combination. The meatballs can be made ahead of time and kept in the refrigerator for a day or in the freezer for up to a month.


Makes 8 servings


For the soup


3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


3 cups (450 g) finely chopped yellow onions


8 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


½ cup (100 g) basmati rice, rinsed and drained


½ cup (90 g) yellow lentils


½ teaspoon ground turmeric


2 tablespoons kosher salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


3 quarts (3 L) water


1 cup (30 g) finely chopped fresh cilantro


1 cup (30 g) finely chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley


1 cup (30 g) finely chopped fresh mint, plus more for garnish


2 to 3 bunches scallions (about 20), white and light green parts, finely chopped


1 cup (240 ml) pomegranate concentrate (see headnote on here)


¼ to ½ cup (50 to 100 g) sugar (optional)


Pomegranate seeds for garnish


For the meatballs


1½ pounds (625 g) ground beef


¾ cup (115 g) finely chopped yellow onion


1 garlic clove, finely minced or crushed


1 cup (30 g) finely chopped fresh cilantro


1 teaspoon kosher salt


1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


Make the soup: Heat the olive oil in a large pot over medium heat. Add the onions and cook, stirring occasionally, until soft and golden, 15 to 20 minutes.


Meanwhile, make the meatballs: Put the beef, onion, garlic, cilantro, salt, and pepper in a large bowl. Mix well (your hands are the best tool for this) until combined. Scoop up a heaping teaspoon of the mixture and roll it between your palms into a ball the size of a cherry tomato, then transfer it to a baking sheet or tray. Continue shaping the remaining meatball mixture, then set the meatballs aside.


When the onions are ready, add the garlic and cook until golden, 3 to 5 minutes. Add the rice, lentils, turmeric, salt, and pepper and stir to mix well. Stir in the water, increase the heat to high, and bring to a boil. Add the meatballs, cover the pot, adjust the heat to a simmer, and cook for 30 minutes, stirring occasionally.


Uncover the pot and stir in the cilantro, parsley, mint, and scallions. Increase the heat to high to bring the mixture back to a boil, then cover the pot again, reduce the heat to a simmer, and cook the soup for another 30 minutes, stirring occasionally.


Stir in the pomegranate concentrate and cook, covered, for another 10 minutes.


Taste the soup and adjust the seasoning with more salt and pepper if needed; add sugar to taste if the soup seems too tart.


Ladle the soup into individual bowls, garnish with pomegranate seeds, and serve hot.
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Khoresh e Beh





Lamb Stew with Quince and Dried Apricot


In Persian cooking, fruits aren’t reserved exclusively for dessert, Rottem explains. They can also be added to khoresh, or stews, like this beautifully spiced one where fresh and dried fruits are as prominent as the meat. If you’ve never cooked with quinces, this recipe and Rottem’s challah (here) are good introductions. Quinces are astringent and unyielding when raw, but once simmered for a while, as they are here, they turn tender and a stunning deep pink color. If you can’t find quinces, apples are a fine substitute.


Serve the stew with Rottem’s Rice with Potato Tahdig (opposite) for a holiday meal or with plain white rice on a busier evening. (Pictured on here)


Makes 6 to 8 servings


5 quinces or red apples, peeled, cored, and cut into eighths


2 tablespoons fresh lemon or lime juice


5 tablespoons (75 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


2 pounds (900 g) boneless lamb shoulder or neck, cut into 1½-inch (3.75 cm) cubes


1 large yellow onion, finely chopped


3 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


1 large tomato, cored and finely chopped


1 teaspoon ground turmeric


½ teaspoon dried rose petals


½ teaspoon ground cardamom


1½ teaspoons kosher salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


4 cups (1 L) water


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


⅛ teaspoon ground nutmeg


⅛ teaspoon ground cloves


2 tablespoons all-purpose flour


10 dried apricots


2 tablespoons sugar


Put the quinces and lemon juice in a bowl and toss to coat the quinces with the juice. Set aside.


In a Dutch oven or other wide heavy-bottomed pot, heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil over medium heat. Add the lamb and sauté until nicely browned on all sides, about 10 minutes total. Add the onion and sauté until golden, 6 to 8 minutes. Add the garlic, tomato, turmeric, rose petals, cardamom, salt, and pepper and mix well.


Add the water, increase the heat to high, and bring the mixture to a boil. Cover the pot with a lid, adjust the heat to low, and simmer the stew for 1 hour.


Meanwhile, in a large skillet, warm the remaining 3 tablespoons olive oil over medium heat. Pat the quince pieces dry with paper towels. Once the oil is hot, add the quinces, cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves and scoot the quinces around in the pan to mix the spices. Sear the quinces all over until golden brown, 10 to 12 minutes. Add the flour and mix well to coat the quince pieces; remove from the heat.


Add the quinces, dried apricots, and sugar to the pot with the lamb and stir to combine. Continue cooking, covered, until the lamb and quinces are very tender, another 20 to 35 minutes.


Taste and adjust the seasoning with more salt and pepper if needed. Serve hot.





Rice with Potato Tahdig





No Persian meal is complete without rice and its tahdig, the crunchy crust from the bottom of the pot. In this rendition from Rottem’s grandmother Hanom, the rice is made with a layer of potato slices on the bottom and topped with tart barberries. Mastering tahdig takes practice and confidence. To give yourself the best shot at a crust that releases easily from the pan, use a nonstick skillet. A deep 9-inch (22.5 cm) one with a lid that’s slightly domed will work best for this quantity of rice. When it comes to the sauce, if you can’t find barberries, don’t worry; it will be excellent even without them. (Pictured on here)


Makes 6 to 8 servings


For the sauce


¾ cup (50 g) dried barberries


Small pinch of saffron threads (about 7)


¼ cup (60 ml) boiling water


1 tablespoon vegetable oil


1 tablespoon sugar


¼ teaspoon kosher salt


For the rice


2¼ cups (450 g) basmati rice


Kosher salt


6 tablespoons (90 ml) vegetable oil


½ teaspoon ground turmeric


1 large russet potato, peeled and cut into ¼-inch (6 mm) rounds


Make the sauce: Put the barberries, saffron, and boiling water in a small pot and set aside for 1 hour, stirring the mixture every 5 minutes or so to allow the barberries to soak up the saffron flavor.


Add the oil, sugar, and salt to the pot, set over low heat, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the sugar has dissolved and the sauce is bright orange in color, about 10 minutes. Remove from the heat and set aside.


Make the rice: Put the rice in a large bowl and cover it completely with room-temperature water. Soak for 30 minutes, then drain and rinse. Cover again with water, soak for 10 minutes, and drain; repeat this process at 10-minute intervals until the water runs clear.


Fill a large pot about three-quarters full with water and add 1 heaping tablespoon salt. Place the pot over high heat and bring the water to a boil. Add the rice and cook, uncovered, for 7 minutes. Drain and rinse the rice and set aside in a bowl.


Add the oil and turmeric to a deep 9-inch (22.5 cm) nonstick skillet with a lid, swirling to mix them together. Arrange the potato slices in an even layer to cover the bottom of the skillet completely (you may not need all the potato slices); season lightly with salt. Very gently pile the partly cooked rice onto the potatoes; do not stir the rice or pack it into the skillet. Using the handle of a wooden spoon, poke four holes, evenly spaced, into the rice, reaching all the way down to the potato layer.


Place a kitchen towel over the skillet, cover with the lid, and tie the corners of the towel together on top of the lid to keep them away from the burner. Place the skillet over medium-high heat and cook for about 15 minutes. Reduce the heat to low and cook for an additional 25 minutes.


Remove the skillet from the heat and remove the lid and towel. To turn out the tahdig, place a large flat platter on top of the skillet and, using a thick, dry kitchen towel or pot holders to protect your hands, hold the skillet with one hand and the plate with the other and swiftly invert them, slipping the tahdig onto the plate. Carefully remove the skillet; if any potato slices are stuck to the bottom, just peel them off and reposition them with the other slices.


Pour the barberry and saffron sauce over the tahdig and rice and serve immediately.
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Tut





Marzipan


The word tut, which means “white mulberry” in Persian, also refers to marzipan that’s flavored with rosewater and formed into the shape of the berry. Rottem’s grandmother Hanom shaped hers like strawberries and served them with sweets from Iran, fruit, and nuts. You can make the paste up to a week in advance, but be sure to wrap it tightly, as it dries out easily. For the best texture, form the sweets the day you plan to serve them.


Makes about 30 pieces


1 cup (130 g) blanched almonds


1 cup (100 g) confectioners’ sugar


1 tablespoon rosewater


½ cup (100 g) granulated sugar


15 roasted unsalted pistachios, split lengthwise in half


Put the almonds and confectioners’ sugar in a food processor and process until a sandy mixture forms, about 2 minutes. With the processor running, add the rosewater and process until a soft, smooth dough forms, another 5 minutes or so. Transfer to a bowl.


Put the granulated sugar on a plate; set aside.


Scoop up about 1 rounded teaspoon of the marzipan and shape into a ball. Shape the ball into a rounded triangle to resemble a strawberry, using your index finger and thumb to create dimples in the sides and top of it. Put on a plate and repeat with the remaining marzipan.


Roll each piece of marzipan in the sugar to coat all sides. Poke a pistachio half into the top of each piece of marzipan, as if it were the leaf on a fresh strawberry. Transfer the marzipan to a pretty dish and serve.
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Faloodeh Sib





Chilled Apple Drink with Rosewater


Faloodeh refers to an iconic cold Persian dessert made with rice noodles. In faloodeh sib, the noodles are replaced with apples for a sweet that’s served at the Yom Kippur break-fast in some Persian Jewish homes. Rottem’s grandmother also made it for Rosh Hashanah, when apples are traditionally eaten. “It was always in her fridge and you just took a sip whenever you wanted—it’s refreshing, it’s amazing!” Rottem says.


Grated apples will oxidize and brown slightly, which is just fine, but if you want to keep their flesh white, add a big squeeze of lemon juice to them as you grate them. For added festivity, spike the pitcher of faloodeh sib with ½ to 1 cup (120 to 240 ml) vodka.


Makes 6 to 8 servings


7 red apples, unpeeled, cored and grated


1 teaspoon rosewater


2 tablespoons sugar (optional)


Cold water


1 cup (200 g) ice cubes


1 lemon, thinly sliced


Put the apples in a large glass pitcher (at least 2 quarts/2 L) and add the rosewater, sugar (if using), and enough cold water to cover the apples by an inch (2.5 cm) or so. Stir well and put the pitcher in the refrigerator for at least 2 hours and up to 4 hours.


Just before serving, add the ice and lemon slices to the pitcher. Serve in pretty glasses or small punch cups, with spoons for eating the apples.












Whether in Toronto or New York, the Meal Is the Holiday





Shared by Mitchell Davis


On the days before holidays, the powerful smell of gefilte fish being made from scratch used to waft down the hallways of our apartment building in north Toronto when I was growing up. This was the 1970s, and we called our neighborhood the Jewish ghetto. There was the kosher-style butcher shop where I worked in high school, and bakeries selling challah. Orthodox, Reform, and Conservative synagogues all were within walking distance, and my junior high, despite being a public school, was virtually closed for the High Holidays.


I felt incredibly Jewish, but not in any religious way. For my family, holiday meals were our religion. They were how we were Jewish, the ritual that made us feel different from people outside the neighborhood. Everyone was welcome at my mom’s table. I’m one of four siblings, and someone’s roommate from college, someone’s partner, and someone else’s friend were always at the meal. No matter the holiday, the menu was the same—at Passover, we just substituted matzah for challah.
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