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introduction



THE TRUE COOKING OF UKRAINE


Throughout most of its history, Ukrainian cuisine developed in the same way as other regional cuisines. It reflected the abundance of local produce, absorbed foreign influences during times of trade and war, and gradually separated into three distinct culinary styles: the refined food of the upper classes, the simple and nourishing meals prepared by workers, and the hearty dishes traditionally favoured by villagers.


Then the unforeseeable happened: In the twentieth century, Ukrainian territory was absorbed by the Soviet Union (some parts sooner, some later). The USSR wasn’t just another imperialist force intent on colonizing Ukraine but a behemoth determined to eradicate the heritages of its ethnic minorities and create a new, faceless, hegemonized culture devoid of individuality and regional differences.


Eighty years of Soviet rule wiped out entire generations of Ukrainian artists, dissidents, and philosophers. It also changed the way the overwhelming majority of Ukrainians thought, dressed, and even ate. To come up with a new, ideologically correct food culture, the Soviets turned to French cuisine—or a bastardized version of it. Olivier salad, a czarist-era delicacy invented by Moscow-based chef Lucien Olivier, was adapted to make use of readily available ingredients such as cheap sausage, boiled potatoes, and canned peas. Regional varieties of bread were replaced by simple mass-produced wheat loaves cryptically named baton. The word compote, or kompot, now referred to a sugary beverage made from boiled fruit. It became a staple in every stolovaya, the government-run canteens catering to factory workers and university students.


Elements of regional cuisines (such as Ukrainian borsch and Georgian kharcho) were carefully incorporated into this carb-laden, heavily regulated diet, but with alterations: local spices and seasonal ingredients were out, as were flavours that were deemed too “exotic.”


Meanwhile, authentic Ukrainian cuisine—the incredibly varied dishes once lovingly prepared by our ancestors—went into hiding. For almost a century, this cooking could be found only in the tucked-away villages, the recipes passed from one generation to another in secret. While other regional cuisines changed and absorbed foreign techniques, welcomed new ingredients, and took inspiration from one another, Ukrainian recipes remained unchanged and, for the most part, unknown. So unknown, in fact, that when the Soviet Union finally fell apart and Ukrainians were left with a bland, carb-heavy diet meant to quickly and cheaply feed as many people as possible, many believed that this was what Ukrainian food had always been like.


Undoing the damage done by the Soviet system isn’t a simple process. For one thing, it means fighting ridiculous food-related regulations literally written into our laws. Here’s just one example: Until early 2022, the cafeterias in Ukrainian schools, universities, and other government-run institutions were officially forbidden to use herbs and spices and instead relied on generous helpings of salt to give the dishes some semblance of flavour. These dishes were precisely what many people enjoyed. They reminded them of their childhood years, and nostalgia is a tough opponent to battle.


But we are bringing real Ukrainian cuisine out of hiding. Cooks here and across the world are realizing what a treasure trove of history and flavour there is! In 2022, UNESCO added borsch to its List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding, and, for the first time in decades, many Ukrainians felt proud of their culinary heritage and curious to discover more of it.


Thankfully, many non-Ukrainians share this newfound interest. As our nation bravely resists the Russian invasion, people all over the world are discovering Ukrainian literature, cinema, history, music, and food. After all, if you want to learn about a culture, what better way than to try its dishes? Despite what the Soviets believed, food isn’t just about sustenance. It can take you on an exhilarating trip through a nation’s history, teach you about its people’s preferences and dislikes and relationships with their neighbors, and, well, give you a taste of the region.


This book is about the real cooking of Ukraine, the food Ukrainians once prepared and ate at home and for celebrations, and the food we make in our modern lives today. This food reflects the lifestyles of people from the Donetsk region, Crimea, Bukovyna, Podillia, and across the entire territory of Ukraine. These dishes carry the identity of our region and bring people even closer together. When a family from Kyiv cooks the food of a family from Slobozhanshchyna, it is a display of respect and unity. And when Americans or Italians or citizens of any other country follow a Ukrainian recipe, what is it but the preservation of Ukraine’s traditions and history?


You will find dishes both familiar and forgotten, from borsch in its many forms to varenyky, our dumplings stuffed with savoury or sweet fillings. We begin many meals with bread, and our love of dips and spreads is on display. You’ll see fresh ideas for using common vegetables, interesting approaches to pickling and preservation, hearty stews and roasted dishes, more than a few excellent things to drink, and the delight of simple baked goods and desserts such as Kyiv candied fruit and Lviv cheesecake.


But who am I to tell you about the world of Ukrainian food? I was born into an ordinary Ukrainian family that had nothing to do with the culinary world. But my grandmother moved to the United Kingdom in 1991 and invited me to live with her, and that experience opened a new world of food for me. After I left Great Britain, I spent time in Italy and worked as a waiter in restaurants across Germany, the United States, and Ukraine. One day, as I was standing in the middle of a kitchen and watching chefs at work, it struck me that this was what I wanted to do. At first, it was all fun and games; with friends, I created the CookWars cooking competition, which grew into an evening show in one of the Kyiv restaurants. Next was MasterChef Ukraine. Winning this show gave me the means to implement much larger projects and enabled me to study at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris.


Along the way I began to ask myself: why do I know more about the regional cooking of, say, Italy than I do about the cooking of the place where I grew up? This was during a time when Russian aggression was showing us and the rest of the world that they did not believe Ukraine deserved to exist independently at all. I began to dig deeper to discover and promote the riches our cuisine has to offer.


Today, my main aspirations are to improve the food culture in Ukraine and strengthen the position of Ukrainian cuisine in the world. All my projects are aimed at this. I mentioned earlier the challenge of reversing Soviet-era mandates in our school cafeterias; in 2016, I launched a project called Cult Food to improve the nutrition in our schools. In 2020, more than five thousand schools were following my comprehensive meal manual, and in 2021, all kindergartens and schools in Ukraine switched to new food standards and norms.


I have published several cookbooks in Ukrainian, and my website, Klopotenko.com, is the most popular culinary website in the country. I also run two restaurants. The first, launched in 2019 in Kyiv, is 100 Rokiv Tomu Vpered (100 Years Back to the Future); it presents a modern form of Ukrainian cuisine. Its aims are to show what Ukrainian cuisine would look like if it weren’t for the Soviet Union and to challenge the stereotype that our cuisine consists solely of borsch and varenyky. Later, in the midst of the full-scale Russian invasion in 2022, I launched Inshi Bistro in Lviv, which provides food to those who, for one reason or another, are unable to pay. Inshi has two menus, the main menu and menu number two. People can order free of charge from the latter. In 2023, we continued to introduce Ukrainians to local dishes and drinks and opened the restaurant Poltava in Kyiv and the bar Inshi in Lviv.


Here, in this book, I am sharing my experiences, enthusiasm, and knowledge with you. These recipes and stories are but tiny drops in the sea of knowledge about Ukrainian food, but I hope they will make you want to dive in and discover more about this culture that has so much to offer. Perhaps these recipes will even help you step into Ukrainians’ shoes—if only for a minute—and understand us as an independent people with a unique culture all our own.
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THE UKRAINIAN PANTRY



Ukrainian cuisine has developed as part of a larger European cuisine throughout its history, both influenced by and influencing the regional cuisines of our closest neighbors. The cooking techniques and recipes of many Ukrainian dishes are similar to those found in Hungarian, Polish, and even German cuisines. But still, there are many ingredients that we immediately associate with Ukrainian cooking, and they deserve a mention.


I’d also like to talk a little about the flavour profiles of Ukrainian dishes, and the best way to do this is by using borsch as an example. The iconic Ukrainian dish combines both sweetness from ripe beetroots and acidity from tomatoes, and you’ll find this combo in most of the foods we love. However, you probably won’t find a lot of salt or spicy heat in our cuisine, except maybe when it comes to fermented vegetables, savoury sheep’s-milk cheese, and the cured meats popular in the mountainous Carpathian region. So if some of the recipes in this book are a little light on the salt or not spicy enough for you, keep in mind that this is what authentic Ukrainian food tastes like. But you can always adjust the seasoning.


Beetroots


My list of iconic Ukrainian ingredients begins with beetroots—a vegetable that’s simply a must-have to make borsch. (My classic recipe is on page 118. As previously noted, the Ukrainian method of making borsch was added to UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding on July 1, 2022.) And although beetroot-based dishes can be found in other cuisines around the globe, I’m convinced that Ukrainians are the biggest beetroot lovers in the world.


If you didn’t think beetroots were versatile, just look at Beetroot Kvas (page 244), a traditional fermented drink that can be added to borsch, used for braising meat, or enjoyed as a refreshing summertime drink. As you can tell from all our beetroot-based salads and snacks, beetroots are an integral part of any Ukrainian person’s diet. Beetroot-heavy dishes are prepared on holidays and as simple weekday dinners, and the humble root vegetable can be boiled, baked, fried, and even pickled to last through the winter. In this book you will find many dishes with this vegetable and I hope that at least a few of them become staples in your home.


Rye flour and bread


Thanks to the fertile black soil Ukraine has always been famous for, rye and other grains have always grown in abundance. Traditional Rye Bread (page 19) is made from rye flour—another staple in the Ukrainian pantry—and has historically been the loaf on which Ukrainians relied for sustenance. Festive breads, such as korovai (bread served at weddings) and celebratory paskas, were usually made using wheat flour. Bread was traditionally naturally leavened using sourdough starters, although later the use of yeast became widespread.


For centuries, bread was a sacred symbol of wealth and well-being. Throwing uneaten bread away or letting it go bad was akin to blasphemy, and if there were any crumbs left over after a meal, they were given to poultry or livestock. In the twentieth century, rye bread was supplanted by the Soviet wheat loaf, and although the habit of eating white bread is still strong, more and more Ukrainians are going back to eating rye bread.


Wheat and baked goods


Along with rye, wheat occupies an important place in Ukrainian cuisine. Wheat berries are the basis of Kutya (page 212), an iconic dish served on Christmas Eve. And wheat flour was traditionally used to prepare almost all festive baked goods— cakes, buns, paskas. Today, unmilled wheat berries are undeservedly forgotten as an ingredient and appear on the tables of Ukrainians only at Christmas. However, wheat flour is now used to make the majority of baked goods.


Buckwheat


Buckwheat is so popular in Ukraine that, according to Google, how to cook buckwheat was the most common food-related search in the country for the past several years. Curiously enough, buckwheat (or, as we call it, hrechka) wasn’t always this widely used in Ukraine, and it’s a bit of a mystery as to how it first arrived in the country. Some sources claim that it was brought to what is now the territory of modern Ukraine by Tatars in the tenth or eleventh century, and that’s why certain Slavic languages refer to the crop as tatarka. But archaeologists are fairly certain that buckwheat had been cultivated in Ukraine even earlier than that.
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rye flour for traditional rye bread
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wheat berries in kutya
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Whatever the case, buckwheat rose to prominence somewhere in the sixteenth or seventeenth century, and Ukraine became Europe’s biggest producer of it. Back in those days, the grain was usually ground up into buckwheat flour that was used to make varenyky (savoury or sweet hand pies) and cooked into a lemishka (crispy flatbread).


Corn


Corn is quite popular in Ukraine. It is impossible to pinpoint exactly how it arrived here. According to some historical sources, when it first appeared in Ukraine in the eighteenth century, it came from Turkey through the Crimea; other sources say it came through Mouldova. Whatever the case, during corn season, corn is usually boiled whole, smeared with butter, sprinkled with salt, and immediately devoured. Banosh (page 153)—a traditional Hutsul dish that remains one of the most popular dishes in the Carpathian region—is made from corn grits. (Hutsuls are an East Slavic ethnic group originally from western Ukraine and Romania.)


Salo


It is hard to imagine Ukrainian cuisine without this ingredient. Salo, or pork fatback, is the white layer of fat found under the pig’s skin. It is used everywhere in Ukrainian dishes—as a fat for frying potatoes and eggs, a base for savoury spreads, and even as a stand-alone snack. You can serve it on a slice of rye bread, along with a bowl of borsch, or with a selection of cold cuts. It is an essential ingredient in homemade sausage, and salo cracklings are added to porridge, boiled potatoes, and dumplings. One of the most popular snacks that you can buy in any Ukrainian supermarket is a thick paste made from salo and finely minced garlic.


Kovbasa


Making kovbasa—a general term for a variety of sausages—was a great way to extend the shelf life of meat. In traditional Ukrainian cuisine, sausages were made mainly from pork, using the thin intestines of a boar or pig as casing. They were stuffed with minced or chopped meat and garlic and other spices; sometimes, a little lard was added to make the taste richer. In the central regions of Ukraine, sausages were pan-fried or oven-baked (Homemade Kovbasa with Garlic, page 158). In the western regions, sausage was often smoked and cured. Meat products prepared in this way were called vudzheni (the term literally means “smoked”).


We should also mention Krovianka (page 161), a sausage stuffed with blood, buckwheat, and lard. This type of sausage is usually fried or baked, and the filling depends on the specific region. For example, in Polissia, grated potatoes and breadcrumbs were traditionally added to the mixture, while in the Poltava and Chernihiv regions, corn or millet porridge was often used instead of buckwheat.


Bryndza


We can’t talk about Hutsul cuisine without mentioning cheese. After all, the people of the mountainous Carpathian region have traditionally been involved in sheepherding, and sheep’s-milk cheese has always been a staple of their diet. Sadly, a lot of traditions have been forgotten, and finding authentic Hutsul cheese can be a challenge! Proper bryndza is crumbly and salty, and if it’s kept in a cool place, it stays fresh for a long time. Over the past few centuries, cheese made from goat’s and cow’s milk has been produced all over the country, but the taste differs from bryndza made by Hutsuls. You can add bryndza to all kinds of porridges—it is an essential ingredient in banosh!—or crumble it over a garden salad or a potato casserole. If you cannot find genuine bryndza cheese, good-quality sheep’s-milk feta is an acceptable substitute.


Syr (soft cheese)


It is impossible to know for certain where and when Ukrainians began making syr, a soft cheese made from fermented cow’s milk. But there’s no denying that it’s one of our most popular dairy products and has historically been made in all parts of the country. Syr is similar to ricotta in terms of both its taste and how it is produced. However, unlike the creamy ricotta, syr has a slightly grainy texture and is a little firmer. This firmness is what makes it the perfect ingredient for Syrnyky (Soft Cheese Pancakes, page 70) and a great filling for varenyky or crêpes.


Today you can buy countless kinds of syr in any Ukrainian supermarket, but the best stuff comes from the farmers’ market. It’s usually made from whole milk, has a high fat content, and is always fresh. You can even make it at home; all you need to do is curdle fresh unpasteurized milk at room temperature (it takes several days, but it’s a very hands-off process), heat the curdled milk mixture to separate the whey, then filter the whey through muslin until the curds are relatively dry.


Of course, you can always replace syr with soft cheese, and that’s what we call for in most of the recipes here.


Other fermented-milk products


Milk and cheese aren’t the only dairy products Ukrainian cuisine is known for. Fermented-milk products such as soured cream are also traditionally popular. You can find the recipe for soured cream in multiple cookbooks; it is made simply by curdling cream. Soured cream is added to pancakes and baked goods, served with soft cheese pancakes, and used when making desserts.
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banosh with bryndza
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pickled cucumbers









Kysliak (a Ukrainian type of buttermilk) is made simply by fermenting fresh milk; it’s a refreshing drink. And if you’re lucky enough to travel through the Carpathian Mountains, be sure to try the tangy drink guslianka. It is traditionally made using cow’s milk that is boiled, cooled slightly, then transferred to a ceramic bowl containing a starter culture (usually leftover guslianka made the previous day) or soured cream. The milk is left to ferment for a day, sometimes after adding a little egg white.


Another popular drink made using fermented milk is ryazhanka. What sets it apart from the other similar dairy products is that the fermented milk is baked until it has a light golden colour and a subtle nutty flavour. Ryazhanka was traditionally made in wood-burning ovens.


Pickled vegetables


Meat was smoked and cured to keep it fresh during the cold winter months, and vegetables were traditionally pickled for the same reason. Cabbage, cucumbers, tomatoes, apples, and even watermelons were pickled in a brine in large wooden barrels that were stored in the cellar. These fermented vegetables were served as an appetizer to any meal and often used to prepare soups (for example, Kapusnyak, pickled cabbage soup, page 117, and soup with Pickled Cucumbers, page 56).


Horseradish


This peppery, pungent vegetable is a medicinal plant that improves digestion. It is also an essential ingredient in traditional Ukrainian cuisine and was once used as a talisman against evil forces. Grated horseradish and beetroots are used to make the spicy condiment Tsvikli (page 98), which is served along with meat or aspic (Kholodets, page 45). In some family recipes that have survived to this day, horseradish was added to meat while it was roasting in the oven. Horseradish is also used to make Khrinovuha (page 259), a strong infused vodka that is served in many Ukrainian restaurants.




Note: The food-preservation methods in this book are ones traditionally used by Ukrainians in their home kitchens. Pickling and canning are age-old traditions around the world, and the occasional exploding jar of fermented cucumbers or tomatoes is just accepted as part of home cooking. However, you may prefer a less casual approach to sterilizing jars of fermented produce that will be stored at room temperature. In that case, please keep pickles in the refrigerator instead and use them within a few weeks.


Alternatively, you can follow sterilization procedures for hot-water-bath canning as recommended by the U.S. National Center for Home Food Preservation: “All jams, jellies, and pickled products processed less than 10 minutes should be filled into sterile empty jars. To sterilize empty jars, put them right side up on the rack in a boiling-water canner. Fill the canner and jars with hot (not boiling) water to 1 inch above the tops of the jars. Boil 10 minutes at altitudes of less than 1,000 ft. At higher elevations, boil 1 additional minute for each additional 1,000 ft. elevation. Remove and drain hot sterilized jars one at a time. Save the hot water for processing filled jars. Fill jars with food, add lids, and tighten screw bands.” For more information, visit https://nchfp.uga.edu.





Sunflower oil


Throughout 2021 and 2022 Ukraine was the largest producer of sunflowers in the world. Even today, in the midst of a brutal full-scale invasion, Ukraine remains one of the largest producers of this crop. But sunflowers aren’t just a source of seeds and oil; they’re also a symbol of the sun’s energy and of health. You’ll find sunflowers drawn on the walls of old Ukrainian houses and on various items from the Cossack era.


Today Ukrainians use refined sunflower oil for frying, as it has a neutral taste and a high smoking point, but salads are usually dressed with the fragrant unrefined oil. If you can hunt that down, please do so, as it will add a wonderful depth to your salads.


Herbs and spices


Dill and parsley are the most widely used herbs in Ukrainian cuisine. Ukrainians grow these herbs in their gardens even today; after all, who wouldn’t want to have fresh, fragrant greens on the table? If dill isn’t harvested in time, its shoots start to resemble umbrellas, but even these woody parts of the plant are put to good use— they are added to the brine when canning cucumbers and tomatoes.


Dried dill and parsley are components of merudiya, a Bessarabian spice blend known since ancient times; it also contains dried fenugreek and ginger mint.


Modern Ukrainians use spices from all over the world: black pepper and allspice, bay leaves, turmeric, and ginger. That is why you’ll come across them in the recipes of this book.


Of course, this is far from a complete list of the ingredients used in Ukrainian cuisine. In fact, you could probably tell a separate story (or even write a separate book!) about dozens of widely used Ukrainian foods. But I am sure that after preparing only a few recipes with these few ingredients, you’ll get a taste of Ukraine.
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