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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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Introduction


Finding the name for this book was one of the hardest things I have ever had to do. How does one unite the idea of a childhood journey, memories and feelings of nostalgia with new-found knowledge of the Caucasus and its people? These folk may share the same geographical region, culture and much of their cooking, but they don’t necessarily revere each other, or at least they often say they don’t for various complicated reasons.


In the light of recent and not-so-recent events, where more and more neighbouring countries have gone to war and lost connections that have been cemented for centuries or have foolishly erected further barriers between them, I slipped into even more of a pitfall trying to navigate my way around and write sensitively about my family and friends’ life-long experiences.


In times of great economic struggle, people fall apart. I have seen it happen on a personal level, where close friends, parents and their children or siblings break ties with each other because it is simply very hard. When it’s hard to survive financially, hard to stay strong together and hard to make sense of history and events, it’s easy to forget what unites us.


On a greater scale, the same happens with entire countries, which fall out and drag us even further along the road of alienation and conflict, inciting hatred, misunderstandings and worse. This happened to my Armenian family who are originally from Nagorno-Karabakh and have inspired me to write this book.


A war broke out in Karabakh in the 1980s, forcing them first to abandon their summer house and then to leave that region and eventually Azerbaijan’s capital Baku to relocate to Kiev, the capital of Ukraine. Their house was largely destroyed, with only their huge beloved library room still standing with hundreds of books left abandoned and rotting on the shelves. Yet despite the anguish, mutual hostility and atrocities, I have not once heard my Armenian aunt say anything negative about Azerbaijanis. She has always reiterated that it was an artificially created conflict, like so many of them were at the time and still are.


I was taught from the start (perhaps in rather naive terms, but…) that people and human values are universal. Whether you are Armenian, Azerbaijani or Georgian or one of any of the other Caucasian peoples, so much of the culture of the region is intertwined and destinies interwoven, and – on a more domestic level – so many cooking techniques and dishes are shared and borrowed. Geopolitics can often be an ugly, unfortunate reality, just like unemployment, financial difficulties and any of those other man-made afflictions. But I am glad that I grew up without having to take any sides. We cherished our Armenian, Azeri, Georgian, Ossetian, Karachai and Adegei friends all the same, equally interested in what they had to say, what they remembered, what they held dear and, of course, what they cooked!


Words kept running through my head: Caucasus, togetherness, communion, “as one”, family, table, polyphony, layers, together. One word, I needed just one word to unite us all, but not in a tragic, forceful way like the word “Soviet” once did. I needed one word to unite our complicated histories, our families’ memories, our new experiences in the most peaceful and natural way.


I tried a couple of options that I felt very strongly about, both powerful Georgian words, but sadly they didn’t gel. In desperation, and following my best friend’s wise council, I wrote a couple of pages of why I decided to write this book – a messy “stream of consciousness” kind of essay. And when I finished, I realized that I was overcomplicating things. The name doesn’t have to be too clever, enigmatic or esoteric. The place itself, Caucasus, is mysterious enough.


Being an avid fan of etymology, I recalled reading that the name “Caucasus” possibly originated from the Scythian language (the Scythians being an ancient civilization from the Ukrainian steppe where I was born) and is akin to the gorgeous Greek word Kaukasis. It means “snowy mountain top”, and at that moment the title of the book was born! At the very top of the Kazbegi mountains in northeastern Georgia, I saw a viewing platform with a massive mosaic. It was beautiful. What I loved the most was that the animals and people depicted have clearly defined outlines, but within their forms are made up of mismatched coloured tiles. This is how I feel about culture, and about traditions and recipes. The outlines are there, set in stone, but what’s happening inside is a big puzzle of individual fragments, multicoloured and seemingly mismatched.


I hope you also approach this book as such. Get inspired by the outlines, but also feel compelled to create your own mosaic. This is my interpretation, a symbol, a vision of how to cherish tradition while also being open to creating something new.
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“I like vegetables, especially in spring,” declared our Georgian guide Shota. Such a simple thing to say, but it rang so true and got stuck in my head. It had so much meaning. In our modern world we can get tomatoes, cucumbers and herbs all year round. Of course, nowadays you can too in the Caucasus, but people still tend to eat seasonally. The first fresh vegetables of spring, the first herbs, the first sweet prickly cucumber – these ingredients are never better to enjoy than immediately after the long winter months.






Beetroot & plums


The combination of beets and plums was such a revelation to me that I immediately set about creating different versions of the authentic Georgian way of marinating beetroot in the tart plum sauce called tkemali. I couldn’t choose which was the best, so I am giving two versions of the salad: the traditional approach and a roasted version for when plums are readily available but you can’t be bothered to make the sauce. The roasted version will give you a taste similar to the original with the added pleasure of biting into caramelized plums and bitter leaves that contribute texture and a welcome savouriness. I use small tart Alycha plums here, but slightly underripe greengages or ordinary plums also work very well.



The original charkhali or plum-marinated beetroot


This is a method for making beetroot charkhali the authentic way, which is simple and delicious. But if you are short of time, you don’t have to marinate it overnight – you can serve the tkemali immediately. It’s brilliant, though, because if you have any left over, you can store it in the refrigerator and it will start to pickle. It should keep for up to a week if fully covered by the sauce. Serve with a slick of date molasses or honey if it seems too tart.






Serves 8 as a side


2 litres (3½ pints) water


2kg (4lb 8oz) beetroot, scrubbed really well


1 tablespoon sea salt flakes


500g (1lb 2oz) Tina’s Fresh Tkemali, unsweetened






Bring the water to the boil in a saucepan, add the unpeeled beetroot and season with the salt. Cook for about 30–40 minutes until the beetroot is easily pierced with a knife but still al dente.


Drain the beets and leave until cool enough to handle, then peel and cut them into wedges.


Pop the beetroot into a bowl, pour over the tkemali and leave to marinate overnight in the refrigerator before serving.


VARIATION
Try roasting the same quantity of peeled beetroot wedges in a roasting tray in a preheated oven at 180°C (350°F), Gas Mark 4, for about 30–40 minutes until soft and starting to caramelize at the edges. Add the tkemali, covering the beets with it, and roast for a further 5–10 minutes. Then serve with a handful of chopped coriander and some thinly sliced spring onions.
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Beets, plums & bitter leaves
	





Serves 4–6


2 tablespoons rapeseed or mild olive oil


500g (1lb 2oz) beetroot, peeled and quartered


5 plums, stoned and quartered


1 tablespoon red wine vinegar


150g (5½oz) Treviso (or ordinary) radicchio


1 red chilli, seeds in, sliced


2 teaspoons maple syrup or honey


2 garlic cloves, crushed


2 teaspoons sesame seeds, toasted


a handful of soft herbs – dill and coriander work really well here (optional)


sea salt flakes






Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), Gas Mark 6.


Add the oil to a roasting tray and heat it in the oven for 5 minutes.


Add the beetroot, plums and vinegar to the roasting tray, season with salt and roast for 30 minutes.


Leaving a little of the stalk in place, slice the radicchio into thin wedges. Add it to the beetroot tray with the chilli, maple syrup or honey and a bit more salt, and give it all a good stir. Roast for a further 10 minutes.


Add the garlic and stir it through the contents of the tray, then remove the tray from the oven.


Sprinkle over the sesame seeds and herbs (if using) and serve.


VARIATIONS
You can use any bitter crunchy vegetable instead of radicchio. Chicory would work well, as would sliced cultivated dandelion. Any toasted seed or nut can be substituted for sesame. I have also tried this with blackberries and blackcurrants instead of plums and it worked wonders – beetroot loves any dark, rich fruit that has a little acidity. I sometimes like to serve this with watercress or rocket.
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Ia’s salad


I love simple but unusual salads, when one tiny ingredient turns something so familiar into an incredible dish that you can’t get enough of. This happened when I tasted Tomer Amedi’s (Head Chef of The Palomar restaurant) mum’s Yemeni tomato salad with green chillies and chopped lemon with its skin still on. And this happened again when I went to Megrelia (or Samegrelo, as Georgians call it) in western Georgia and met Ia, a school head teacher with a penchant for etymology, thin cigarettes and coffee. A modest addition of adjika makes this salad so piquant and moreish. I also love how the spring onions and herbs are cut into large chunks, almost treated like a vegetable rather than a mere seasoning.






Serves 2–4


1 head of Escarole or Romaine or similar lettuce, cut into large chunks


1 bunch of spring onions, sliced into 1cm (½-inch) chunks


¼ red onion, sliced (optional)


½ bunch of coriander, stalks and all, roughly chopped


½ bunch of flat leaf parsley, stalks and all, roughly chopped


½ cucumber, thinly sliced


2 ripe tomatoes, chopped (optional)






DRESSING


3 tablespoons white wine vinegar


1 teaspoon Red Adjika Salt or pinch of cayenne pepper


sea salt flakes, to taste (if using cayenne)


pinch of caster sugar or dash of honey (optional)






For the dressing, mix the vinegar and adjika salt or cayenne and salt together. Taste and add a little sugar if you think it needs it (I often do add sugar or honey here).


Mix the rest of the ingredients together in a large bowl, then pour over the dressing and gently combine with your fingers – Ia insisted I mixed it as if I was touching feathers.


Tips I would add the red onion if this salad is to be served with barbecued meats, otherwise leave it out for a much more delicate result. If you can’t be bothered to make the adjika and can’t find it ready-prepared, don’t worry, this salad will be lovely with a simple lemon, salt and honey dressing spiked with some smoked paprika or a little cayenne.
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Satsebeli


Nobody makes small quantities of satsebeli in Samegrelo, western Georgia. They would normally use about 50kg (110lb) of tomatoes to bottle enough to last all winter. And no wonder, as this is an amazing sauce. It’s good with roast chicken, it’s incredible drizzled over eggs or polenta and it’s also the bomb when drizzled inside a juicy lamb burger or served with refried khinkali dumplings. The original recipe would have required you to buy a special oar and cistern for stirring and cooking this sauce, but I have scaled down the quantities for non-Georgian home use.






Makes approx. 500ml (18fl oz)


1.25kg (2lb 12oz) tomatoes, chopped


250g (9oz) red peppers, cored, deseeded and chopped


25g (1oz) garlic cloves, chopped


50g (1¾oz) Red Adjika Salt or 20g sea salt with a good pinch of cayenne pepper


sea salt flakes, to taste


sunflower oil, to cover (if storing)





If storing longer term, you will also need enough sterilized airtight bottles or jars to hold 2 litres (3½ pints) in total






Put the chopped tomatoes in a bowl with a handful of sea salt flakes, cover and leave overnight to release their juices if you have time. If not, blitz them in a blender or food processor.


Transfer the tomatoes to a saucepan, add the red peppers and cook slowly over a low heat for 40 minutes–1 hour until the peppers are soft and the tomatoes have reduced to a third of their original volume. Leave to cool a little, then blitz in the blender or food processor and pass through a sieve.


Put the mixture back into the cleaned pan, add the garlic and adjika and cook for a further 30 minutes, stirring from time to time to mix in the adjika and avoid a crust forming on top. Taste, and if needed season with salt – this sauce should be ever so slightly saltier than you think it needs to be if you want it to keep for a long time. But if you are planning to eat it within a week, season with as much salt as you feel comfortable with, then leave to cool and store in an airtight container in the refrigerator.


If storing over the winter, transfer the cooled sauce to sterilized airtight bottles or jars and pour a thin film of oil on top to help it keep for longer. Seal and store in a cool, dark place.
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Kohlrabi, sorrel, radish & chicory salad with tkemali dressing


I love taking inspiration from ingredients that I encounter on my travels and using them in ways that wouldn’t necessarily be used in their home country. Tkemali, the ubiquitous Georgian plum, garlic and wild mint condiment, is traditionally eaten with everything – meat, fish, eggs – but apart from beetroot, not so much with vegetables. Its qualities, however, are those of a really superior dressing – tart, a little spicy and garlicky plus a hint of sweetness – and it works so well with bitter crunchy vegetables. Do experiment with the ingredients here; I bet it would work equally well with some young sweet cabbage, robust lettuce or radicchio.






Serves 4


1 tablespoon pomegranate molasses


50g (1¾oz) Tina’s Fresh Tkemali


honey, to taste, if needed


2 heads of chicory, sliced lengthways into 8 wedges


1 kohlrabi, peeled and thinly sliced


50g (1¾oz) radishes, thinly sliced


25g (1oz) sorrel leaves (or watercress)


sea salt flakes






For the dressing, mix the molasses through the tkemali, then taste, adding some salt or a little honey if you think it’s too tart. It should really taste strong and pack a punch.


Toss the chicory, kohlrabi and radishes in a bowl, then arrange in a serving dish with the sorrel leaves (or watercress) and serve with the dressing drizzled over.





[image: Illustration]
	





Tina’s fresh tkemali


Tkemali is one of the cornerstones of Georgian cooking. There are as many variations as there are households. Normally the formula involves cooking the tiny Alycha or tkemali plums until they can be passed through a sieve, getting rid of the stones and skin and leaving you with the most wonderful plum pulp. Then it is cooked down with garlic and other flavourings like dill. Tina, a village doctor, farmer and the gentlest soul, who lives high up in the mountains of Svaneti in the northwest, makes this version where the plums are hardly cooked. She prefers it fresh, she says, and I love her style. This recipe is perfect for cooking with or for dressing beetroot.






Makes 1.2 litres (2 pints) if not cooked down too much


1.5kg (3lb 5oz) yellow and red Alycha plums (or greengages or ordinary plums)


½ tablespoon ground ombalo (or dried mint)


½ tablespoon dill seeds (or ½ teaspoon fennel seeds)


1 teaspoon ground coriander


1 teaspoon ground blue fenugreek


5 garlic cloves, grated


½ teaspoon cayenne pepper


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


You will also need 4 x 300ml
(10fl oz/½-pint) sterilized preserving jars






Put your yellow and red plums (or whatever greengages/plums you have managed to procure) whole into a saucepan. Add a splash of water and let them come up to the boil. Cook for about 10 minutes until they become soft and separate easily from their stones.


Leave the plums until cool enough to handle, then remove the skins and stones. If a little bit of skin remains, it’s not a big deal.


Mix the plum flesh with the rest of the ingredients, season to taste and cook for a further 2 minutes.


While the sauce is still hot, transfer it to the sterilized jars, seal the jars and immerse them in a deep saucepan of simmering water for a few minutes. Then seal and store in a cool, dark place all winter or, if eating straight away, keep in the refrigerator.


Tip Although I love this version, sometimes the sauce turns out just too astringent (which it’s supposed to be authentically), so I add a large tablespoon of molasses sugar or black treacle and cook it down for a further 10 minutes rather than 2 minutes. This is a version that has more body to it and is a little deeper in flavour, more like chutney.
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The best herb growers and vendors in Georgia’s markets are Azerbaijani women. Georgians lovingly call them badji (sister) in Azerbaijani.






Mint adjika


This is my favourite paste of all time. It is so easy to make, keeps for months and is incredibly versatile. A lot of women in western Georgia would have a jar of this in their refrigerator. They mix it through stretchy cheese when they make their national western Georgian dish called elardji, and it does indeed go so well with creamy fresh cheeses, such as in the Fruit, Mint Adjika & Dairy toast recipe. Brush a smidgen on to some sourdough toast topped with good mozzarella. Alternatively, stir it through boiled new potatoes.






Makes about 375ml (13fl oz)


125g (4½oz) spearmint (or ordinary mint), stalks and all


10 green chillies, half deseeded


5 garlic cloves


20g (¾oz) sea salt flakes






Blitz everything together in a powerful blender or food processor to a paste, or bash it lovingly using a pestle and mortar if you want to feel like an authentic Georgian bebia (Grandma).


This is a wet flavoured salt, so use sparingly. Store in the fridge for up to 1 month.





Green adjika


There are as many adjika recipes as there are tkemali (plum sauce) recipes, and every woman has her own. I love this one that I picked up in the city of Zugdidi in the western Georgian province of Samegrelo. Stir a little bit through plain cooked pulses or through yogurt. It is also excellent used as a base for a dressing for roast root vegetables or with added gherkins or capers over soft-boiled eggs.






Makes about 400ml (14fl oz)


2 celery sticks, roughly chopped


1 bunch of coriander, leaves, stalks and roots (if the roots are available, well washed)


1 bunch of flat leaf parsley, stalks and all


1 bunch of basil, stalks only


5 garlic cloves, roughly chopped


10 green chillies (leave the seeds in if you like it hotter)


20g (¾oz) sea salt flakes






Blitz everything together in a powerful blender or food processor. You will end up with a wet, green paste.


Store in the refrigerator for up to 1 month.






Fruit, mint adjika & dairy


Georgia is a country that manages to completely mess with your head. Had I not had my son, I probably would have moved there at the first opportunity. Truth be told, I actually considered moving even with my toddler son. But when I was back in London, the trance I was in lifted and I came to my senses. This didn’t happen to Ének Peterson, a young American who decided to take a short trip around Georgia but stayed on and is now cooking tasty, creative dishes in Vino Underground, a natural wine bar in Tbilisi. This is my version of a bruschetta she served me. It is one of the best combinations around. Sweet fruit, tangy cheese, spicy and fresh mint paste – nothing short of genius. Any seasonal fruit will work, such as Sharon fruit, pears or apples in winter, or nectarines or apricots in the summer. My Italian friends now say it’s their favourite “bruschetta”. I hope they won’t be alone. Eat as a casual snack or make loads of little ones and feed a party.






Serves 5 as a snack


5 thin slices of sourdough bread


1 tablespoon Mint Adjika


50g (1¾oz) mild goats’ cheese or labneh


2 firm apricots, stoned and sliced, or 1 Sharon fruit, thinly sliced mint leaves, to garnish






Toast the bread, then brush with the mint adjika – be careful, as it’s really salty and should be used sparingly, as a seasoning.


Top with the goats’ cheese or labneh and your choice of fruit and sprinkle over some mint.
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Homemade matsoni


To make this recipe (a type of yogurt made with the special Caspian bacteria), the like of which you’ve never tasted before, you first need a matsoni starter. When I was writing this book in Svaneti, northwest Georgia, my brain was so overtaken by it all that I had a dream that I was by the shore of the Caspian Sea scraping ancient fossils with a spoon, “collecting” this bacteria. Surreal romantic visions aside, you can find this online. Or go to a Georgian restaurant and ask them for some deda or a little matsoni in a plastic bottle. I’ve known people who have made contact with Georgians in their area on Instagram – the community is so friendly and welcoming, I am sure someone will be willing to help you. Failing all else, contact me and I’ll give you some. A handful is all you need to begin creating something incredibly wonderful, healthy and, most importantly to me, tasty. It has so many uses in this book, and I am sure you will find new creative uses for it, too.






Makes approx. 2.1 litres (3¾ pints)


2.1 litres (3¾ pints) raw milk


1 heaped tablespoon matsoni or raw milk yogurt (available from good farmers’ markets)


You will also need a warm blanket or large towel






Heat the milk in a saucepan until it just “bites” your finger. Whisk the matsoni through the milk and immediately remove from the heat. Cover the pan with a lid, then wrap the pan in a warm blanket or large towel. Place somewhere warm for 24 hours. Do not move or disturb the pan, just leave it to sit.


The next day, the mixture should look like a thick yogurt, but this will depend on how fatty the milk you used was. You may have to leave it for a few hours’ longer.


In the Caucasus, some people make a fresh batch of the yogurt every day and it is best used within 24 hours or so, otherwise it will become too sour. But any leftovers can be stored in the coldest part of the refrigerator and will be pleasant to eat for up to 4 days. It can be kept for longer (2 weeks) but will turn sour and will only be good used as a starter. If the milk has turned “hoochie” and smells of alcohol it is best not used for anything.
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Courgettes & garlic matsoni


This dish is simplicity itself. It used to be made with mayonnaise throughout the ex-Soviet Union, but thank goodness that’s all over and we can now use traditional premium dairy. As with all simple recipes, this is particulary tasty if you can source great home-grown or good-quality courgettes and make your own matsoni. If your courgettes are not the greatest, try using a mixture of all the soft herbs you like best to give them a bit of a lift. But if you have amazing vegetables and your own homemade yogurt, use just a little dill and let them sing their sweet, gentle song. And I love borage for its subtle cucumber flavour overtones.






Serves 4 as a side


2 large courgettes


4 tablespoons vegetable oil


100g (3½ oz) Homemade Matsoni or good-quality natural yogurt


2 garlic cloves, crushed


1 tablespoon of your favourite mixture of soft herbs, roughly chopped


sea salt flakes






Slice the courgettes lengthways into 5mm (¼ inch) strips.


Heat the oil in a large frying pan and fry the courgette slices on each side until deep golden. Remove and drain them on kitchen paper.


Mix the matsoni or yogurt with the garlic and add some salt, then taste – it should be really well seasoned, so add more salt if necessary. Drizzle the mixture over the courgettes and sprinkle over the herbs.


VARIATION
Try lightly coating the courgettes in flour before frying – it will give them a bit more body. Buckwheat flour adds a nice nuttiness to the flavour.
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Chestnut plov with pumpkin & walnut crust


I happened to meet a film crew of old recipe hunters in Azerbaijan, a group of five men who travelled all around the country seeking out forgotten recipes for their TV show. My brother and I got lucky and went along. We climbed through freezing mountain springs and off-roaded until we reached a village where the most gorgeous woman cooked us a plov and told us about her life. She also told me about this plov with its most unusual gazmakh or crust. You can serve this with meat, but to me the chestnuts and plump dried fruit do the job. Since dried fruit is one of the main ingredients, try to find good-quality fruits with no added sulphites.






Serves 6


350g (12oz) basmati rice


250g (9oz) Delicata pumpkin or other good winter squash, peeled, deseeded and grated


100g (3½oz) walnuts, ground into a paste with a powerful blender or with a pestle and mortar


150g (5½oz) Clarified Butter


pinch of saffron threads


small pinch of rock salt


200g (7oz) peeled chestnuts, roasted and roughly chopped, or vacuum-packed


60g (2¼oz) ready-to-eat dried apricots, sliced


60g (2¼oz) raisins


fine sea salt






First, wash the rice well in several changes of cold water to get rid of as much starch as possible. Then cook it in a large saucepan in plenty of well-salted boiling water for about 7 minutes until it is almost cooked. Drain it well and spread it on a tray to let off a bit of the steam.


Mix the grated pumpkin with the walnut paste and a pinch of fine sea salt, combining the ingredients thoroughly (the moisture from the pumpkin and the walnut oils should help it stick together). Taste and add more salt if you think you need it.


Heat 40g (1½oz) of the Clarified Butter in a 23cm (9 inch) diameter heavy-based saucepan, then spread the pumpkin and nut paste all over the base of the pan in a thin layer and cook over a medium heat for 1–2 minutes. Reduce the heat to the lowest-possible setting and add the rice, in batches, making sure that it falls in loosely – try not to pack it down. Cover the pan with a tea towel and then cover with a lid and cook for 30 minutes.


Meanwhile, melt 70g (2½oz) of the Clarified Butter in a pan. Using a pestle and mortar, grind the saffron with the rock salt, then scrape it into the melted butter. Set aside to infuse.


Once the rice has been cooking for 30 minutes, lift the lid and tea towel, then make holes in the rice with a handle of a wooden spoon and pour the saffron butter all over. Remove from the heat and leave, covered, while you prepare the nuts and dried fruit.


Heat the remaining Clarified Butter in a large frying pan and cook the chestnuts, dried fruit and a sprinkling of salt over a low heat for about 5–7 minutes until they look plump and are warmed through.


When the rice is dan dan, the Azerbaijani term for fluffy, perky, perfectly cooked rice, take it out of the pan gently and put into a beautiful serving dish. Now check your pumpkin crust – it should be nicely caramelized, not burnt, and if that’s the case, gently scrape it off the base of the pan and sprinkle over the rice. Add the buttery chestnuts and dried fruit on top and serve alongside some sharp salads, whole bunches of herbs and grilled meat or vegetables.
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Salim and Halima Akhmadov (centre), surrounded by three generations of their family.
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Ekala pkhali


Ekala is a wild plant found in Georgia that resembles young vine shoots and has a mildly sour and pleasantly musky flavour. I love finding an ingredient as exotic as this at a market – it fills me with awe and a sense of wonder. Can you imagine seeing wild foraged food on sale at your local market like it was the norm?! I doubt you will be able to find ekala outside Georgia, but the walnut paste works perfectly well with any one of the other blanched leaves suggested.
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