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Introduction

By the time you read this, Israel will be seventy years old and Zahav, our Israeli restaurant in Philadelphia, will be ten. For ten years we’ve been calling Zahav a “modern Israeli restaurant,” but that phrase has never felt particularly apt. After all, there’s nothing modern about cooking pita in a wood-burning oven or kebabs over a charcoal grill.

And yet, Israel is a modern country, formed within the lifetime of some of its citizens. We’ve been puzzling our way through this contradiction for the last decade. There is a common misconception that Israeli food equals Middle Eastern food. But this is a vast oversimplification that obscures a remarkable story. The soul of Israeli cuisine lies in the journey these foods have taken to the ends of the earth and back, to be woven together in a nascent culture that is both ancient and modern.


It is not just the food of pre-Mandate Palestine, a cuisine that, in any case, was already familiar to the Jews of Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. Nor is it simply the collected recipes of European, Balkan, and North African Jews returning to their ancestral homeland.

For two millennia, Jews have been wandering the earth, embracing the cultures and cuisines of their local hosts, adapting them to their religious and dietary needs, and transmitting the results at each stop along the way. The establishment of Israel in 1948 created a repository for all of these traditions—and a place for them to evolve in strange and wonderful ways.
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For us, Israeli soul is sabich, the now classic sandwich of fried eggplant, hard-boiled egg, and the mango pickle amba that developed in Israel from the Sabbath breakfast traditions of Iraqi Jews. It is rugelach, the Ashkenazi pastry, here treated to the Arabic practice of saturating pastries in syrup. It is borekas, the stuffed savory pastries whose flaky dough made its way from Spain, through the Ottoman Empire to Bulgaria, and finally to Israel, where they are now a national obsession.

Like America, Israel is a product of migration. The vast majority of Israelis are only a few generations removed from a completely different life, in a completely different place. Food is a bridge that connects them to their heritage—and to each other.

What is the taste of home? Can the memory of childhood be captured in a single bite? How soulful and satisfying is the dish that made its way from the Diaspora to be reborn in Israel? There is a Hebrew expression, l’dor v’dor—literally “from generation to generation.” It is the framework on which the survival of the Jewish people has been built for thousands of years, assuring that our values and traditions will outlive us. Our friend and farmer Mark Dornstreich (of blessed memory) used to say that it’s impossible to be a first-generation farmer. It takes longer than a few years to establish a fruitful relationship with the land. Maybe it’s the same with restaurants. A ten-year-old restaurant like Zahav is practically geriatric in America. In Israel, it is a toddler.


The parents of Rachel Arcovi, owner of the Hadera restaurant Opera, moved to Tel Aviv from Yemen in 1911. The family lived among immigrants from all over, and Rachel’s mother learned to make Ashkenazi specialties like kugel, tzimmes, and gefilte fish, which she cooked alongside the Yemenite staples she had learned from her own mother. Her family moved north to Hadera in 1936, sustaining itself any way it could, often by working in orchards or packing plants. In 1974 Rachel took over Opera, a struggling coffee house, which continued to struggle. Her son and his friends, well aware of her gifts as a home cook, encouraged her to use those talents and expand the menu. Forty-three years later, Opera is an institution supporting three generations (and counting).

Opera’s Yemenite soup is transformative—Rachel still eats it every day—but the money, she says, is in malawach, the flaky Yemenite fry bread. In 1988, the family opened a malawach factory, becoming the first to commercialize and help transform an immigrant dish into a food beloved by Israelis of every background. Eight of Rachel’s eleven grandchildren now work at the restaurant or the factory. Last year the family opened a bakery, where they make all their own pita.

The theme of second- and third-generation owners is one we encountered again and again as we researched this book in Israel, returning to old favorites and discovering new ones. There is a dynastic quality to restaurants there, a sense that proprietors are caretakers of traditions that must be preserved and passed down. Even with first-generation owners—like Rafi Guetta, whose Guetta is an homage to the Tripolitan cooking of his ancestors, or Arik Rosenthal of HaKosem, a fastidious temple of falafel and shawarma—we found an earnestness and respect for tradition, along with an understanding that this food would remain relevant only as long as it was delicious.

Such feelings were our guide in writing Israeli Soul. We have developed recipes that help tell the story of Israel. And we have taken special care to make them accessible and delicious. This is food that’s meant to be cooked and meant to be shared.

L’dor v’dor.





Israeli Soul Odyssey

Tel Aviv

Carmel Market

The Druze Corner, 1b HaCarmel

HaMalabiya, corner, 60 Allenby and 28 Gadera

HaShomer, 1 HaShomer

Mercaz HaBoreeka, 42 HaCarmel

M25 Meatmarket, 30 Simtat HaCarmel

Levinsky Market

en.shuktlv.co.il

Café Levinsky 41, 41 Levinsky

Borekas Penso, 43 Levinsky

Haim Rafael, 36 Levinsky

Mati Bar, 84 Levinsky

Etzel Tzion, 61 HaYarkon, corner Trumpeldor

Guetta, 6 Yerushalaim Avenue, gueta-rest.co.il

HaKosem, 1 Shlomo HaMelekh Street, falafelhakosem.com

Itzik and Ruti, 53 Shenkin Street

Mifgash HaOsher, 105 King George Street

Sabich Tchernichovsky, 2 Tchernichovsky Street

Givatayim

Oved Sabich, 3–7 Sirkin Street

Jaffa

Abu Hassan, 1 Dolphin Street

Haj Kahil, 18 David Raziel Street, hajkahil.rest-e.co.il

Itzik HaGadol, 3 David Raziel Street

Lod

Abu Michel, 29 Sderot Tsahai

Jerusalem

Machane Yehuda Market

Agrippas Street, en.machne.co.il

Aricha Sabich, 83 Agrippas Street

Azura, 4 HaEshkol Street

Borekas Ramle, 44 Agrippas Street

Hatzot, 121 Agrippas Street, hatzot.co.il

Khachapuria, 5 HaShikma Street

Morris Restaurant, corner, HaCharuv and HaTut Streets

Bandora Shawarma, 36 Yafo Street

Helman Bakery, 18 Natan Strauss Street

Falafel Uzi, Yeshayahu

Hummus Ben Sira, 4 Ben Sira Street

Old City

Jewish Quarter

Muslim Quarter

Zalatimo’s, Christian Quarter

Akko

Endomela, HaHagana Street

Hummus El Abed Abu Hamid, Old Akko Lighthouse

Kashash, Binyamin MiTudela, Turkish Market

Shamsa, covered market,

Ein al-Assad

Al Ein

Hadera

Opera, 61 HaNassi Street

Haifa

Maayan haBira, 4 Natanzon Street

Yonak, 23 Kibuts Galuyot

Hod HaSharon

Kaduri Falafel, 59 Ramatayim Road

Sabich HaSharon, 68 Nahalat Binyamin

Kfar Saba

Gohar, 26 HaTa’as Street

Penguin, 43 Rothchild

Tiferet, 147 Rehov Weizmann

Karkur

D’Vora Falafel, 30 Hameyasdim

Maalot Tarshiha

Buza Ice Cream, 1 HaShuk Street

Ramla

Halil, 6 Kehilat Detroit Street

Umm al-Fahm

Restaurant El Babour, Highway 65

Tzfat

Fricassee Zahava, 26 Yerushalayim Street


Philadelphia

Abe Fisher, 1623 Sansom Street

Dizengoff, 1625 Sansom Street

Federal Donuts, 1632 Sansom

Goldie, 1526 Sansom Street

K’far Bakery, 1218 Sansom Street

Rooster Soup, 1526 Sansom Street

Zahav, 237 St. James Place
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While most of us don't have daily access to this bounty at Tel Aviv's Carmel Market, it's become easier to find excellent ingredients at home.







Resources

We recognize that there are spices and sauces and other preparations in this book that might seem unfamiliar to you. Yet we hope you’ll never be put off from trying a recipe for want of an ingredient.

Whenever you encounter something that’s not in your pantry, know that, first of all, we encourage substitutions. For example, we specify Aleppo pepper in many recipes. Don’t have that? No worries. Substitute a combination of sweet paprika, red pepper flakes, and a pinch of cayenne. We heartily recommend making a jar of hawaij, a blend of the Yemenite Holy Trinity—ground turmeric, black pepper, and ground cumin—and using it to flavor everything from chicken soup to scrambled eggs. For the pickled shipka peppers, feel free to use pickled jalapeños. There's an entire chapter on Druze mountain bread, but in a pinch, substitute handmade flour tortillas.

We’re all in favor of bottled sauces, especially when just a spoonful or two is called for in a recipe. Take the pickled mango sauce amba. Excellent versions are available in jars (we even sell them at our falafel shop, Goldie). But we also give you a recipe for making Classic Mango Amba from scratch, which is itself a delightful experience. Similarly, Israeli cuisine loves its hot sauces—harifs. Bottles of the good stuff abound. Same for harissa, the North African red pepper sauce. Great ones come in jars. Yet with the recipes, you can discover how to make your own spice blends and sauces, or even ferment your own hot sauce.

And while we encourage you to discover and get to know the spice shops and Middle Eastern markets available to you, we do want to share our favorite sources.

Our friend chef Lior Lev Sercarz is a master spice blender. His website, laboiteny.com, will lead you to a magical assortment of the freshly ground and pungent spices we use frequently. It’s a trip to visit his New York City store at 724 Eleventh Avenue.

Kalustyans.com is another favorite source for spices and jarred condiments, plus a mind-boggling selection of other ingredients like grains, teas, and nuts. This website never disappoints. We also highly recommend wandering the fragrant aisles at their shop at 123 Lexington Avenue in New York City.

We are big fans of Soom tahini, made in Israel from Ethiopian sesame seeds and imported by three American sisters, as a base for our Quick Tehina Sauce. To order, check out their website, soomfoods.com. Note: When we refer to sesame paste, we use the Hebrew word tehina, which is the same as tahini.

Increasingly, grocery chains like Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s are stocking excellent tahini, organic canned chickpeas, fresh turmeric root, and spices worth trying.

We became so fond of the way our food at Rooster Soup looks on the enamelware bowls, plates, and platters from Crow Canyon Home, crowcanyonhome.com, that we used their pieces to photograph the recipes in this book.

You can order almost anything, of course, on amazon.com.

A note on Hebrew phonetics: As Mike puts it, “In Israel, every English spelling is different!” After consulting many sources, we have chosen our versions for consistency. When searching Google, you’ll find, as we did, that each search yields a different result. Take one of our favorite restaurants in Tel Aviv, Arik Rosenthal’s HaKosem, which means “The Magician.” We have seen it spelled as one word, Hakosem, or with a lowercase “h,” haKosem, or, as we choose to refer to it, HaKosem. Even town names vary in their spelling. You could be going to ancient Akko, on the northern Mediterranean coast, or Acre, its Arabic spelling. Is it Ramla or Ramle? Heading for the mystical town of Tzfat, you will see signs for Safed, Zefat, Tsfat, Zfat, Safad, and Safet. They all lead to the same place.
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The bounty at Tiferet, a Kfar Saba falafel stand.
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“Is falafel Israeli? Are Israelis Middle Eastern?”

For people trying to understand Israeli cuisine, falafel is a conundrum, because it is both demonstrably Israeli and not Israeli. A decade ago, when we were trying to raise money for Zahav, our modern Israeli restaurant, investors would ask, heads nodding: “So . . . like, falafel and stuff?” When the restaurant finally opened, we heard about falafel again, from our guests: “What, no falafel?”

Falafel, fried balls of ground chickpeas, may be the unofficial national dish of Israel, but it didn’t originate there, and we were loath to reinforce a misleading stereotype that Israelis eat falafel three times a day. (By the way, the other unofficial national dish of Israel is p’tcha, or jellied calves’ feet, also not on the menu at Zahav.) And yet we know that Israelis eat falafel by the truckload. So is it Israeli? Like many other foods of the region, falafel has defied geographical borders.

Legend holds that as early as the fourth century, Coptic Christians in Egypt ate fava bean falafel on Fridays as a Lenten replacement for meat. But there are no references to this Egyptian ta’amiyeh, or its chickpea-based cousin, in Egyptian literature until the late nineteenth century. And other signs point to the proliferation of falafel as a modern phenomenon, including the advanced baking technology that commercialized pita bread, as well as the idea that oil would have been too expensive to use for deep-frying until modern times. These arguments, put forth by Hebrew University professor Shaul Stampfer, present a more nuanced view of falafel’s popularity.
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For decades, my go-to falafel has been from D’Vora in Karkur, north of Tel Aviv.
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Tiferet

kfar saba | Also known as “the falafel by the bus stop,” the name roughly translates to “the luxuriousness of falafel.” Tiferet is a classic example of the “toppings bar” falafel shop model. For 18 shekels (about $5), you can stuff your pita or laffa with as many pickles, vegetables, French fries, herbs, and sauces as you can cram in.







Falafel certainly predates Jewish settlement in pre-Independence Israel. It has long been served on platters—alongside hummus and other mezze, for example—throughout the Levant, possibly for centuries. Some contend that legume fritters were an innovation from the Indian subcontinent. But the late, great Jewish food historian Gil Marks credits Yemenite Jewish immigrants with putting it all together in a pita sandwich around 1948, the time of Israeli Independence.

The idea of falafel in Israel is not such a great leap, since throughout history nomadic Jews have adapted the local foods of their host countries. When Eastern European Jews began arriving in Palestine, they were eager to shed the formal constraints of the old country. These pioneers enthusiastically embraced falafel because it represented the opposite of their previous way of life. This was the food of the people, exotically spiced, vibrant with fresh vegetables and tehina, and eaten on the street, not in the formality of a dining room. The falafel sandwich quickly became a symbol of the rugged, self-reliant Israeli pioneer and contributed to the establishment of a national identity.

In 2017, we finally caved and opened our own falafel shop called Goldie, a little spot just down the street from Dizengoff, the hummus restaurant that we opened in 2014. In true Israeli fashion, we run fresh-baked pita from Dizengoff to Goldie throughout the day. We treat Goldie like an Israeli burger joint, serving only falafel, French fries, and tehina shakes. It just happens to be vegan.

Like pizza and ramen, falafel is now a global phenomenon. I’ve eaten it in Los Angeles, Paris, and Costa Rica. Does anyone care that in Japan they eat pizza topped with corn and mayonnaise? So back to the original question: Is falafel Israeli? Yes. And no. And does it matter?
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Hummus Ben Sira

jerusalem | A small and crowded hummusiya in the Mamilla neighborhood of Jerusalem, Ben Sira also makes incredibly light falafel. Eat some alongside a bowl of sweet and rich Jerusalem-style hummus, typically topped with sautéed spiced ground beef and chickpeas.
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The noble, if graffitied, profile of old Jaffa (or Yafo or Yaffo) never ceases to make our hearts beat faster as we round the coast south of Tel Aviv.
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Falafel Is Where Your Heart Is

It was my junior year of high school, and my family had just moved back to Israel, where I was promptly shipped off to a boarding school for troubled Israeli youth and foreigners. On the day of parent-teacher conferences, I watched as my parents huddled with Rena and Ruvane, the school’s directors, to discuss my performance.

From my father’s animated hand motions and his grave expression, it looked to me like I might be getting kicked out of school. Turned out those gestures meant directions to the nearby D’Vora Falafel. He’d heard it was good.

Until that point, falafel was, to me, the boxed Osem mix my mother would break out on Yom Ha’atzmaut (Israeli Independence Day). Just add water and fry into dense balls overpowered by spice. I wasn’t into sauce or vegetables or much else at that age, nor was I into dry falafel balls stuffed into an even drier supermarket pita.

At first sight, I could tell that D’Vora Falafel was completely different. I was mesmerized as I watched the counterman build each sandwich with the practiced economy of motion of someone who’s been doing it for a long time (twenty-five years at last count). His hands worked together like trapeze artists. The left hand held the pita, top split open, applying just enough pressure to enlarge its wide mouth as his right hand scooped and flipped the ingredients—tehina, chopped tomatoes, cabbage, falafel balls (fried to order)— up and into the pita with a spoon, his left thumb extended up to catch and guide each ingredient into the perfect spot inside.

I’ve been saying D’Vora is the best falafel in Israel for more than a decade now, and I return every chance I get. But I’ve come to realize that the search for the greatest falafel on earth—something of a national obsession in Israel—is ultimately pointless. Almost all falafel in Israel is very good. Its greatness depends as much on who’s eating it as on its quality. And everyone knows where to get the best.

“These are not falafel! These are balls of gold!” shouts the falafel vendor in the public market in Akko, in Hebrew and English. His confidence and conviction are admittedly traits not typically in short supply among Israeli men. But his falafel were, indeed, excellent.
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Kaduri Falafel

hod hasharon | Occupying less than 50 square feet of kiosk built right on the sidewalk of the main road through Hod HaSharon, Kaduri makes the best falafel per square foot in Israel. On our last visit, the owner proudly showed us a clipping from an American magazine that called Kaduri one of Israel’s top falafel joints. As it turned out, I wrote the article.
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“These are not falafel, these are balls of gold,” shouts a falafel maker in old Akko.

At Mifgash HaOsher (“Happiness Joint”) in Tel Aviv, Bentzi Arbel and his partner, Omri Kravitz, both classically trained chefs, talk falafel-osophy and the joys of returning to cooking simple, perfect food. Bentzi’s falafel are pure: just chickpeas, water, and salt. No spices, herbs, garlic, or even a pinch of baking powder to lighten them. But they’re neither dense nor bland; they’re light and fluffy, and the beautiful pale caramel color of Tater Tots. The shop itself is an altar to simplicity, and if you told me this was the best falafel sandwich in Israel—layered with chopped cucumbers, tomatoes, and tehina—you’d get no argument.

Yehuda Sichel, the chef-owner of Abe Fisher, our Philadelphia restaurant focusing on Ashkenazi Jewish cuisine, might dissent, however. His heart belongs to Falafel Uzi, a small shop in Zichron Moshe, between downtown Jerusalem and the ultra-orthodox Mea Shearim neighborhood. When Yehuda lived in Jerusalem, this was his neighborhood falafel joint—the owner, Uzi (of course), still remembers him more than a decade later. Buses frequently stop at the traffic light in front of the shop, and Yehuda would be pressed into service, ferrying fresh falafel sandwiches to the drivers, like the fictional gyro stand on the New York City subway platform on Seinfeld.

The falafel at Uzi is very, very good. But to Yehuda, it is the best because it tastes like a particularly momentous period of his life. D’Vora is the same for me. It tastes like the beginning of my love affair with Israel.
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Mifgash HaOsher

tel aviv | Bentzi Arbel takes a minimalist approach to falafel at his aptly named “Happiness Joint” on King George Street in Tel Aviv. A chef who worked in some of Tel Aviv’s best kitchens, Bentzi became disillusioned with the seriousness and intensity of high-end restaurants. Instead, he wanted to find the happiness that he remembered as a child, eating falafel with his father at Orion, in Haifa.

Bentzi believes that herbs are not good for you when exposed to high temperatures, so his superlight falafel are a pure expression of chickpeas, fresh vegetables, tehina, and joy. It’s not surprising that Mifgash HaOsher has already developed a loyal following.
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Falafel Uzi

jerusalem | Uzi and his son Chaim have run this popular falafel shop since long before our partner, chef Yehuda Sichel, frequented it as a teenage troublemaker in Jerusalem. Bus drivers like to block traffic out front and honk their horns, prompting Uzi to enlist the nearest customer to deliver a sandwich and collect payment.







Goldie Falafel

Makes about 30 pieces (enough for 5 or 6 sandwiches)

Based on the master recipe we developed for Goldie, this version is not too spicy and lets the subtle chickpea taste come through. Herbs and vegetables help keep the falafel balls moist; pulsing in a food processor creates the crispy exterior.


	1 tablespoon baking powder

	1 tablespoon kosher salt

	2 teaspoons ground cumin

	2 teaspoons ground turmeric

	1 pound dried chickpeas, soaked in water overnight and drained

	Big handful fresh parsley

	Big handful fresh cilantro

	1 medium carrot, peeled and chopped

	1 small onion, chopped

	4 garlic cloves

	2 tablespoons cold water, plus more as needed

	Canola oil, for frying



1. Mix together the baking powder, salt, cumin, and turmeric in a small bowl.

2. Layer half the ingredients in a food processor in this order: chickpeas, fresh herbs, vegetables, garlic, and the mixed dry seasonings. Repeat with the remaining ingredients in the same order. Add the water and pulse until very finely chopped and the mixture holds together when pinched between two fingers. If necessary, add a bit more water and pulse again to get the right consistency.

3. Scoop the batter into a colander set over a large bowl to drain while you make the balls. Squeeze out the liquid from the batter with your hands until the dough stays together, then shape into 1-inch balls. Set the balls aside on a plate.

4. Heat a couple of inches of canola oil to 350°F in a large pot. Lower the balls into the hot oil with a long-handled slotted spoon and raise the heat to high to maintain the temperature of the oil. Fry in batches for 3 to 4 minutes, or until the falafel balls are brown and crispy (but not burnt!).

5. Immediately transfer the falafel with a slotted spoon to a paper towel–lined plate to drain. Serve hot.

6. Make your sandwich by layering 2 falafel balls with salad (Salad Variations) and sauce (Tehina Variations) in a pita, and repeating till the pita is full.
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Falalel Cart

hadera | This mobile cart is next to a school in the neighborhood of Givat Olga (lines are long when school’s in session). They also make boreeka, the fried Tunisian brik pastry stuffed with potato and egg.
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A. Layer half the ingredients in the bowl of a food processor in the right order.

B. Repeat with the remaining ingredients, layered in the same order.
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C. Add the water and process until the entire mixture is very finely chopped.

D. Add a bit more water if needed to make sure the mixture holds together.
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E. Drain the mixture, squeeze out the liquid, and, with your hands, form 1-inch balls.
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F. Fry the balls for 3 to 4 minutes in a few inches of oil heated to 350°F, until the balls are brown and crispy.







Tehina Variations

Tehina and falafel go together like hummus and pita. Pure tehina, with its slightly bitter brashness, is the perfect partner for the mild fried falafel balls. But other bold additions can elevate a falafel: the fresh green chiles of the quickly made green condiment schug; the smokier dried chile heat of harissa; or the fruity, fermented flavors of amba. We created these flavored sauces, based on our Quick Tehina Sauce, to customize your falafel.

Tehina Ketchup

Makes 1 heaping cup

Ketchup is the perfect balance of sweet, salty, sour, and savory. We didn’t think it could be improved upon until we added the rich bitterness of tehina, the funkiness of amba, and the earthy heat of harissa. Wow! Works on absolutely everything, especially Goldie French Fries.


	1 cup ketchup

	1½ tablespoons Quick Tehina Sauce

	1½ teaspoons Classic Mango Amba or store-bought

	1 teaspoon Fresh Harissa or store-bought



Mix together all of the ingredients in a small bowl. Refrigerate in a covered container for up to a week.

Schug Tehina

Makes 1 heaping cup


	1 cup Quick Tehina Sauce

	1 tablespoon Everyday Schug or store-bought

	Kosher salt

	Lemon juice



Mix together the tehina sauce and schug in a small bowl. Taste and add salt and a squeeze of lemon juice as needed. Refrigerate in a covered container for up to a week.

Harissa Tehina

Makes 1 heaping cup


	1 cup Quick Tehina Sauce

	1 tablespoon Fresh Harissa or store-bought

	Kosher salt

	Lemon juice



Mix together the tehina sauce and harissa in a small bowl. Taste and add salt and a squeeze of lemon juice as needed. Refrigerate in a covered container for up to a week.

Amba Tehina

Makes 1 cup


	½ cup Quick Tehina Sauce

	½ cup Classic Mango Amba or store-bought

	Kosher salt

	Lemon juice



Mix together the tehina sauce and amba in a small bowl. Taste and add salt and a squeeze of lemon juice as needed. Refrigerate in a covered container for up to a week.
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Everyday dream meal: fresh falafel stuffed into pitas, with Israeli salad, red cabbage, and a choice of amba, schug, or harissa tehina.
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It’s Always Lunchtime Somewhere

We're standing in the middle of the rambling compound that makes up D’Vora Falafel. Chava Visish, the second-generation owner, operates the falafel machine with her left hand, a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth. With her right hand, she shows us why D’Vora’s pita is so good: She takes one and balls it up tightly in her fist, then she opens her palm, and we watch as the pita springs back into its original shape. She looks up at us expectantly, wanting to make sure we understand the gravity of what has happened—as though she had just revealed how to produce nuclear energy by squeezing together atoms in her hand.

Most falafel shops (and restaurants for that matter) don’t make their own pita, but D’Vora bakes six hundred loaves a day at its bakery up the road. The walls of the pita are thick and fluffy; the interiors have the nooks and crannies of an English muffin. Visible strands of gluten give the pita the elasticity it needs to contain a sandwich that is as complete and harmonious as any we’ve eaten.

This exemplary pita elevates D’Vora’s falafel sandwich above its simple components. And it’s a big part of what makes the shop, an hour north of Tel Aviv, in the middle of nowhere, a destination—no small feat considering you can’t turn around in Israel without ending up in line at a falafel place. Chava’s mother, D’Vora, emigrated from Yemen just before Independence and opened the falafel stand in 1966. So many falafel shops in Israel are owned by Yemenites that you would be forgiven for thinking that falafel has roots in Yemen.

The truer reason is that restaurant work everywhere attracts poor immigrants, who are willing to work hard. And no one was poorer than the Yemenite Jews who arrived in Israel around the time of Independence. In the same way that Greeks came to dominate the diner business in America, Yemenite newcomers saw falafel as a path to upward mobility.

The barriers to entry in restaurants are low to begin with, and a falafel stand requires little more than a fryer. Often mentioned in the conversation about Israel’s best falafel, Kaduri Falafel, on the main road in Hod HaSharon, north of Tel Aviv, occupies a freestanding building that takes up less than fifty square feet. From this tiny footprint, falafel has sustained multiple generations of the stand’s two founding families.

D’Vora first opened in 1966, a period when unemployment in the region hovered around 50 percent. An economic boom followed the Six-Day War in 1967, and the stand has grown more popular every year since. It’s amazing what zero marketing can do. Even though it’s right on the main road, D’Vora can be difficult to find. The stand is somewhat hidden from passing cars, and there’s really nowhere to park anyway. It makes you
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