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		To Allan

	
		
			When the woman saw that the tree was good for eating and a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable as a source of wisdom, she took of its fruit and ate. She also gave some to her husband, and he ate.

			—Genesis 3:6
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		Foreword

		I met Joan in 1987, on a gastronomic tour of the Republic of Georgia and the Soviet Union. What struck me from the first day was that Joan was utterly tireless. She was always making connections everywhere we went: asking restaurant owners about the origins of the dishes they were serving, striking up conversations with the Tbilisi farmers selling their jewel-red pomegranates, finding out which vegetables were in season in the markets, and learning where cooks’ families had come from. She had an inexhaustible interest in food and the people who were creating it, and she innately understood the importance of taste and our cultural roots. It has been nearly thirty years now since we met, and I know now more than ever that Joan is an unstoppable force.

		Over the last four decades, Joan has become the most important preservationist of Jewish food traditions, researching and honoring the rich heritage that has connected people for millennia. I still marvel at her devotion, which is so evident in this book: A meticulous historian and intrepid anthropologist, Joan follows the threads of Jewish food culture across centuries and continents, tracing the surprising and delicious ways they cross and weave. Just as important, she is a clear-voiced storyteller and food writer who takes us on little journeys that bring each dish to life, whether it is a favorite spinach salad with walnuts and cilantro she first tasted on that trip of ours to Georgia, a comforting spiced Moroccan vegetable soup used to break the fast of Yom Kippur, or Sri Lankan breakfast buns with a cinnamon-laced onion confit, adapted from a bun Joan found at a roadside stand in Sri Lanka that reminded her of the homey taste of Jewish sweet onion rolls. This is what makes King Solomon’s Table so important, and such a pleasure to read: Joan celebrates both the diversity and unexpected commonalities of these foods from around the world. And she shows us how simple, beautiful, and real food can bring us all together, around the table and across the globe, forming the heart of our communities.

		—ALICE WATERS
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		Introduction

		
			“So King Solomon exceeded all the kings of the earth in riches and in wisdom. And all the earth sought the presence of Solomon, to hear his wisdom, which God had put in his heart. And they brought every man his present, vessels of silver, and vessels of gold, and raiment, and armor, and spices, horses, and mules, a rate year by year.”

			—1 Kings 10:23–25

		

		Setting King Solomon’s Table: A Brief History of Jewish Food

		The beautiful walls of the Paradesi Synagogue in Kochi, Kerala, are adorned with the history of the Jews in India. On a recent trip there, I read an inscription suggesting that Jewish traders might have reached India from Judea, crossing the Indian Ocean during the reign of King Solomon. Of course, I thought, since, as scholars have told us, until the eleventh century C.E., 90 percent of Jews lived in the Middle East and used the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean as their major highways for trade. It is a long journey, of thousands of miles, so the evidence of their seafaring prowess is there for all to see.

		I became fascinated with this arduous journey and what spurred people of that distant era to make it. Unable to jump into a time machine, I did the next best thing: I visited Chendamangalam, a tiny village about twenty miles north of Kochi, resplendent with coconut, mango, and cinnamon trees and cardamom and pepper vines. As I walked toward the bank of the nearby Periyar River, which flows into the Arabian Sea, I imagined ancient Hebrew adventurers and traders arriving on the shores and marveling at the lushness of the terrain.

		Although there is little evidence as to the exact date, Jewish traders may have traveled to this area in search of spices, precious stones, timber, and ivory tusks as early as the tenth century B.C.E, around the time that the Bible tells us that King Solomon was seeking jewels and other precious treasures to build his temple.

		Little is known about King Solomon—and some scholars even doubt his existence—but his story offers an image of a ruler presiding over a diversity of cultures, an abundance of food, and reaching beyond his borders to feed his kingdom. In the biblical account, Solomon was a large exporter of wheat and olive oil, which he bartered to the Phoenician king Hiram in return for timber and the use of skilled workmen. Solomon is said to have ruled for forty years, amassing enormous wealth. With a ravenous appetite for all aspects of life, he had seven hundred wives (among them a daughter of the pharaoh) and three-hundred-some mistresses. The biblical book of Kings tells us that some of his wives came from Egypt, Moab, Ammon, Edom (present-day Jordan), Sidon (present-day Lebanon), and Anatolia (present-day Turkey)—the lands near and surrounding Judea in ancient Israel. These women likely would have brought pomegranates, dates, olives, and a variety of other foods and methods for preparing them; a different spice here, a different ingredient there; salting, drying, and pickling the fish, fruits, and vegetables to preserve them. According to tradition, the twelve tribes of Israel brought even more variety to the land—each tribe tithed the king and his family with jewels, minerals, exotic materials, and new foods and spices for one month a year. Our mythology of Solomon and his reign overflows with a table full of foods from the then-known world.

		As I traveled many parts of the globe, tracking the legends of Solomon and his court and looking for more information about his era, I sought to discover what makes Jewish cooking unique. It is unlike the cuisines of empires, influenced by the cultures they vanquish, or national cuisines that have a homeland or stable center with defined boundaries. As a wandering people Jews have influenced many different local cuisines as they carried their foods to new lands: via Jewish trade routes; while fleeing prejudice in search of safer lands; or while migrating in search of new opportunities. Yet regional and global influences on the food Jews ate remained circumscribed by allegiance (no matter how strict) to the laws of kashrut (see this page) and by the rituals for Passover and other holidays. These traditions have held Jews together for more than two thousand years as they have journeyed throughout the world. How amazing it is—sometimes it even takes my breath away—when, gathered around the Passover table, we think that Jews are sitting around similar tables across the world, eating symbolic foods absorbed from culinary traditions developed over thousands of years.

		In King Solomon’s Table, I will trace, through recipes and stories, the journey of many of these dishes. Take the macaroon: with roots in the Fertile Crescent (present-day southern Iraq and the surrounding regions), almonds, sugar, rosewater, and sometimes eggs were blended together, along with cardamom, a local touch. The cookie then journeyed wherever Jews went, picking up flavors along the way. Or think about chicken paprikash, a dish made with peppers that came from South America to Hungary, via Jews who were often the middlemen selling sweet and hot paprika. Of course, all Hungarians now recognize paprikash as their own, but the Hungarian Jewish version is unique in that it does not use sour cream or bacon in the sauce.

		Now consider the cheesecake: originating in ancient Rome or perhaps earlier, a Jewish version with ricotta is popular today at Christmas all over Italy (see this page) and an earlier gruel recipe traveled from Italy to Romania with the introduction of cornmeal from the New World. It returned to the Americas as malai, a delicious breakfast cheese pudding (see this page), while yet another version became our “New York” cheesecake, first with farmer’s cheese in central Europe, then cottage cheese, and finally the American processed sour cream and Philadelphia cream cheese that is found today in cheesecakes all over the world. The cake has subsequently returned to Europe, as I learned when I tasted a version made by a Japanese chef in France who replaced the traditional graham cracker crust with one made from the more regional speculoos cookies (see this page).

		Sometimes, a spark of familiarity comes from a dish that has traveled, as Jewish dishes have done, from Iraq to the Ukraine to China. The art of making kreplach—the Jewish wonton—was learned from the Chinese and perhaps the Khazars, many of whom supposedly converted to Judaism. It subsequently became an iconic dish to break the fast of Yom Kippur and for Purim, integrated into Jewish cuisine in Poland before Jews ever thought of crossing the Atlantic to the United States. Similarly, at a recent birthday party, I was delighted to hear three people talk about stuffed cabbage—one from Argentina, whose parents came from Poland, where he insisted it was golishkes; another from Hungary, who called it toltolott kaoszta; and a third from Austria, who named it holishkes. Here we see the same ancient concept of meat wrapped in cabbage—but the meat used for stuffing and the sauces vary ever so much depending on the regional path and the linguistic variants of the Jews who are eating it.

		But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s go all the way back to the Babylonians to get at the roots of these traditions.

		Babylonian Roots of Jewish Food

		To truly delve deep into the roots of Jewish food, I had to look at an ancient text from Babylon, a cosmopolitan city even in the second millennium B.C.E., before the concept of one God was known.

		These earliest known “cookbooks” contain forty-four recipes inscribed in cuneiform in the Akkadian language on three clay tablets from about 1700 B.C.E. They are preserved at the Babylonian Collection in the Sterling Memorial Library at Yale University.

		One fall day, I met with Ulla Kasten, an archaeologist and the associate curator of the collection. I was thrilled to cradle one of the beautiful tablets in my hand. It felt cool and smooth to my touch; the complex writing looked impossible to comprehend.

		I had read about the tablets in The Oldest Cuisine in the World, a fascinating book by Jean Bottéro, so I knew they included recipes for stews (even borscht!), vegetables, breads, and barley, giving us clues to diet in the Fertile Crescent. Although these recipes list extravagant ingredients and elaborate preparations for large feasts for kings and gods, ingredients like lentils, chickpeas, sesame seeds, dill, cumin, coriander, and nigella seeds give us a sense of what was available back then to those early Mesopotamians.

		Ulla ushered me into a small classroom with a map on one wall and a blackboard. “There was no writing before the beginning of the fourth millennium,” she said in a slight Danish accent. “As long as people lived in small villages (and the numbers were few) they could either remember or keep track of everything on their fingers, how many sheep they had, how many goats…but as villages grew bigger into towns and cities they could no longer keep track. So writing was invented for practical purposes.”

		She then showed me a copy of a map dating back to the third or second millennium B.C.E., when people were sailing on the oceans and leading caravans of camels on what we now call the Silk Road, traveling from Anatolia and the Levant all the way to Xinjiang in northwestern China. Describing to me the extent of trade in ancient times, she had me gazing at examples of bronze pots with intricate designs from Persia and almost identical pots made of porcelain found in China. Clearly, merchants were learning from one another, bartering sesame seeds, cinnamon, ginger, and turmeric and whatever else they could transport. Chicken, for example, was domesticated in about 1400 B.C.E. from several species native to Southeast Asia, mostly for egg production and cockfighting (hens were eaten when they were too old to lay eggs and cocks when they were too old to participate in cockfights). Rice, which originated independently both in China and India, came later to parts of Mesopotamia and Persia. Sugarcane slowly made its way westward from its beginnings in India, Southeast Asia, and Indonesia, reaching Mesopotamia with traders by the seventh century B.C.E.
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		Meanwhile, two hundred years or so after this period and around three hundred years before the birth of Solomon, in about 1400 B.C.E., seven hundred miles south of Babylon in the cosmopolitan city of Ur, the Bible tells us there lived a shepherd named Abram (later to be called Abraham), an early adherent of monotheism. Heeding the word of God, he gathered his wife, brother, nephew, and servants, along with cows, goats, and probably provisions like dried chickpeas and sesame seeds, and left his native city, setting out for Canaan, later described as a land of milk and honey (actually date jam). The book of Deuteronomy also tells us that Canaan flowed with figs, dates, olives, grapes, pomegranates, barley, and wheat. And here Abraham and Sarah used what they learned and brought with them from Babylonia, integrating these ingredients and skills into the foods of their new home.

		Later, their grandsons and their descendants would add more foods from Egypt, such as fava beans, melons, cucumbers, leeks, dill, and onions, into their cooking. They might have learned from the Egyptians how to make bread from beer yeast, the art of force-feeding geese for foie gras, and other ways of treating food. Thanks to hieroglyphics, archaeological digs, and the Bible, we have records of how, during the Jews’ sojourn in Egypt, these foods were integrated into the Jewish way of life before the Exodus (if it happened) and subsequently brought back with them to the land of Israel.

		Later, when King Solomon’s Temple was destroyed in 586 B.C.E. by Nebuchadnezzar’s army—now we are within recorded history—thousands of Jews (as many as fifteen thousand by some accounts) were exiled through present-day Syria and Lebanon to Iraq, as described in the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations.

		Food and Daily Life in Biblical Israel

		I love to daydream about Jerusalem inside its walls during the biblical period, a small town by our standards. Whenever I am in Jerusalem, I make sure to sit at a coffee shop in the old city, eating a fresh soft bagelah, a floppy roll with a hole, dipping it into spices—salt, cumin, sesame seeds, and perhaps a little za’atar.

		Daily life in ancient Israel was not much different from other parts of the Middle East. Just as Jews are today, the early Hebrews were divided into many different sects with different dietary concerns. There was a great discrepancy between the foods consumed by the wealthy and by the poor.

		As in other places around the Mediterranean where bread, wine, and olive oil were the main staples of the diet, the wealthy could eat a varied diet while the poor ate mostly gruels made out of barley. A passage in Samuel describes how someone brought David and his troops “wheat, barley, flour, parched grain [freekeh], honey, curds, a flock, and cheese” as provisions to eat. Archaeological and other evidence (as well as the biblical accounts) suggests that people in that region also ate watermelons and pomegranates, as well as wild greens like dandelion, purslane, wild celery, akouba (wild artichoke), and khubeiza (wild mallow) that they grew or bought in the bustling marketplace. Combined with domesticated vegetables like leeks, scallions (green onions), onions, and garlic, the greens were often engulfed in dough, enclosed in triangles, and baked into pocket bread. Later, the breads were sweetened with bee honey, figs, or date jam. At Qumran, near the Dead Sea, I saw an ancient date-honey press, similar to an ancient wine press but smaller. Additionally, beginning in the early Canaanite period, pickled or cured olives were used as food, while the oil necessary for cooking was made from olives and grapes, which were big industries in the ancient world.

		Stews, sometimes made from goat, lamb, or beef, with chickpeas, fava beans, and lentils—think of Esau’s stew—and infused with local herbs like dill, were most often simmered in wide iron pots hung over embers; later they were set on top of taboun ovens where bread was made slapped on the walls inside. In later eras the meat stews would become the Sabbath stews of the Jews, with the custom of first boiling the meat, then adding the vegetables and beans as in a Libyan stew (see this page). On special occasions, like the spring feast that would eventually become Passover, the meat was roasted. Fish such as tilapia came from Lake Tiberias, and people also ate grouper, mullet, and sea bream from the Mediterranean.

		In Jerusalem, Jewish life eventually centered around the Second Temple. But in 70 C.E., this life was destroyed when a Jewish revolt against Rome failed and the temple was destroyed. According to the first-century Roman Jewish historian Titus Flavius Josephus, an estimated one million Jewish people died, while countless others were taken to Rome in captivity. (Today this number is thought to be greatly exaggerated, but it does reflect the severity of the calamity as perceived by a contemporary witness.) Even before the exile, Jewish cooks, like everyone, carried recipes in their heads for salting, pickling, and drying. As they moved to modern-day Egypt, Libya, Greece, Rome, Sicily, Spain, Italy, and France, they brought with them old traditions and adapted to new ones.

		In later periods, as the dietary laws and the prayers for the sanctity over bread and wine were added to Jewish meals, these customs spread to Jewish life the world over.

		Back to Babylon

		Until the tenth century C.E., Babylon (and later Baghdad)—with its industry, commerce, and rabbinical scholarship—was the intellectual center of the Middle East, home to great Jewish thinkers. Here the Babylonian Talmud was gradually compiled between the third and sixth centuries C.E.

		History makes clear that Babylon was also a center for great food. In the bustling marketplaces, much like those of the Middle East today, one could find turmeric, cinnamon, and fenugreek coming from the far reaches of the then-known world. At home, cooks would make sikbaja, fried and pickled fish which would become escabeche (see this page) in Spain; sweet and sour meat dishes like mahshi, sometimes accompanied by beets (see this page), or keftes infused with tamarind, pomegranate, and date syrups (see this page); and, as previously mentioned, macaroons with cardamom. All of these dishes originated in this fertile valley between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Another indigenous custom, as I mention earlier, was domesticated chicken. It was no coincidence, then, that t’beet, a chicken, nestled in rice with spices, cooked overnight in the oven (see this page), became the Sabbath main dish of the Babylonian Jews. Whenever I get a whiff of these spices, I am reminded of the Indian biryani from which the dish probably originated.

		From the eighth century, a unique group of Jewish merchants and traders, known as the Radhanites, emerged. These merchants were first described by Ibn Khoradadbeh, the Director of Post and Police, in his book Masalik Wal-Marmalik (Roads and Kingdoms), around 870 C.E. The word “Radhanite” comes from the Persian, rad meaning “path” and dan, “someone who knows.” Together the word means “someone who knows the way.”

		These Radhanites brought a revolutionary international trade network to Mesopotamia and beyond, with major trading routes beginning in Narbonne (an important port at the time), near the Rhône Valley of France, and winding all the way through Baghdad before ending in the silk routes of India, Russia, and China. (This was five hundred years before Marco Polo even traveled to the Orient.) The Radhanites traded products like papyrus, spices, textiles, wine, fenugreek, nigella seeds, and olive oil.

		The Slow Exodus to Europe

		In the first centuries of the common era, through merchants and the marching armies of the Persians, Greeks, and the Arab Caliphates, vegetables like green peas were already grown in Egypt, while chard, beets, and rhubarb—used as a vegetable—came from Persia to the Mediterranean and ancient Israel, and also traveled in the opposite direction up to Ukraine and other places in the surrounding area. In a sense, many cuisines, not just Jewish cuisine, were already becoming mashups.

		In the seventh century, when the Omayyad Caliphate moved into Sefarad, as Spain was called in the Bible, they quickly dominated the south of the country. The Omayyads allowed Jews who lived there to remain and to practice their religion. Population numbers are very difficult to determine during these early times, and scholars vary greatly in their speculations, but we do know that the first few centuries of Islamic rule were widely considered a so-called Golden Age in Spain, as Jews and Muslims settled first in Andalusia and later in the north. For them all, Spain—with its terrain and Mediterranean diet—was both comfortable and familiar, and those who lived here thereafter became known as Sephardic Jews, speaking a Spanish Hebraic language called Ladino.

		When I wandered around the warrens of the once-Jewish quarters in Seville and Gerona, I smelled a stew similar to hamim, called adafina in Morocco, a familiar Sephardic Sabbath dish. As Ladino developed, so too did Jewish food in Spain, as Mesopotamian dishes like keftes took on Ladino names like albondigas and added new ingredients. So many eggplant dishes existed that a Catalonian song listed seven different variations. I have tasted Jewish forms of pastel, a hand-held pastry stuffed with meat or eggplant, all around the world—rodanchos, stuffed with pumpkin in Greece; sambousak, stuffed with chickpeas from Iraq (see this page); empanadillas, stuffed with tongue, pine nuts, and raisins from New Mexico, and, of course, called empanadas all over Latin America. It is an emblematic food of the Sephardic Jews. It morphed into blintzes (see my Jewish Cooking in America) in Eastern Europe, and palascinta in Hungary (see my Jewish Holiday Cookbook). Sponge cakes, called pan d’Espagna (see this page), with eggs separated and the whites beaten to stiff peaks, a technique learned in Spain, would go from the Iberian Peninsula to the far reaches of the earth, when the approximately 235,000 Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492. Until the beginning of the fourteenth century, the majority of Jewish food was from Sefarad and based on Mediterranean ingredients like olive oil. Muslim and Jewish food not only influenced Spain, but from Spain spread through the whole modern world.

		The Rise of Ashkenazic Food

		When I tasted smoked beef (what we call corned beef; see this page) in Strasbourg, France, I thought of the Jews from about 1000 C.E., settling in tiny villages in Ashkenaz, the name Jews gave to Alsace-Lorraine, the valley between the Rhine River and the Vosges Mountains and spilling over to southern Germany. When they were emancipated in the nineteenth century and allowed to settle in cities, a new exodus of Jews from Poland, Romania, and Russia joined them. Early on, they developed a local cuisine that included Germanic-sounding dishes like kugels (puddings made out of leftover bread or noodles with fruit), knödel, knepfle (matzo balls; see this page), and gehackte leber (chopped liver; see this page). Flatbreads of the south were replaced by hearth breads such as the later barches, a braided bread that today we call challah (see this page).

		From Troyes to southern Germany, with its northerly climate, Ashkenazic food was born. No longer would Jewish food be uniquely Mediterranean: Olive oil was swapped for goose and chicken fat, goat cheese became cow cheese, and horseradish was used instead of romaine, arugula, or other “bitter herbs” at the Passover Seder. Today, what most people think of as “Jewish” food came from Ashkenaz, though in fact these foods were predated by those of the Mediterranean.

		In Germany and Alsace-Lorraine, stews with cabbage and corned beef, like choucroute alsacienne, were eaten for the Sabbath, as was pot-au-feu, which could cook passively in a public oven or on a nail hanging over the fireplace.

		While Hebrew remained the language of prayer, these Jews also developed a Judeo-German dialect known as Yiddish, transcribed into Hebrew characters. Ashkenazic Jews trace their linguistic ancestry to this and other medieval Franco-German communities and their descendants in Europe.

		It was during this period that the famous Talmudic scholar Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, known more commonly as Rashi, was active. Rashi’s home in the wine-growing Champagne region became one of the most important centers of Jewish life in Europe. Eventually he also founded a yeshiva (what today we might call a boarding school). His students helped tend his vineyards in order to study with him in the evenings. Rashi’s writing gives us a sense of the vitality of the Jewish communities in eleventh-century northern France, and his commentaries on the Talmud and the Torah are fascinating glimpses into the cooking of northern France during this period.

		Rashi was a thinker who knew both religion and agriculture. He condemned, for example, the force-feeding of geese to produce foie gras and excessive amounts of goose fat, which was essential to Jewish cooking in those days and would be developed to a high art in Alsace-Lorraine and Hungary. “Israel will one day pay the price for these geese…for having made these beasts suffer while fattening them,” he wrote.

		While Rashi would have eaten salted herring as an everyday dish, Jews in the south would have eaten salted cod. We know from his writings that Jews, like others at the time, ate vegetables like cabbage, cucumbers, asparagus, radishes, turnips, and squash in soups and stews. We also know that almonds were a big part of the diet in France and Spain. Pressed almonds, for instance, were made into a milky substance to drink, and it was used in sauces during the medieval period as almond and soy milk are today.

		During this time, many Jews were suppliers of spices and other foods to the royal court and to Catholic religious institutions. They were involved in agriculture and were vintners; the wine for Mass was often bought from Jews. I have often wondered if the expulsion of the Jews from France in the fourteenth century was the reason that for the next few centuries, French cuisine contained few, if any, spices.

		A Turning Point: Genizah and Maimonides

		
			He who saved me from the desert and the frightful experiences in it will save me while on sea.

			—Excerpts of the last letter to Moses Maimonides from his brother David, twelfth century, Cairo Genizah Collection, Cambridge University Library, Cambridge, UK

		

		On my journey in search of Jewish food, my travels took me to Great Britain, where I visited Dr. Ben Outhwaite, the head of the Genizah Research Unit at Cambridge University. Although scholars knew of the existence of the Genizah collection of ancient documents, it was Rabbi Solomon Schechter who gained access to the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Fustat (Old Cairo) at the end of the nineteenth century. (A genizah, coming from the Hebrew word for “to hide,” is, in the most basic sense, a storage area in a synagogue used to archive religious documents.) The Cairo Genizah housed the most extraordinary collection found so far; parchment and papyrus fragments from the Middle Ages that could not be thrown away because the word of God was written on them.

		This “sacred trash,” which included mundane documents such as bills of lading, lively letters, and even shopping lists, sheds light on everyday life in the period from the tenth to the end of the nineteenth centuries, with most of the material coming from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries, when the Jewish community of Fustat was at its height. It is clear from the documents that active trading was going on by land and sea throughout the Indian Ocean between Aden in Yemen, Bangalore in India, Fustat, and Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka and a way station to China), with cardamom, turmeric, and other spices tucked inside baskets of rice as hidden gifts from one merchant to another.

		From the Cairo Genizah we learn other interesting tidbits. For example, we know from a letter that wheat was sent to Yemenite Jews in Aden—a land where it was either scarce or still nonexistent—to make the Sabbath bread.

		David Maimonides, the brother of Moses, wrote one of the letters housed in the Genizah, indicating that he corresponded with his brother while on his travels. Born in Cordoba sometime in the 1130s, Moses and his family soon left Spain because they faced the dire choice imposed by the then calif: convert to Islam, die, or leave. They first moved to Fez, then to Jerusalem, and finally settled in Fustat, where Maimonides pursued his writing. He was essentially supported by David, whose death in a shipwreck on a journey to Ceylon devastated Maimonides for years. Eventually, what began as a secondary interest in science and the physical world became his means of income, as this brilliant thinker became a physician and doctor to the court of the great Sultan Saladin, looking after his harem.

		From Maimonides’s writing we see that in the tenth century the center of commerce and culture shifted west, away from Baghdad, first to Egypt, then to other centers like Spain and France, to towns like Toledo and Lunel, where great thinkers lived before the Ottoman Empire was founded in 1299.

		We also learn much about Jewish food. At a time before the printing press, and when women’s wisdom still did not fall into the realm of written texts, recipes were handed down by word of mouth. This is one reason why the writings of Maimonides are so important. As a doctor, he wrote about the healing properties of food and spices to cure diseases and to balance the humors, or bodily fluids, that were then considered the four major elements of the human body. (The humors are black bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and blood.) The ancients believed that in order for a person to be healthy, all of the humors must be in balance. The idea of chicken soup (see this page) as the “Jewish penicillin” owes a great deal to Maimonides, who wrote in On the Causes of Symptoms that it be used as a cure for whatever might ail you. You will see quotes from Maimonides and the documents of the Genizah scattered throughout this book.

		Centers of Jewish commerce and learning sprang up in the more western countries as Jews moved easily to cities in Greece, Spain, Italy, and France. “The fruit of the lively traffic was the great blossoming of trade, with a world market stretching from China and India, Iraq and Egypt, to Morocco and Spain,” wrote Abraham Joshua Heschel in his biography Maimonides. “Pilgrimages and journeys for study were frequent.”

		The Old World Expanding

		Whenever I sit down to a meal, I play a little game with myself. I ask myself which ingredients are from the New World and which from the Old World. Columbus and the conquistadores sent tomatoes, beans, chocolate, corn, peppers, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and other foods back to Europe, where they eventually prospered and became integrated into Old World cooking, before they returned to the Americas transformed.

		Ships sailed from the New World to Lisbon and were welcomed by companies like the House of Mendes, a famous Jewish merchant family that made their reputation, and their fortune, as early importers of black pepper from the East. During the Inquisition, the family was driven out of Spain—first to Portugal, then to Amsterdam and Venice, ending finally in Istanbul where Doña Gracia Mendes entered the city like a queen with all of her entourage. Through their extensive network, the Mendes family and others helped distribute the new products throughout the Mediterranean world. Within a generation, these transplanted Jews became known, erroneously, as Turkish traders or marchands portugais, who were the first to have recipes for sauce portugais, which of course was tomato sauce.

		I can just imagine the “Turkish” merchants in Italy, telling growers that corn, which became known as il gran turco or the Turkish grain, would taste better than semolina or millet in their polenta, gruels, and other foods or telling farmers that potatoes and corn should be grown for their animals and were good boiled for human consumption as well. These traders likely encouraged middlemen to convince farmers in the fertile Danube Valley of Romania to replace their traditional crops of millet and semolina with corn. Once established, corn replaced the older grains in mamaliga (see Jewish Cooking in America), the national dish of Romania.

		So, by word of mouth, the traders, now settled in port cities around the Mediterranean—Livorno, Venice, Naples, and Constantinople, to name a few—integrated the new ingredients into the Sephardic dishes they brought from Spain. Gradually favorites like Jewish eggplant bits (see this page) and caponata (see this page) would be embellished with peppers and tomatoes. Cooks would use a thin dough called mallawa in Yemen and Iraq, laminated with butter—a technique common in India—and filled with eggplant, cheese, or spinach and cheese early on, which became known as borek in the Ottoman world and bureka in Israel. As the Ottomans made forays into Europe, this thin dough eventually gave rise to croissants and other layered crescent-shaped pastries.

		As the Catholic Church started gaining power in Europe, Jews in Spain and elsewhere often lived in mortal danger, realizing that they had to go into exile, convert, or be killed. Suspicion was everywhere. Telltale signs of Jewishness were not eating pork, preparing an overnight beef stew to eat on Saturday, or showing a preference for such dishes as eggplant or almond macaroons.

		As Jews started to seek safe haven outside France, Germany, and Spain, King Casimir III invited them to settle in Poland in 1334. For at least five hundred years, they remained there and in the neighboring countries that are now Romania and Hungary, and eventually in the Pale of Settlement, meaning Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, and the Ukraine.

		By the sixteenth century, the great majority of Jews who lived in Eastern Europe (an estimated 60,000 by 1550) had arrived there from the West, and brought their various foods with them. The Jewish Sabbath stew of cholent (see this page), which in Spain included rice, chickpeas, or fava beans, now incorporated potatoes, lima beans, or kidney beans from the New World. And their common pot-au-feu would often include potatoes, sweet potatoes, and carrots; it came to be called tsimmes, meaning a “big fuss” in Yiddish. Tsimmes would be regionalized; in parts of Poland near Krakow, a vegetarian version with carrots, sugar, and sweet potatoes was popular (see my Jewish Holiday Kitchen) and another version that used beets, sweet potatoes, and meat is associated with Vilnius (see my Jewish Cooking in America).

		Throughout these centuries Jews were traveling regionally and all over the world. Take Ukraine: In the mid-eighteenth century this breadbasket of the former Soviet Union was home to about 300,000 Jews. Some of the Ukrainian Jews’ ancestors were traders with the Greeks along the Black Sea during the Greek Empire, while others may have come from the semi-nomadic Khazars. Others came from Spain at the time of the Inquisition, and still others from Europe during the frequent expulsions in the following centuries. Of course, we cannot forget that of the six million Jews killed during the Holocaust in Europe, 900,000 were from the Ukraine, one third of the Jewish population of that country. This meant that 900,000 family traditions were annihilated, including 900,000 foodways in one country alone. Today, around 60,000 Jews remain in the Ukraine, though many more have recently immigrated to Israel and other countries.

		As the rise of the Industrial Age gave birth to factories, great inventions began to change the world. Coal- and wood-burning stoves rapidly outdated open-hearth cookery, the steam engine took the place of the horse and buggy, ready-made clothing eliminated handmade dress, and refrigeration and later freezing replaced endless salting, smoking, and preserving.

		But life was still hard for most Jews in Eastern Europe: Pogroms (organized massacres of the Jewish community), forced military conscription, lack of civil rights, periodic expulsions from towns and villages, and displacements due to industrialization all made things difficult.

		Word soon spread about the so-called promised lands in France, the United States, Canada, and other countries that sought to increase their population and workforce. Many of the two and a half million Eastern European Jews were tempted by the rumor that life was so good in America that they could “eat challah every day.” Companies enticed them with free passage, land, and, most important, jobs. France took in more than 100,000 Jews in the nineteenth century, many of whom were employed in the garment trade or were bakers, wine dealers, or owners of appetizing stores. The rubber industry in the Amazon drew Jews from northern Morocco, and the Baron De Hirsch Fund brought many from Eastern Europe to Argentina. If Jews were not allowed into America or Canada because of the quota system, they went south to Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and other places in South and Central America.

		A World of New Cooking

		The United States gave nearly two and a half million Jewish immigrants great opportunities in the food business. The butchers, bakers, and pushcart peddlers of herring and pickles soon became small-scale independent grocers, wine merchants, and wholesale meat, produce, and fruit providers, performing the same work many of their fathers and forefathers had been doing in Europe. Names like Lender’s Bagels, Sara Lee, Beigel’s, and Levy’s Rye Bread all tell the tale. Not only did these immigrants go into the business of food, but they also adapted their recipes to the new environment.

		By the time I was growing up, in the 1950s and ’60s, processed food and TV dinners were at their height; using them meant you were really American. Advertising geniuses, attempting to appeal to the Jewish public who were keen for more “American” ingredients to create more “American” dishes, pushed their products into traditional foods like kugels, now made from packaged noodles and canned goods such as Dole pineapple or Ocean Spray cranberries. I am happy to say that a new generation of cooks is removing these processed foods from their recipes, trying to make the dishes taste more authentic and true to their origins.

		Until 1965, the year I graduated from college, immigrants to the United States came mainly from countries like France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland, and the Soviet Union. Since three-fourths of the Jews were from Eastern European backgrounds, “Jewish” food reflected this immigration in homes and delis in America. The Immigration and Naturalization Act of that year eliminated the rigid quota system and created a large influx of newcomers, many of them from Latin America. With the breakup of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, immigrants from countries like Azerbaijan, Lithuania, and Uzbekistan have enhanced our taste buds. At the same time, travel abroad thanks to credit cards, cheaper airlines, and organizations like the Peace Corps and other international programs gave young Americans a chance to experience the cultures and cuisines of faraway lands. In home kitchens, the food processor and other gadgets have encouraged American cooks, who were never very good with mortars and pestles, to make hummus and pesto until the two became so ubiquitous that they are now packaged everywhere. This thirst for the new has only increased over these years.

		Today, foods like hummus, eggplant salads, pomegranate syrup, and stuffed savory and sweet pastries such as burekas or knishes are found frozen and in restaurants all over. You can learn how to make them on TV, from an ever-growing number of cookbooks, and from the ever-present Internet blogs, magazines, and YouTube. And of course, we all still crave the new: In Hong Kong, a Canadian Jewish chef named Matt Abersol makes brisket in his yakitori restaurant Yardbird; in Buenos Aires, Tomás Kalika makes pastrami at Mishiguene, one of the city’s hippest restaurants; and in Rio de Janeiro, David Hertz, the head of Gastromotiva, is building a food education network for the poor.

		In Israel, the early Zionists tried to re-create the food of Eastern Europe, but gradually, as generations passed, Israeli food has come to mean a great mix from all over the Middle East and the world. When I visit Israel today, I see how dynamic the food has become, a mashup of global flavors. There, amid lush vineyards, refurbished grain mills, and cheese boutiques, you’ll find a new generation of Israelis channeling their passion, energy, and creativity toward eating and drinking. After World War II in Israel it was considered not politically correct to think about the pleasure of eating. Israel was a socialist state and even if people thought about food, there were more important things. Then, little by little, Israelis—like Americans—started traveling and learning about their own foods and the foods of other cultures. During the two intifadas, at a time when they were particularly isolated, many chefs began to look into their own families’ backgrounds to better understand their personal and national cuisines. Since then, they have been taking their own culinary experiments on the road and showcasing them all over the world. Formerly simple family dishes such as the Yemenite kubbanah, an ancient buttery laminated dough that bakes in the oven all night (see this page) and North African shakshuka (see this page), a simple dish with tomatoes and eggs, are now found on restaurant menus around the world.

		Because of Israel’s climate and the technical expertise of Israeli agronomists, the country has become a source of great ingredients such as cherry tomatoes, avocados originally brought there from South America, even kiwis grown from fruit from New Zealand. Farmed sea bream and sturgeon in Galilee produce some of the best caviar in the world. Israeli food is now being recognized in restaurants around the globe, as is the Diaspora food of the Jews. Perhaps it’s because so many young people are discouraged by politics, or maybe it’s part of the worldwide rediscovery of sustainable foodways. Whatever the reasons, cooks are reaching back in history, even to the Bible, for inspiration: Persian pomegranate molasses, Iraqi date jam, Indian mango pickle (called amba), Syrian tamarind paste, and, of course, ancient chickpeas, are now part of our diet. How lucky we all are to have a global cornucopia at the ready, with any spice or sauce just a few clicks of the fingertip away.

		My favorite way to picture Jewish food is as that beloved Jewish staple, the bagel. A mass of flour, water, salt, and yeast is combined to form a dough; and so too Jewish cuisine has been created, using ingredients and techniques local to its people. As the dough is rolled and stretched, so the people, and their cuisine, begin to spread. New ideas, new foods, and new recipes are picked up along the way. Eventually, the rope is tapered at the end; the recipes and techniques at one end seem quite different from the other. But then, with a twist of a wrist and a pinch of the fingers, the beginning and the end of the rope are united—the cuisine goes back to its roots, simultaneously incorporating the new tricks learned along the way and enriching other cuisines.

		Today, the terms “modern” and “Jewish cooking” are now often found side by side. It is my hope that you will use these dishes to grace your holiday and everyday tables without even traveling. How fortunate we are that every day the old and the new come together, and we may partake of the foods that appeared on King Solomon’s table so many years ago.

		The Jewish Dietary Laws

		Years ago I had the privilege of covering a banquet celebrating the three-thousand-year history of Jerusalem for the New York Times. One of the chefs was the late Jean-Louis Palladin, who wanted to cook kosher foie gras. The liver—the source of foie gras—is filled with so much blood that observant Jews must broil it to extract the prohibited blood before eating. Jean-Louis, having been told the rules, thought he had figured out a way of searing the outside, then using the tender inside for a dish. Since that method does not rid the organ of all the blood, the supervising rabbi, observing what Jean-Louis was doing, threw out about forty pounds of this fresh foie gras and Jean-Louis, much to his dismay, had to start over. The chef asked the good rabbi how many years the dietary laws had been in effect, and he replied, “Three thousand.” The chef retorted, “Isn’t it time to change them?”

		There is something soothing about continuity in Judaism. Several generations after Abraham, our traditions recount, Moses led the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt to freedom, traveling through the desert to Mount Sinai, where, as the Bible describes, they received the Ten Commandments. The laws of kashrut, eventually written in the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy, were transmitted by word of mouth and united Jews in their many diasporas throughout history. These laws were later expanded in the Talmud and codified and elaborated on by rabbis and scholars throughout history.

		Jews in different times and places have had differences in understandings of the dietary laws, and many Jews have adhered to them to varying degrees of strictness, in and outside of their homes. But those who are observant of the laws of kashrut are permitted to eat meat only from an animal that has cloven hooves and chews its cud. They may eat the meat of cows, sheep, and goats, even giraffes, but must avoid the meat of rabbits, horses, dogs, cats, and—of course—pigs. Edible fowl include turkeys, chickens, geese, and ducks but not birds of prey. In addition, kashrut-observing Jews may eat only fish having both fins and scales, thus excluding all shellfish as well as bottom-feeders like catfish and monkfish.

		The Bible specifies that no blood be eaten from an animal. The rabbis of the Talmud expanded upon this basis to create the ritual laws of how meat was to be slaughtered in everyday life. A shochet, a ritual slaughterer, makes a quick stroke across the throat with a knife that is perfectly smooth and very sharp, so that the animal does not suffer. After the kill the shochet ensures that the animal was healthy by examining the lungs and meat for certain types of lesions, cuts, and bruises. Since the Torah—unlike the more ancient cuneiform tablet recipes—absolutely prohibits the consumption of blood, which represents life, the meat must go through a process called melichah, in which it is soaked, salted, and then washed again to ensure that no blood remains. The hindquarters cannot be used unless certain nerves and blood vessels are excised. For the same reason, eggs must be inspected to make sure they do not contain blood spots.

		Pareve (neutral) food such as fish, eggs, vegetables, fruits, nuts, and grains may be eaten with either milk or meat. Milchig (dairy or dairy products) must be cooked and eaten separately from fleishig (meat) dishes, because three times in Exodus and Deuteronomy the Hebrew Bible states that a kid cannot be cooked in its mother’s milk. The rabbis understood the biblical cooking of a kid in its mother’s milk as a blanket prohibition against cooking, eating, or deriving benefit from milk and meat products together. This separation has been gradual. In northern France during the eleventh century (the time of the Talmudic commentator Rashi), for example, the separation specified that milk and meat be eaten from separate spoons but not separate plates, as they are today. Some Jews today maintain two entire kitchens—two dishwashers, stoves, and refrigerators, as well as two sets of pots, utensils, and dishes that are used exclusively for either milk or meat dishes.

		In ritually observant homes, no cooking is permitted on the Sabbath, the day of rest. This rule inspired robust stews such as cholent (see this page) and kugels (see this page) that could be prepared in advance and allowed to simmer for a long time over a low flame or in a warm oven all night long.

		The present laws of kashrut as formulated by the rabbis of the Talmud (mid first millennium) were observed by most Jews until the emergence of the Reform movement in Germany; they continue to shape, to some extent, the culinary practice of many contemporary Jews.
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				I have taken all practical measures to ensure that the recipes contained herein fulfill the requirements of kashrut and have provided pareve substitutes for butter where necessary, but within the many observant communities there are different views on the dietary laws. Accordingly, although rabbinic authorities have been consulted in the preparation of this text, the ultimate responsibility for ascertaining the conformity with kashrut of any particular recipes rests with the reader.
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			Pantry

			
				De Seminibus Hoc (Seeds to Have on Hand): Poppy seed, rue seed, rue berries, laurel berries, anise seed, celery seed, fennel seed, lovage seed, rocket seed, coriander seed, cumin, dill, parsley seed, caraway seed, sesame.

				De Siccis Hoc (Herbs to Have on Hand): Laser root, mint, catnip, sage, cypress, origany, juniper, shallots, bacas timmi, coriander, Spanish chamomile, citron, parsnips, ascalonian shallots, bull rush roots, dill, fleabane, Cyprian rush, garlic, legumes, marjoram, innula silphium, cardamom.

				—Apicius, De re Coquinaria (Cookery and Dining in Imperial Rome), first century C.E.

			

		

		When I was a child, my mother’s pantry consisted of several white painted wooden cupboards in a separate room adjacent to the kitchen. My own pantry today is more contemporary, with drawers in my kitchen instead of in a side room. The drawers beneath my cooktop are packed with oils, vinegars, and spices, while the drawers to the side contain grains and legumes. A few steps away, beneath my hunter-green marble baking center, I keep my flours, chocolates, and other items for breads and desserts. Garlic and dried herbs grown in my garden hang from nearby beams so I can pick them when needed. Perishable items such as cheese, sauces, and other condiments for cooking live in the refrigerator.

		I buy some things in bulk, like basmati rice, good-quality chocolate, and yeast, that I store in the freezer. Doing this saves a little money and allows me to always have my essentials on hand.

		My so-called pantry is a diverse microcosm of the world where I have lived for my entire adult life. It includes jars of preserved lemons that I learned to make years ago, before they were trendy, from a woman from Fez who lived in Washington, D.C.; zhug, a hot sauce that I first tasted at a Yemenite home in Jerusalem, returning to watch how to make it; harissa, a red hot sauce from North Africa; chickpeas from the Middle East; basmati rice from India; roasted sesame seeds from Korea; and my latest sweet obsession, Hungarian apricot jam made from fruit leathers to fill pastries and cookies.

		As I travel to many parts of the world, interviewing home cooks and eating their delicious food, the stories, secrets, and techniques that I discover stay with me, resonating in my kitchen every day.

		Spices

		
			What is to be borne in mind about spices: Of coriander, that which is fresh, green in color, dry. Of cumin and caraway and the like. Of cinnamon, that which is rough, thick, tightly coiled, with a penetrating aroma, burning to the tongue…Of pepper, what is fresh, not old. Of ginger, that which is maghrus, “implanted.” He will clean all the spices extremely well and grind them fine.

			—A Baghdad Cookery Book: The Book of Dishes (Kitab al-Tabikh), thirteenth century

		

		I have lots of spices in my kitchen, but I rarely buy them from a grocery store. Part of the fun of traveling is bringing fresh spices home to remind you of your journeys. I don’t recommend putting them in the freezer; rather, keep them well-sealed in a dark, cool location with minimal humidity—they can last many years if properly stored. What is important is to determine if they still have a pungent aroma and flavor, as that is what fades over time. They do not literally go bad unless they are kept in humidity and develop mold, or become somehow contaminated. With this in mind, be careful to buy only enough spices for about six months so that they’ll stay as fresh as possible. Ground spices will fade more quickly, while whole spices like cinnamon sticks, nutmeg, and cloves can stay pungent for many years. However, you don’t have to travel to be adventurous in the kitchen. Go to ethnic and specialty stores in your own town before you order online; you’ll be very happy with what you find. Here are some of my favorites.

		ALLSPICE was brought from its Jamaican homeland to England, where it was called pimento because the explorers who found it thought they had discovered a giant peppercorn. It became known as “all spice,” as this berry of a Caribbean tree has the flavor of cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves. The British brought it to the Middle East, where it is called English pepper. It is found in many rice dishes and stuffed vegetables there instead of, and sometimes in addition to, cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves. Because I lived for several years in Jerusalem, this familiar spice always reminds me of my second home.

		BAHARAT is a spice blend of the lucky number seven, one of the mystical numbers in Judaism; the name comes from bahar, a general term for spices in both Arabic and Hebrew. Every cook in the Middle East has his or her special blend of salt, pepper, cinnamon, cumin, paprika, turmeric, nutmeg, allspice, cardamom, ginger, and/or coriander. To ensure freshness, I make my own in small batches. In deference to the cooks whose recipes I’ve learned and adapted, each time I mention baharat, I note their particular combination.

		This is my go-to version, which I occasionally vary depending on its use. You can also purchase very good blends at spice markets or specialty stores—I’m always fascinated by how this one mixture varies depending on which market, in which city, in which country, I’m visiting.

		
			½ teaspoon Hungarian sweet paprika

			½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

			½ teaspoon cayenne or hot paprika, or to taste

			1 teaspoon ground cumin

			½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

			1 teaspoon ground turmeric

			1 teaspoon salt

			½ teaspoon ground nutmeg

			¼ teaspoon ground allspice

			¼ teaspoon ground coriander

		

		1.Stir all ingredients together in a small bowl. Store in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 6 months.

		CARDAMOM is found in Indian curries, but in faraway Sweden it is also common to find the sweet and pungent seeds ground into a powder and mixed into breads and pastries. I love it in scones with its cousin, ginger (see my New American Cooking) or in a delicious almond with cardamom and ginger Passover cake from Iran (see this page). I prefer to peel whole cardamom pods and freshly grind the seeds whenever I need the powder in baked goods. For stews or curries, I’ll often grind up the seeds as well as the outer pods, which will disintegrate when cooked. Once, while riding an elephant in southern India, I passed hundreds of cardamom bushes.

		CINNAMON is a confusing spice, especially in America, where it is more common to find cassia than “true” Ceylon cinnamon. Cassia (Cinnamomum cassia), of the same genus as Ceylon cinnamon, is more robust and spicy and used more readily in main course stews than the delicate, nuanced cinnamon (Cinnamomum zeylanicum) native to Ceylon (modern-day Sri Lanka) and India and best used for desserts. Ceylon, cassia, and at least twenty more varieties come from the inner bark of different types of trees in the genus Cinnamomum, a type of evergreen in the laurel family. Today, Ceylon cinnamon is known mostly for research linking cinnamon to reducing cholesterol and blood sugar levels, as well as stimulating cognitive functions, particularly in Alzheimer’s patients, and helps to prevent coughing. I love to add Ceylon cinnamon to my coffee and desserts, but prefer the oomph of Vietnamese or Indonesian cassia in savory dishes like tomato sauce (see this page).

		CINNAMON SUGAR is something I like to keep on hand to sprinkle on all sorts of breakfast treats and baked goods. The sweetly scented sugar is excellent on matzo brei (see this page), Csúsztatott Palacsinta—Hungarian Apple Pancakes (this page), or Orange-Almond Mandelbrot (this page). To make cinnamon sugar, stir together 1 cup of sugar with 1 to 2 tablespoons cinnamon (preferably Ceylon). It keeps in an airtight container for months.

		CUBEB is a peppery spice that has hints of allspice in its flavoring. The cubeb berry was used in recipes found written on the cuneiform tablets from 1700 B.C.E. and remained popular until allspice, with a similar flavor profile, was discovered in the New World in the early sixteenth century, eventually replacing it. Today, cubeb is again being found in spice stores; it is used as a flavoring for tobacco and gin and is also a favorite of chefs who are always looking for the next new flavor.

		CUMIN, the dried fruit of a plant in the parsley family, is one of the most beloved spices in the Middle East and Spain. Bukharan Jews from Uzbekistan make a delicious plov with cumin seeds, meat, and carrots (see this page); Jews in Kochi, India, season their spicy chicken with cumin and coriander (see this page); and it is a secret ingredient in my hummus (see this page). I have a friend who sprinkles it on everything—salad dressing, chicken, and vegetables—because the spice makes her feel that she can stay at home and still cross the Mediterranean. On a recent trip to Morocco, I learned the breakfast custom of dipping a hard-boiled egg first in cumin, then in salt. When I last had breakfast in Alice Waters’s kitchen, she had mixed cumin and sea salt in a tiny ceramic bowl and we sprinkled it on our poached eggs over sautéed greens. Now I use Alice’s cumin salt to dip my eggs…much easier!

		
			Abaye taught: Now that you have said that an omen is significant, each person should become accustomed to eating at the beginning of the year gourds, fenugreek, leeks, beets, and dates.

			—Babylonian Talmud, Horayot 12a

		

		FENUGREEK, a plant in the Fabaceae (legume) family, is known as hilbeh in Hebrew, shanbalileh in Persian (although this is just the word for fenugreek leaves), and methi in India. The seeds, leaves, and even sprouted seeds are used in cooking, each part of the plant imparting a different flavor to a dish. It is a sign of fertility in places like Yemen and recommended for Rosh Hashanah because the Talmud says that its Aramaic name (rubia) is similar to the wish sheh-yirbu (may our merits increase).

		Fenugreek seeds are commonly found in Indian curries or, in the United States, as a flavoring in artificial maple syrup. With a sweet scent but bitter flavor, the seeds have been used since ancient times as a cure-all for any number of ailments, from gout to a lackluster male sex drive. While some health benefits are up for debate, the seeds are proven to help new mothers increase their milk supply.

		GINGER, a root native to India and China, is one of my favorite spices and is the first spice I turn to when feeling sick. I love it fresh, candied, and dried. Today, much of the world’s supply of ginger is grown in Jamaica (think ginger beer!). If using fresh ginger, I store it in the freezer.

		NIGELLA SATIVA is said to be a spice so ancient that the seeds were used in the tombs of ancient Egypt. Nigella seeds are sometimes confused with a variety of totally different spices, such as black sesame seeds or black caraway. To make matters more confusing, these seeds are known by different names around the world. In India they are called kalonji, translated as “onion seeds,” while in Russia they are called chernushka, a diminutive of the word chernyy, meaning “black.” In Iraq they are called habbat soda, which means “black seeds”; and in Israel and the neighboring countries, they are habbat Baraka, meaning “blessed seeds.” Whatever you call them, familiarize yourself with nigella seeds.

		These tiny black seeds come from the Nigella sativa plant, native to the Middle East and India and a member of the Ranunculaceae family, which includes delphinium and clematis. Archaeological finds of nigella seeds date back to prehistoric times, from 1900 B.C.E. in the Middle Kingdom of Egypt. Their unique flavor is slightly bitter and a little peppery—they’re the black specks found on Armenian string cheese. I love to sprinkle them on a number of dishes like burekas, the melt-in-your-mouth pocket pastries filled with spinach and feta (see this page) or Ethiopian dabo, a Sabbath bread (see this page). I also mix them with fennel, poppy, and sesame seeds as a topping on my traditional six-braided challah (see this page).

		You will love nigella seeds, but they have a very intense flavor, so use them sparingly.
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		PEPPERCORNS are wonderful to have on hand. Rather than use preground pepper, whose flavor quickly diminishes, I prefer to freshly grind whole peppercorns in a pepper mill. I use preground pepper for big soups and stews where I need a large quantity of seasoning.

		POPPY SEEDS, with their nutty, earthy flavor and crunchy texture, are sprinkled on bialys, pletzel (see this page), and challah (see this page) and are used in a filling for baked goods (see this page). They are used in Central Europe, especially Hungary and Poland, as well as the Middle East and India. I buy them in bulk because I use them so often. Whether sprinkled on pasta or softened in milk as a filling for hamantashen, they are delicious.

		SEA SALT is another favorite. Even with all the trendy salts like Maldon salt on the market today, I still stick to a good coarse fleur de sel, sea salt, or “kosher” salt—all salt is kosher. Whenever I go to France, I stock up on it from the grocery store Monoprix, where, in the basement, you can buy all kinds of fleur de sel in bulk. I use it when cooking and try to sprinkle it on dishes whenever I can. When baking, however, I prefer a finer-grained salt. None of these salts are iodized; iodized salt was produced when people lacked iodine in their diets.

		SESAME, the oldest seasoning and oil known to mankind, originally came from China to Assyria and India at least four thousand years ago. Soaked, cooked, and ground, sesame paste—called tahina—is a must in hummus (see this page) and key to Tahina Cookies (this page). Roasted sesame seeds are sprinkled on top of breads, bagels, and bagela (Middle Eastern soft bagels). Ground, they are a key ingredient in halvah, a candy found throughout the Middle East and eastern Europe (see this page). I often buy whole roasted sesame seeds in bulk at Asian and Middle Eastern grocery stores.

		SUMAC has today become another trendy spice. It is known as summaq in Arabic and sumak in modern Hebrew (both from the Aramaic summaqa). I grew up fearful of using the husk of these tiny berries because I was told they were poisonous. Although the white-berried variety is like poison ivy, with the blister-inducing chemical urushiol, the red-berried sumac is safe to handle and its dried and ground berries have a tasty, lemony flavor. It is often found sprinkled on rice in Iran and grilled meat and kebab in Iraq; mixed with za’atar as a spice mixture in Israel, Jordan, and all the Levant; or just sprinkled by itself on fish, on salads, or wherever and everywhere you can imagine.

		A member of the Anacardiaceae family, sumac grows all over the Middle East as well as Africa and North America. Look for the red berries, but avoid the white. If you’re lucky enough to forage for fresh sumac berries, have fun drying and grinding them yourself.

		TURMERIC is another ancient spice receiving renewed interest today, due in part to its purported health benefits, from aiding in weight loss to acting as an anti-inflammatory. More recently, it is even being studied for its usefulness in fighting cancer. Often used as a “poor man’s saffron,” turmeric adds a golden hue and slight bitterness to anything it touches.

		VANILLA SUGAR is a mixture I love for baking or making ice cream. I like to bury a vanilla bean, native to Madagascar, in a bowl of sugar. If a recipe calls for sugar and vanilla extract, I will just substitute this vanilla-scented sugar and eliminate the vanilla extract altogether. I love its delicate flavor and perfumy aroma. When I run out of the sugar, I use a sharp knife and extract the beans for ice cream or a cream sauce.

		ZA’ATAR is something I pick up whenever I am in the Middle East. It is the name for both the herb and the spice blend. Za’atar the herb is a wild oregano, Origanum syriacum, whose flavor is a cross between Greek oregano and thyme. The spice blend includes sesame seeds
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