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Introduction

Kapusta. This beautiful-sounding word means ‘cabbage’ in many Eastern European Slavic languages, including Belarusian, Polish, Russian, Slovak and Ukrainian. To me, the vegetable represents simple and nourishing home food. Its scents and flavours weave through the fabric of my childhood memories. Kapusta also symbolises my personal creative journey as a cook, both at home and professionally. When I used to spend my summers in various language schools in England during the early 1990s, I would sometimes be faced with a well-meaning but slightly condescending remark: ‘Oh, all you eat over there is cabbage!’ With ‘there’ denoting any Eastern European country from behind the notorious Iron Curtain. Indeed, this is a stereotype rooted in the dreadful reality of life under the Soviet dictatorship, most memorably depicted by George Orwell in the opening of his novel 1984 (ironically, this is the year I was born): ‘It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen. Winston Smith, his chin nuzzled into his breast in an effort to escape the vile wind, slipped quickly through the glass doors of Victory Mansions, though not quickly enough to prevent a swirl of gritty dust from entering along with him. The hallway smelt of boiled cabbage and old rag mats.’ This stark scene of dystopian reality is set so precisely, where the scent of cabbage symbolises the bleak oppressive regime itself.

While I was initially haunted by this stereotype, when I came to cook and write about food professionally in London in the mid-2010s, I was determined to turn this cliché onto its head, and empower myself with the ancestral knowledge of how to cook well with cabbage. I reached into the treasure chest of my childhood food memories and saw plump savoury buns stuffed with cabbage and mushrooms, zingy, fresh cabbage salads dressed in unrefined sunflower seed oil, comforting soups and stews of sour cabbage and grains, and, of course, the most important, formative food-memory of all – the sauerkraut; its tang, its crunch, and the ritual of preparing it!

Coincidentally, this was happening at a time when the Western food scene was starting to discover a new food trend – fermentation. Us folk in Eastern Europe have been fermenting for centuries and pickles and ferments are something we consider to be slightly ‘boring’ (yet much-loved) food staples.

Now that the world was ready for cabbage, I was ready to spread the cabbage gospel far and wide. Having written Salt & Time, in 2019, a title inspired by the process of fermentation, I was toying with the idea of writing a follow-up book entirely dedicated to her majesty the cabbage. However, eventually, cabbage became a symbol of Eastern European vegetable-forward cooking in my mind. And that’s what this book is all about: simple, nutrient-rich, veg-centric cooking, which could only have emerged in the part of the world that is notorious for its political turmoils, on the one hand, and yet is also blessed with the most biodiverse and rich landscapes, on the other. At the core of this cuisine (if you pardon the cabbage pun) lay a profound respect and reverence towards food, cultivated over the centuries. And this is what makes the Eastern European way of cooking and eating so relevant today! Here in the West issues of food waste and the accompanying environmental crisis forced us to reconsider our attitudes towards food, finally bringing seasonal, humble vegetable-forward cooking to the heart of many kitchens. So here, it turns out, we also need a little more of that kapusta mindset in our homes.

In this book I focus on the top five most popular vegetables in Eastern Europe – starting with cabbage, followed by beetroot, potato, carrot and mushrooms – and tap in to seasonal, sustainable and low-cost eating, a tendency that is at the fore of the current food discourse. Holding the magnificent five (vegetables) at its heart, the book also features an array of herbs and spices, invites a bounty of other vegetables onto your kitchen counter, and offers a handful of meat recipes, which can be easily adapted for a vegetarian diet.

In each chapter, you will find a diversity of dishes, from dips and salads, to soups, stews and mains, as well as some desserts, to surprise your palette. Since dumplings and ferments form such a huge part of the Eastern European culinary DNA, I wanted to give them both a dedicated chapter, with all five vegetables shining brightly in each.

I have always believed that food is a form of a conversation between people – between the generations of the same family, or between the members of local and global communities. And I see these five vegetables as key elements of our culinary vocabulary, which remind us that food is indeed a common language we all speak. Despite so many (imposed) differences between groups of people, food has always proven to be the language of unity. It is my hope that by celebrating a handful of humble vegetables this book will shine the spotlight on a whole kaleidoscope of little-known culinary cultures and histories from Eastern Europe, reminding us that we have far more in common than what holds us apart.
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Defining Eastern Europe

Europe was born in ancient Greece as a concept in the minds of the great philosophers. Since then, its meaning, location and role in the world has kept evolving. The understanding that there are two parts to the European continent, the Western and the Eastern, was not formed overnight, but nevertheless can be traced back to the era of Charlemagne aka Charles the Great (AD 747–814), when a symbolic line was drawn down from the river Elbe. This tentative geographic divide developed due to religious and linguistic differences between the Western and the Eastern branches of Christianity, under the influences of the Roman (Latin) and the Byzantine (Greek) churches and languages, respectively. Both the West and the East, as well as their neighbours outside the European continent, played an active part in shaping and defining their identities against one another, thus gradually building the concept of Eastern Europe we know today. This process continued over the centuries, with the rise and fall of numerous empires, as well as in the aftermath of the two world wars. World War II was also responsible for the creation of the notorious ‘Eastern’ or ‘Socialist bloc’ – a traumatic period of Communist rule over a vast area of Eastern, South-Eastern and Central Europe from 1945 to the late 1980s/early 1990s. Its history became a stigma that got stuck to the countries of that region long after the political union itself collapsed.

While there are various ways to define Eastern Europe, with some lists featuring the Baltics, the Balkans and even the Caucasus, reminding us that the term is nothing but a socio-political and cultural construct, in this book I have decided to rely on the UN’s current definition which, at the time of writing in 2023, included Belarus, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine and the western part of Russia. However, I will allow myself a personal choice to limit references to Russia. Living in a post-24/02/22 world, I simply cannot bring myself to celebrate the culinary culture of the country (despite having been born there) that has launched an atrocious war in the heart of Eastern Europe, in Ukraine. However, while refraining from using an umbrella term ‘Russian cuisine’, I do want to give a voice to the indigenous ethnic groups residing in the Eastern European part of the country, such as the Volga Tatars and the Udmurts, whose little-known culinary culture deserves our attention.

Ukrainian cuisine, of course, plays a big part in this book, and the history of the country itself can be appreciated as a microcosm of the entire Eastern Europe, a buffer zone between the West and the East with frequently shifting borders. While for many this historical specificity of the Eastern European region has led to associations with ‘poverty’, ‘lack of freedom’, ‘food shortages’, ‘uniformity’ and ‘oppression’, to me the fact that Eastern Europe withstood the conquests and saw the fall of many once-powerful empires, from the Roman to the Soviet, raising up each time with a renewed sense of pride and value of ones origin and history, speaks of courage, resourcefulness, endurance and freedom. And this is something that is intricately reflected in the cuisine of the region.
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Defining Eastern European Cuisine

While throughout its long history, a lot of damage has been done to the indigenous traditions of Eastern European regions by the invading powers, most recently by the stifling Socialist regime and its dogma of uniformity, each country remains as diverse as its own regions – linguistically, religiously, culturally and gastronomically. What’s more, since the dawn of time, the geographical position of the region, with its abundance of rivers, forests, mountains and plains, made it the perfect highway for explorers, traders, invaders and settlers, and so produced a cultural and hence culinary landscape of extraordinary variety, ranging as far and wide as the Slavs, the Romans, the Greeks, the Bulgars, the Tatar-Mongols, the Ottomans, the Austro-Hungarians, the Roma and the Ashkenazi Jews. No other part of Europe can boast such a cornucopia of histories and flavours.

The cuisine of Eastern Europe is so regionally diverse that in some places the bordering countries have more in common between them than the distant regions within the same country. A rich tapestry of historical events created a group of cuisines that is in constant dialogue with one another, remembering its shared past and contemplating the global tendencies of its future.

Although it is impossible to offer an exhaustive list of all types of dishes common in Eastern European cuisines, I have grouped together the most common meals, cooking techniques, ingredients and spices in the hope of giving you an inviting glimpse of the recipes to expect in this book.

• Chunky soups and stews with grains and vegetables (cabbage, sauerkraut, mushrooms, carrots, potatoes and beetroot).

• Dumplings of all shapes and sizes, filled with cabbage, potatoes, mushrooms and grains, as well as curd cheese, plums and summer berries.

• Plump pastries and pies filled with moreish ingredients from mashed potatoes, to sauerkraut, mushrooms, crumbly cheeses and fresh berries, which go by the names of pyrizhky, knishes, placinte, vertuta, and banitsa, to name just a few.

• Fermented food is a real pillar of the region’s cuisine. Lacto-fermented grains, fruits and vegetables give a distinct complexity and a satisfying tang to so many dishes.

• Cabbage rolls with meat or veggie fillings often poached in a tomato and/or sour cream sauce: sarmale in Romania, sarma in Bulgaria, golabki in Poland and holubtsi in Ukraine, the list goes on.

• The smoky flavour of paprika is a staple, and so are the flavours of sweet and nutty caraway and coriander seeds, fragrant fennel seeds and fresh or dried dill, and warming black pepper.

• An abundance of sour cream and fresh green herbs (dill and parsley) as a topping for many soups, stews, dumplings and pancakes.

Hearty, nourishing, bursting with simple but powerful flavours of local produce, seasonal and always soulful, the cuisine of the vast region of Eastern Europe holds so much culinary wonder that I simply can’t wait to explore it with you.
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CABBAGE

Cabbage is a wonder-vegetable! It has been on the tables of humans from ancient times and has been a firm staple in Eastern Europe since the 16th century. A loyal companion of Homo sapiens, cabbage is relatively easy to grow in a variety of climates and it can keep for a long time after harvesting, which makes it the perfect vegetable for the Eastern European climate, both meteorological and political. It is bursting with nutrients in its fresh and fermented forms, often helping to restore nutritional balance during times of hardships, of which there were plenty in the region throughout history. Perhaps its life-saving property explains the old myth of babies coming out of cabbages, as if the vegetable itself is potent enough to give life. Eating cabbage as well as placing softened cabbage leaves on a young-mother’s breasts was believed to increase milk supply, too.

Indeed, cabbage is mind-blowing in its versatility – it has as many culinary uses as the gorgeous venous leaves that make up its globe-like body. Eat it fresh with plenty of salt and fragrant oil, use its leaves to encase juicy fillings or turn them into flavourful fillings for pies, stew it in soups, fry it, roast it or preserve it with salt to make the marvellous sauerkraut. I offer recipes for all of these here.
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White Cabbage Slaw with Carrots, Peppers and Sunflower Seeds

This salad sings the story of an Eastern European spring on the cusp of summer. Bursting with simple ingredients, it creates a symphony of surprisingly complex flavours and satisfying textures – crunchy, juicy, sweet, tart, tangy, nutty, floral and herbaceous. Try this as a side to a barbecue, as part of a mezze-style spread of dips and salads, or add it into a cheese and charcuterie sandwich. Whichever way you eat it, this salad will become a staple on your table. Feel free to omit the currants or swap them for dried cranberries. I recommend using top-quality unrefined sunflower oil, though a premium rapeseed oil would work equally well.

Serves 4–6

½ medium white cabbage, roughly 450g (1lb)

1 sweet and tart apple, cored

1 red or yellow (bell) pepper, cored and deseeded

1 large carrot, peeled and grated

large bunch of dill, fronds and stalks, finely chopped

2 tablespoons sunflower seeds, toasted, plus extra to serve

handful of red currants or dried cranberries

FOR THE DRESSING

zest and juice of ½ lemon

2 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

1 teaspoon runny honey (or a pinch of sugar)

4 tablespoons quality unrefined sunflower oil

flaky sea salt to taste

Start by thinly slicing all the vegetables (apart from the carrot) using a mandoline. Although highly precarious, this method results in evenly sliced vegetables, which allows them to absorb the dressing in equal measure and creates a delightful sensory experience in your mouth.

Place the vegetables in a large mixing bowl and season with a big pinch of salt.

To make the dressing, mix all the ingredients in a separate bowl and give them a whisk. Taste and adjust to your liking – add more salt or balance out the sweetness and acidity.

Pour the dressing over the vegetables and give them a gentle massage with your hands.

Next, add the dill, sunflower seeds and red currants. Gently toss, then serve.

If you like, add another pinch of salt, and scatter over more dill, currants and seeds.
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Cabbage, Pea and Dill Fritters

Fritters are an entire culinary genre in Eastern European cuisine. Quick and simple to make, they require no more than a handful of basic ingredients while providing flavour, sustenance and comfort. A whole range of (root) vegetables can be used to make a fritter; potato, beetroot, carrot and courgette (zucchini) being the most popular. Cabbage, albeit less of a top contender, is by far my favourite. Whatever the vegetable you choose, the one thing you must enjoy (aside from the uber-satisfying golden crunch) is a side of cooling sour cream for dipping!

Makes 10 (APPROX)

100g (¾ cup) frozen peas

½ medium white cabbage, weighing approx. 450g (1lb)

½ tablespoon fine salt, plus extra to taste

3–4 spring onions (scallions)

1 medium bunch of dill

2 eggs

4 tablespoons plain (all-purpose) flour, plus extra if needed

vegetable oil, for shallow frying

sour cream, to serve

Start by defrosting the peas by submerging them in boiled water.

Finely shred the cabbage on a mandoline (or thinly slice), put into a bowl with the fine salt and let it sit while you finely chop the spring onions and the dill.

Massage the cabbage a little with your hands, until most of the juices are released. Strain, squeezing out as much liquid as possible, and return to the bowl together with the spring onions and dill.

Drain the peas and add them to the same bowl.

In a separate bowl, whisk the eggs with a pinch of salt and stir in the flour to create the batter.

Pour the batter into the larger bowl with the vegetables and mix well, with a fork. If the mix is too runny, add another tablespoon of flour.

Heat enough oil in a frying pan for shallow frying (4–6 tablespoons, depending on the size of your pan).

Using your hands, form around 1½ heaped tablespoons of the mixture in to a fritter shape, and shallow-fry for 5–6 minutes on each side over a medium heat, until golden and crisp.

Remove and let cool on paper towel to absorb excess oil, then serve with some sour cream while hot or at room temperature.
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Piroshki Buns with Cabbage, Spring Onion and Hard-Boiled Eggs

Humans must be genetically wired to fall helplessly in love with any foodstuff that gives us the joy biting into a crispy yet pillowy dough and discovering a juicy filling inside. Piroshki are a brilliant example of that. An Eastern European equivalent of Asian samosas or Latin American empanadas, these oblong-shaped wonders are made with leavened dough (yes!) and most often shallow-fried in oil (yes please!). When it comes to fillings, the possibilities are endless. The classic filling is cabbage. Also common is hard-boiled egg and spring onion. Here I frivolously mix those two together. You’ll find piroshki filled with peppery mashed potatoes too, or braised sauerkraut with mushrooms, not to mention jams and stewed apples.



Makes 20–25









FOR THE FILLING























Polish Kapusniak Soup


Serves 4–6






























Czech Kyselica Soup


Serves 4






















A Cabbage Strudel




Serves 10–12










FOR THE PIE














Lazanki



Serves 4








PANCETTA AND RYE TOPPING







OTHER TOPPING IDEAS
















An Eastern European ‘Spag Bol’


Serves 4–6






















Bigos


Serves 6–8


























CABBAGE ROLLS












Cabbage Rolls with Sauerkraut Leaves, Beef and Rice in a Tomato Sauce

Serves 6–8

FOR THE ROLLS













FOR THE SAUCE















Cabbage Rolls with Mushrooms and Pearl Barley in a Sour Cream Sauce

Serves 6–8

FOR THE ROLLS









FOR THE SAUCE















Varza A La Cluj – Romanian Sauerkraut, Meat and Grains Bake


Serves 4–6





























Romani Cabbage and Chestnut Pie


Serves 4–6












FOR THE TOPPING














Cabbage and Fennel Braised in a Creamy Sauce


Serves 4
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