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				Dusty roads made moist by spring rains…thatched-roof huts amidst milky-white tree crowns…a corner of Temeria, not far from Vizima, at once quiet, quaint and strangely majestic. Those who live there call it “White Orchard” in a simple yet elegant tribute to the abundance of blossoming trees and flowering shrubs. This abundance influences the area’s cuisine and has helped it rise to prominence. For a taste of White Orchard’s distinctive fare, one need only cross the threshold of the hamlet’s lone inn—as all passing travelers do. The ways of rural life ought never to be underestimated, and trusting one’s nose is crucial. My own followed the intoxicating scent of flowers and aroma of freshly baked goods…The innkeeps lack expensive, exotic spices, yet they produce unforgettable meals using just local ingredients. As the harvested crops change with the seasons, so too do the specialties served. It’s a rhythm as languid and unhurried as the flow of the Ismena River passing over the mill’s rickety water wheel . . .
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			Chicken Sandwiches

			with Kaedweni Stout Marinade
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			Weaving lazily between tables, benches, posts, and beams, the aroma of freshly baked bread was too alluring for this adventuring gourmand to resist. Arms and hands covered in flour, the cook behind the counter rattled off a list of dishes. There was no doubt as to what I would try first. This simple yet satisfying meal’s creator believed near anything could be a sandwich when wedged between two generous slices of bread. In this version—a White Orchard specialty—the chicken is marinated in stout, then topped with grilled mushrooms, kale, and a mild sauce. At royal banquets and nobles’ feasts, we eagerly listen to bards relating stories of old—of heroes and heroines in whose footsteps we sometimes unwittingly follow. Fabled local flavors such as this dish truly deserve ballads of their own.
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			Kaedweni Stout Marinade

			1 cup / 240ml stout or other dark beer

			2 tsp spicy mustard

			1 tsp apple cider vinegar or lemon juice

			2 garlic cloves, peeled and crushed

			1 tsp kosher salt

			1 Tbsp floral honey

			–

			2 boneless, skinless chicken breasts (about 8½ oz / 250g each)

			Sour Cream–Mayo

			¼ cup mayonnaise

			2 Tbsp sour cream

			¼ cup / 15g finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			–

			3 oz / 80g kale leaves, stems and midribs removed

			Vegetable oil for frying

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			1 tsp unsalted butter

			3½ oz / 100g button mushrooms, thinly sliced

			8 slices rustic bread
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			To make the marinade: In a medium saucepan, combine the stout, mustard, vinegar or lemon juice, garlic, and salt and mix thoroughly with a spoon. Set over medium-high heat and cook until reduced to ¼ cup / 60ml and the mixture is the consistency of liquid honey, about 15 minutes. Turn off the heat, stir in the honey, and set aside to cool to room temperature.

			Cut each chicken breast horizontally into two cutlets. Add the meat to the marinade, turn to coat, cover, and refrigerate for up to 1 hour. Before cooking, let the marinated chicken sit at room temperature for 15 to 30 minutes to take off the chill.

			To make the sour cream–mayo: Meanwhile, in a medium bowl, combine the mayonnaise, sour cream, parsley, and a pinch each of salt and pepper. Stir, cover, and transfer to the fridge.

			Bring a small saucepan half full of water to a boil over high heat. Turn off the heat, add the kale, and let sit for 1 minute. Then drain and set aside.

			In a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat, warm 2 Tbsp vegetable oil. Add the kale and a pinch of salt and pepper and cook, stirring occasionally, until the kale is browned at its edges, about 5 minutes. Remove the kale from the skillet and transfer to a plate. Warm another 2 Tbsp vegetable oil in the same skillet. Remove the chicken from the marinade, reserving the marinade, and add to the skillet. Fry, without turning, until browned, about 1 minute. Then, using tongs, flip to the other side and cook for 1 minute more. Spread the reserved marinade on the chicken, add a splash of water, and shake the pan, then cover with a lid, turn the heat to medium-low, and cook, flipping the chicken twice, until the meat is no longer pink inside (slice with a knife to check) and well browned, about 3 minutes. Uncover, turn the heat to medium-high, and sear, flipping the chicken twice, until each side is heavily browned, 1 to 2 minutes more. Remove from the heat, transfer to a plate, cover, and set aside.

			In the same skillet over medium-high heat, melt the butter. Arrange the mushrooms in a single layer and sear undisturbed until nicely browned, about 2 minutes on each side, then season with salt and pepper. Remove the mushrooms from the skillet, transfer to the plate with the chicken, cover, and set aside.

			Turn the heat to medium-high, and add the bread, a few slices at a time, to the same skillet. Toast until lightly browned, about 30 seconds on each side.

			Spread the sauce on each slice of toasted bread and add the kale, mushrooms, and chicken to four of the slices. Top with the remaining bread slices and lightly press each sandwich with your hand (to make it more convenient to eat) before serving.
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			Temerian Sourdough Multiseed Bread

			While in White Orchard, I slept in an attic once used to store old junk and sacks of flour and grain. The enterprising innkeepers glimpsed an opportunity and converted the attic from a rarely entered storage space into humble yet cozy lodgings. Through the aged floorboards, the sounds and aromas of evening feasts rose up from the dining room below—the soothing scent of fresh bread serving as ample compensation for the noisy revelry and drunken carousing. The loaves were nested in baskets on the tables. The crackle of their warm crusts as they were sliced or broken became part of my daily routine. Though I was a stranger to the locals, as a guest I was granted leave to ask curiously specific questions. Soon I had learned and noted down the inn’s baking secrets, including all the vital steps required to form and bake a perfect, seeded sourdough loaf.

			[image: ] Makes 1 loaf [image: ]

			Sourdough Starter

			1¾ cup / 210g dark rye flour, or as needed

			1 cup / 240ml boiled water, cooled to lukewarm, or as needed

			Seed Mix

			1½ tsp flaxseeds

			1 Tbsp chopped sunflower seeds

			1 Tbsp chopped pumpkin seeds

			–

			2½ cups / 340g all-purpose flour, plus more for sprinkling

			½ cup / 60g dark rye flour

			1¼ cups / 300ml lukewarm water

			1½ tsp kosher salt
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			To make the starter: In a sterile jar, using a perfectly clean wooden spoon, stir together ¼ cup / 30g of the rye flour and 3 Tbsp of the water; the mixture should have the consistency of thick cream. Add a splash of water if the starter is too thick to stir easily. Loosely cover the jar with a kitchen towel and set aside in a dark place at room temperature for 24 hours. Repeat for the next 5 days, stirring in another ¼ cup / 30g rye flour and 3 Tbsp water each day and discarding 2 Tbsp of starter every 4 days so your container doesn’t overflow. The starter should smell sour and produce bubbles after a few days. After 7 days, it is ready to use (see Note).

			Every four days, transfer the sourdough into a fresh, sterile jar to avoid mold formation. If you want to store the starter, cover with a cloth and place in the fridge. While storing, feed it once a week with ¼ cup / 30g rye flour and 3 Tbsp water. (If you’ve forgotten to feed the starter after 7 days, make sure there’s no mold on it and try to revive it by adding ¼ cup / 30g rye flour and 3 Tbsp water. However, if there’s mold or if it smells bad, you must throw it away and start again.)

			Several hours before you’re ready to bake, add ¼ cup /  30g rye flour and 3 Tbsp water, and set aside at room temperature until doubled in size and very bubbly.

			To make the seed mix: Meanwhile, in a small bowl, stir together the flaxseeds, sunflower seeds, and pumpkin seeds. Add enough water to cover the seeds and set aside until the water is fully absorbed.

			To make the bread dough: In a medium bowl, place the all-purpose flour, rye flour, and water and, using a fork, stir to combine. Cover and let sit for 45 minutes. Add ⅓ cup / 100g of the sourdough starter, salt, and a sprinkling of flour, and briefly knead the dough inside the bowl until uniform but still sticky. Cover with a kitchen towel and set aside at room temperature for 30 minutes.

			Sprinkle the seed mix over the dough. Wet your hands with lukewarm water and stretch the dough by holding one end and pulling the other slightly upward, and then fold the ends inward in a motion that is similar to the way you would fold a kitchen towel. Rotate the bowl 90 degrees and repeat this motion a total of five times. Set the dough aside for 30 minutes and then repeat this process four times, covering with the kitchen towel and letting rest for 30 minutes after each stretching. The seed mix should be fully incorporated and the dough should slightly increase its volume and get fluffy and smooth in the process. Cover the bowl and set it aside at room temperature until the dough doubles in size; this should take 4 to 5 hours.

			Line a proofing basket or a colander with a linen kitchen towel and generously sprinkle it with all-purpose flour. Once the dough has doubled in size, turn the dough onto a floured work surface and fold a few times as instructed previously. Shape the dough into an oval, sprinkle both sides generously with all-purpose flour, and transfer to the prepared proofing basket or colander. Cover and set aside until doubled in size, about 3 hours at room temperature or in the fridge for 12 hours.

			Place a lidded, ovenproof dish, such as a Dutch oven, inside the oven and preheat to 450°F / 240°C.

			Gently remove the dough from the basket and transfer to a piece of parchment paper. Using a sharp knife or a razor blade, lightly score the dough down the middle. Transfer the dough and parchment paper to the preheated ovenproof dish, cover, and put in the oven. Bake for 20 minutes, then turn the oven temperature to 400°F / 200°C, remove the lid, and bake until the crust is well browned, 35 to 40 minutes more. Turn off the oven, slightly open the door, and let the bread sit for 15 minutes. Remove the bread from the oven, place it on a wire rack, and let cool for 2 hours before slicing.

			Store the bread, wrapped in a linen cloth or a kitchen towel, at room temperature for up to 4 days.

			Note: The starter can be used after 7 days, but younger starter results in a denser loaf when baked. If you prefer a more open loaf, continue to feed your starter as instructed.

			White Orchard Inn Groats with Bacon
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			The White Orchard Inn is the village’s beating heart and the first stop for any who seek a hearty meal and a relaxing way to pass the time. After a few days of settling in, I had to admit that my relatives in Vizima had been right to recommend it as the best place to embark on my culinary journey. One night, it seemed that nearly the whole village had gathered in its bustling main room to feast and enjoy music provided by a recently arrived Cidarian bard (a rare honor for such a humble setting). While waiting for the performance to resume, I couldn’t refuse the generous offer of a portion of groats with bacon that smelled of garlic and freshly ground pepper. This simple dish, though widely known from Arcsea to Cintra, was served not only with crackling lardons, but also roasted greens.

			[image: ] Makes 4 servings [image: ]

			3½ oz / 100g kale leaves, stems and midribs removed

			1 cup / 200g pearl barley

			2 cups / 480ml water

			Kosher salt

			5 oz / 150g slab bacon, diced

			3 garlic cloves, minced

			Freshly ground black pepper
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			Bring a kettle of water to a boil. Place the kale leaves in a sieve, pour in the boiling water, and then coarsely chop and set aside.

			Put the barley in the sieve, rinse with cold water, and then transfer to a small saucepan over high heat. Add the 2 cups / 480ml of water and ¾ tsp salt, stir, cover, and bring to a boil. Turn the heat to low and cook for 15 minutes. Turn off the heat, stir, cover again, and set aside until the barley is slightly chewy yet tender, 10 to 15 minutes. The grains should soak up all the water in the process; if not, drain them.

			In a large nonstick skillet over medium heat, combine the bacon and a splash of cold water. Cook until the water evaporates, about 3 minutes, then continue cooking, stirring occasionally, until slightly browned, about 5 minutes more. Add the kale and cook, stirring occasionally, until the leaves are slightly browned on the edges, 5 to 7 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for 1 minute more.

			Add the barley to the skillet, season with pepper, stir until well combined, and stir-fry for 3 minutes more. Season with more salt if needed.

			Transfer the groats into individual bowls and serve immediately.
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			Orchardman’s Refreshing Nectar
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			White Orchard is not only famed for its flowering trees, but also for the fruit that issues in bushels from the blooms. The inn’s owners directed me to the local orchard keepers, who graciously taught me this simple recipe for a refreshing libation. These masters of all things fruity work out of a hut that sits at the end of a sandy path lined by fragrant lilacs—though a quarrelsome cat that guards the way. According to the local folk, so fearless is this stubborn feline that it will not budge even for passing chorts, rumored to inhabit the nearby wood. At the end of this pleasant walk, I was rewarded with a mug of this famed beverage, made from tart gooseberries, currants, sweet cherries, and a pinch of fresh mint. The orchard keepers shared numerous recipes featuring their beloved fruit while waxing lyrical about the seasonal enemies of White Orchard’s blooming period—cheeky roe deer fond of gnawing on young branches as well as so-called “cold gardeners,” or frost spirits, who roam the land around the holiday of Belleteyn.

			[image: ] Makes about 8 cups / 2L [image: ]

			10½ oz / 300g gooseberries

			14 oz / 400g sweet cherries

			10½ oz / 300g red currants (see Note)

			5 cups / 1.2L water, or as needed

			2 Tbsp granulated sugar

			2 mint sprigs (optional)

			Floral honey or granulated sugar for sweetening (optional)
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			Wash the gooseberries, cherries, and currants thoroughly under running water. Remove the gooseberry stems and black tips, the cherry stems and seeds, and the currant stalks.

			In a medium saucepan over high heat, combine the fruits, water, and sugar. Bring the mixture to a boil, and then turn the heat to low and let simmer for 5 minutes. Turn off the heat, add the mint (if using), and let sit for 10 minutes.

			Transfer the mixture to a large pitcher. Taste and then sweeten the drink with sugar or honey or add more water if needed to dilute.

			Serve the refreshment chilled or lukewarm, being sure to include the fruits.

			Store, covered, in the fridge for up to 2 days.

			Notes

			If red currants are difficult to find or are not in season, use another tart red fruit, such as sour cherries.

			For a hint of floral sweetness, you can add a splash of elderflower syrup instead of the additional sugar or honey.

			Willoughby Roast Chicken

			with Nuts and Herbs
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			Willoughby, a neighboring hamlet, lies just the other side of a bridge one must cross to reach an old fortress. This once was home to a cruel baron, yet when passing villagers stop in the shadows of the castle’s remains to rest and share gossip, it is not the area’s former lord they speak of in hushed tones, but rather his late chef. The cook is said to have died a gruesome death and to this very day apparently lurks within the ruins during the Buck Moon (what locals call a full moon after Midaëte in the month of July). Rumor has it that on these nights one can hear the clatter of pots and the sound of many a plate being smashed. Folk wonder why the ghost still lingers—does he guard a treasure or hunger for revenge? None have ever plucked up the courage to investigate. Nevertheless, the phantom left behind a culinary heritage that has taken root in the village’s memory. His recipe for roasted, succulent chicken with nuts and herbs was once the signature dish of every feast at Amavet Fortress and on special occasions now reigns supreme atop villagers’ dining tables.

			[image: ] Makes 4 to 6 servings [image: ]

			3 garlic cloves, chopped

			3 tsp kosher salt

			3 tsp parsley flakes

			3 tsp dried lovage

			1 tsp freshly ground black pepper

			1 Tbsp Herbal Pepper (recipe follows)

			–

			1 whole farm-raised chicken (about 4½ lb / 2kg)

			2 Tbsp unsalted butter at room temperature

			Stuffing

			½ cup / 50g mixed nuts (such as walnuts and hazelnuts)

			½ cup / 60g dried bread crumbs

			2 Tbsp unsalted butter, at room temperature, diced

			¼ cup / 15g chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley

			½ tsp kosher salt

			2 Tbsp cold water, or as needed

			Vegetable oil

			
				[image: ]
			

			In a mortar with a pestle or small bowl, use a fork to mash together the garlic, salt, parsley flakes, lovage, black pepper, and herbal pepper to a smooth paste.

			If necessary, remove the giblets from the chicken. Pat the chicken dry with paper towels, and then thoroughly rub the chicken skin, on each side, with two-thirds of the spice mix.

			In the mortar with the remaining one-third of the garlic-herb mixture, add the butter and, using a fork, incorporate thoroughly. Carefully insert your fingers underneath the end of the breast skin to separate it from the meat. Then smear the butter mixture between each breast and its skin.

			Transfer the chicken, uncovered, to a plate, and then place in the refrigerator for 10 hours. About 1 hour before baking, remove the chicken from the fridge and set aside at room temperature.

			To make the stuffing: In a dry, medium nonstick skillet over medium heat, toast the nuts, shaking the skillet a few times, until slightly browned, 3 to 4 minutes. Transfer the nuts to a cutting board, let cool to room temperature, and then mince.

			In a medium bowl, combine the bread crumbs and butter and whisk with a fork until fluffy. Then add the nuts, parsley, salt, and water and stir to combine. The stuffing mixture should be moist but not runny; add a little more water if it is too dry.

			Spoon the stuffing into the chicken’s cavity and press with your fingers. Cross the drumsticks and bind them with kitchen twine. Then lightly fold the chicken wings behind the back of the chicken to prevent them from burning.

			Preheat the oven to 400°F / 200°C. Drizzle a little vegetable oil into an ovenproof baking dish or cast-iron skillet.

			Transfer the chicken to the prepared cooking vessel, place in the oven, and roast for 15 minutes. Then lower the oven temperature to 350°F / 180°C and roast until golden brown, for 70 to 90 minutes more. After the first 45 minutes, baste the chicken with its cooking juices every 15 minutes. At the end of baking, turn the oven temperature to 425°F / 220°C and roast until the skin is nicely browned and crispy, about 10 minutes more.

			Remove the chicken from the oven and let rest for 15 minutes. Using a sharp knife, divide it into thighs, drumsticks, breast meat, and wings. Remove the stuffing and serve on the side of each portion. Use the remaining cooking juices to drizzle over the meat and serve immediately.

			Herbal Pepper

			Makes 1 Tbsp

			1 tsp coriander seeds

			1 tsp yellow mustard seeds

			½ tsp dried marjoram

			½ tsp caraway seeds

			In a mortar, add the coriander, mustard, marjoram, and caraway and crush with a pestle until the spices are powdered and well-combined.

			Miller’s Bigos

			Cabbage Stew with Apples and Dried Plums
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			This haphazard, chaotic, yet ultimately satisfying dish is a testament to the day I happened to spend on the other side of the Ismena River. To learn yet more about the local cuisine, I volunteered to assist with preparations for a food and drinks festival during which Viziman Champion beer was to flow without end. Suddenly, a rapidly approaching storm forced us to take shelter within the miller’s home, where we hurriedly covered all mirrors with cloth so as not to glimpse an apparition or other terrifying spirit summoned by the tempest. The fresh, damp air mingled with the irresistible aromas of a bubbling cabbage stew with dried plums and apples and of bread baked from newly milled flour. The miller’s cheerful wife served us this nourishing dish, consisting of local fruit mixed with sauerkraut, tender meat, earthy forest mushrooms, and pungent spices. As we greedily wolfed down our meal, she reminded us that the stew’s flavor improves each time it is reheated, its flavors blending ever more deeply.
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			1 oz / 30g dried mushroom slices (such as bay bolete or porcini)

			2¾ oz / 80g dried plums (pitted prunes)

			3½ oz / 100g slab bacon, diced

			12 oz / 350g boneless pork butt or shoulder, cut into ¾-inch / 2cm cubes

			6 cups / 400g shredded green cabbage

			½ tsp caraway seeds

			Kosher salt

			Vegetable oil for frying

			2 medium white onions, diced

			1 large sweet red apple, peeled and shredded

			1 lb / 500g sauerkraut, drained and coarsely chopped, plus ½ cup / 120ml brine (optional)

			10 black peppercorns

			3 juniper berries

			2 allspice berries

			2 bay leaves

			1 tsp dried savory

			3 Tbsp plum vodka or Redanian Herbal Vodka (this page; optional)

			5 oz / 150g smoked kielbasa, cubed

			Sourdough bread for serving
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			Rinse the mushroom slices with cold water, transfer to a small bowl, cover with lukewarm water, and let soak for 1 hour.

			In a separate bowl, cover the plums with lukewarm water and set aside for 30 minutes. Bring a kettle of water to a boil.

			In a large nonstick skillet over medium heat, combine the bacon and a splash of cold water. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the water evaporates, 2 to 3 minutes, and continue to cook, still stirring occasionally, until the bacon is slightly browned, 4 to 5 minutes more. Add the pork cubes, turn the heat to high, and cook until browned on each side, a few minutes more. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the meat to a bowl and set the skillet aside.

			Using a slotted spoon, transfer the mushrooms from their soaking liquid into a large, heavy stockpot. Line a fine-mesh sieve with a paper towel, set over the stockpot, and then pour in the soaking liquid to strain out any sediment. Set the pot over medium heat, add the cabbage, and cover with boiling water. Then add the caraway seeds and 1 tsp salt, cover, and let simmer for 30 minutes.

			Meanwhile, add 2 Tbsp vegetable oil to the skillet. Set over medium heat, add the onion, and cook, stirring occasionally, until slightly browned, about 5 minutes. Add the apple and cook, stirring frequently, until slightly softened, about 5 minutes more. Transfer the contents of the skillet to the pot with the cabbage; reserve the skillet. Add the fried meat, sauerkraut, peppercorns, juniper berries, allspice berries, bay leaves, and savory to the stockpot. Stir to combine, cover, and let simmer, stirring occasionally.

			After 1 hour, add the plums and their soaking water and the vodka (if using) to the stockpot and continue to simmer, uncovered, stirring occasionally until the stew reaches the desired consistency, about 1 hour. Add a splash of water if needed.

			Set the skillet over medium heat, add the kielbasa, and cook, stirring occasionally, until browned, for 3 minutes. Then add to the stew, stir to combine, and let simmer for 30 minutes more. At the very end of cooking, taste the stew; if it is not sour enough, add the sauerkraut brine and season with more salt.

			Serve steaming hot with chunks of sourdough bread.

			Note: Refrigerate leftovers and reheat to enhance the flavor—transfer to a skillet and simmer, covered, for 30 minutes over medium heat once each day for two days.

			Fried Kaszanka with Egg
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			One morning I awoke so late as to be the sole guest in the inn’s dining room. I decided to order a local specialty customarily served during the Belleteyn festive season. Blood sausage fried with onions and mushrooms, then topped with an egg—this was my hearty breakfast! As I ate my meal in silence I grew more and more aware. I gazed out the windows at village folk milling about. I could sense their excitement as they tended to their homesteads, preparing for the spring celebration. In keeping with local custom, they were adorning their homes with green branches while their children crowned the village cows with flower wreaths. I noted how the “young’uns” rollicked freely about the village and meadows. A local belief holds that they are watched over by a cornflower wraith—a field creature who guards the little flower hunters and makes sure they don’t stray into crop rows.
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			½ oz / 15g dried mushroom slices (such as bay bolete or porcini)

			1 Tbsp vegetable oil

			1 small white onion, thinly sliced

			2 tsp unsalted butter

			Kosher salt

			12 oz / 340g kaszanka sausage or other Polish black pudding, casings removed, chopped

			½ tsp dried marjoram

			2 eggs

			Freshly ground black pepper

			Sliced sourdough bread for serving
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			Rinse the mushroom slices with cold water, transfer to a small bowl, cover with lukewarm water, and let soak for 1 hour. Add the mushrooms and their soaking liquid to a small saucepan and simmer until tender, about 30 minutes. Then strain the mushrooms, reserving the cooking water, and coarsely chop the mushrooms.

			In a large nonstick skillet over medium heat, warm the vegetable oil. Add the onion and cook, stirring occasionally, until lightly browned, about 5 minutes. Transfer to a bowl and set aside.

			In the same skillet, add the drained mushrooms and 5 Tbsp of their cooking water, turn the heat to medium, and let simmer, stirring occasionally, until the water evaporates, about 3 minutes. Add 1 tsp of the butter, season with salt, and cook, stirring occasionally, until lightly browned, 2 to 3 minutes more. Transfer to the bowl with the onion and set aside.

			Add the sausage to the same skillet over medium heat, gently break up the chunks with a wooden spatula, and then add the marjoram and cook, stirring frequently, until intensely dark, 5 to 7 minutes. Then add the onion and mushrooms, season with salt and pepper, and fry, stirring thoroughly to evenly distribute the ingredients, about 3 minutes more. Divide between two serving plates, cover, and set aside.

			In the same skillet over medium heat, melt the remaining 1 tsp butter and crack in the eggs. Fry until the whites are set, about 2 minutes, and then season with salt and pepper, turn the heat to low, cover, and let simmer until the yolks are partially set, 1 to 2 minutes more. Transfer an egg to each plate of fried kaszanka.

			Serve immediately with slices of sourdough on the side.

			Granny’s Caramel-Nut Baked Apples
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			I have tried many varieties of apples and enjoyed quite a few, but those I tasted in White Orchard proved a rare delight. Slightly sour, filled with nuts and dried fruit, baked and topped with velvety caramel—this unexpected treat was my reward for helping a local orchardist. She was an elderly woman who needed a hand unpacking baskets in her cellar while her relatives were away. Having grown up hearing tales of old hags offering apples to naïve young girls, I accepted the baked gift with some trepidation. Luckily, despite my childish fears, the first bite brought neither misfortune nor disappointment. I sat in her kitchen, its walls adorned with pots and pans, and listened as she shared her secrets for preparing the perfect baked apple. The over-large oven in the corner, however, did make me wonder if this kind-hearted granny’s dessert was not merely meant to fatten me up.
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			Caramel Sauce

			¼ cup / 50g granulated sugar

			¼ cup / 60ml heavy cream, or as needed, at room temperature

			2 Tbsp floral honey

			2 pinches Zerrikanian Spice Blend (recipe follows) or ground cinnamon

			1 pinch kosher salt

			1 Tbsp vodka, rum, or mead, or as needed (optional)

			–

			1 oz / 30g mixed nuts (such as walnuts and hazelnuts), coarsely chopped

			⅓ cup / 30g chopped dried cranberries

			3 dried apricots, diced

			2 dried plums (pitted prunes), diced

			4 tart apples (such as Granny Smith)

			Lemon juice for brushing

			1 Tbsp unsalted butter, at room temperature
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			To make the sauce: In a small saucepan over medium heat, melt the sugar. Shake the pan to evenly dissolve the sugar, then turn the heat to low and continue to cook until the caramel is intensely amber, about 5 minutes. Add the cream and stir vigorously; sugar lumps may form at this point, but they should completely dissolve in the cooking process. Let the sauce simmer, stirring occasionally, until smooth and resembling liquid honey, 15 to 20 minutes. Turn off the heat and let the sauce cool slightly for 10 minutes. Add the honey, spice blend, salt, and vodka (if using) and stir to incorporate. Let cool to room temperature. If the sauce becomes too thick, stir in additional cream or vodka.

			In a medium bowl, combine the nuts, cranberries, apricots, plums, and 2 Tbsp of the caramel sauce. Set aside.

			Using a sharp knife, cut off the top ¾ inch / 2cm of each apple, so the stem is still attached. Using a small knife or a teaspoon, carve out a medium hole in the flesh to get rid of the seeds and core. Be careful not to break through the apple. Brush the inside flesh with lemon juice to prevent browning.

			Preheat the oven to 350°F / 170°C.

			Fill the cored apples with the caramel-nut mixture and then even out the surface of the filling by pressing gently with a spoon bottom. Cover the stuffed apples with their tops; try to match them exactly to the cutting line. Using your fingers, coat each apple with a thin layer of the butter. Transfer the apples to a baking dish.

			Bake the apples, uncovered, until their skin is slightly wrinkled, 30 to 40 minutes, depending on the size and ripeness of the fruit.

			Serve the apples immediately, topped with a generous portion of the remaining caramel sauce.

			Zerrikanian Spice Blend

			Makes about 2 Tbsp

			1 Tbsp ground cinnamon
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			Mahakaman Zalewajka
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			Campfire-Style Baked Potatoes
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