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		Sea Buckthorn Tonic

		Облепиховый кисель
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		Russians love kisel’, fruit juice thickened with potato starch and barely cooked to ensure that its nutritive properties remain intact. Kisel’ can be made as thick as a pudding or thin enough to drink, which is how I suggest making it here, with sea buckthorn, a kind of super fruit, filled not just with vitamins, amino acids, and antioxidants but also all of the omega fatty acids.

		During the Soviet years, when medicine was hard to come by, Muscovites would seek out sea buckthorn berries from Siberia, which they believed would cure everything from the common cold to cancer. Like the Russians, I’m a bit obsessed with sea buckthorn. I adore the berry not only for its restorative powers but also for its tart, dusky flavor.

		Kisel’ is generally chilled before serving. But in the depths of winter, you might also want to try this drink hot, as I tasted it in the provincial city of Velsk, in a charming restaurant called Yuri’s Courtyard. We’d arrived more than a bit ragged after a long overnight train ride. A steaming mug of this golden beverage perked me right up.

		Sea buckthorn berries are available frozen. You can also use bottled juice (see Sources).

		Serves 4 to 6
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			2 cups fresh or thawed frozen sea buckthorn berries (or ¾ cup unsweetened sea buckthorn juice)

			2½ cups plus 2 tablespoons cold water

			¾ cup sugar

			2 tablespoons potato starch

		

		Put the berries through a food mill, pressing down hard on the seeds to extract all the juice. You will end up with about ¾ cup of juice.

		In a medium saucepan, bring the 2½ cups water to a boil with the sugar, lower the heat, and simmer for 1 minute. Spoon the potato starch into a small bowl and gradually stir in the remaining 2 tablespoons water to make a loose paste. Whisk the paste into the sugar syrup and bring to a full boil again. The mixture will thicken slightly. Whisk in the sea buckthorn juice, lower the heat, and simmer for 1 minute.

		Serve immediately, or pour into glasses or bowls to chill in the refrigerator. It will keep for several days, covered, in the refrigerator.

		Lingonberry-Cranberry Juice

		Брусничный морс с клюквой

		The Russians love berry juice so much that it has its own name, mors, which distinguishes it from other fruit juices. Before the advent of commercial sodas, Russians served berry juice at almost every meal, and it remains a popular refresher. Use red or black currants in place of some or all of the lingonberries or cranberries. You’ll just need to adjust the amount of sugar, depending on your taste and the sweetness of the berries.

		Serves 6
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			3 cups fresh or frozen lingonberries

			2 cups fresh or frozen cranberries

			6 cups water

			½ cup sugar

			2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

		

		If the berries are frozen, thaw them at room temperature. Put the berries through a food mill. You will end up with about 1 cup of juice. Set aside.

		Scrape the berry pulp from the food mill into a large saucepan. Stir in the water and bring to a boil. Simmer, uncovered, for 5 minutes, then put the mixture through the food mill again. This time you’ll get about 6 cups of juice.

		While the juice is still hot, add the sugar, stirring until it dissolves. Then stir in the lemon juice and reserved berry juice. If you want the juice to be clear, pour the mixture through a fine-mesh strainer to capture the last of the tiny seeds. Transfer the juice to a 2-quart jar or lidded pitcher. Let cool to room temperature before placing in the refrigerator.

		The juice keeps for a couple of weeks in the refrigerator. Stir or shake gently before serving.

		Variation: Lingonberry-Beet Juice

		Брусничный морс со свëклой

		This garnet-colored juice is a light tonic for beet lovers. The lingonberries offer a nice boost and tart alternative to the apples and ginger typically mixed with beets at American juice bars. The amount of sugar and lemon to add depends on the age and sweetness of the beets, as well as your own preferences. If, after you’ve chilled the juice, the balance doesn’t seem quite right, you can always adjust it then.

		Serves 6
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			1½ cups fresh or frozen lingonberries

			1 large beet (8 ounces), peeled and coarsely grated

			6 cups water

			3 tablespoons sugar, or to taste

			2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice, or to taste

		

		Follow the instructions for the lingonberry-cranberry juice, adding the grated beet to the lingonberry pulp and water in the saucepan.
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				AT THE DACHA
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			Technically speaking, a dacha is a Russian country cottage, used most often in the summer. But once you add the preposition at—“at the dacha”—that summer cottage becomes a state of mind, a kind of Eden. It’s no longer just a building or the land it sits on. “At the dacha” evokes an immediate connection to the rhythms of nature and to being Russian, a source of security in a country where social upheaval and hunger remain within active memory. Russians are devoted to their dachas not only because they offer a respite from urban life, but because they enable self-sufficiency—the urge to sow and reap and forage and preserve in anticipation of the long winter to come.

			Dachas aren’t vacation homes where you just kick back and drink kvass. They’re more often minifarms and gateways to the wild. In springtime, Russians gather the first mushrooms and wild greens of the season and turn over the newly exposed soil, reveling in its earthy smell. Then they plant. Midsummer is for picking berries and harvesting early potatoes and beets and crisp, refreshing cucumbers. With late summer come more mushrooms and wild berries and the sudden urgency of the garden harvest, when the real labor begins: the salting, pickling, drying, and brining; the preserving of fruits and infusing of vodkas. All this activity is crucial to Russian identity, based for a thousand years on being close to the soil, whether one’s ancestors were landowners or serfs. The dacha offers an essential means of spiritual survival quite apart from the crucial food that is grown there. Even today, when Russians have access to grocery stores with ample produce, many continue to tend dacha gardens, if only to raise a crop of potatoes, a kind of insurance against bad times ahead.

			Despite all the work involved, being at the dacha also affords relaxation. It means the midnight sun, long summer days that for months in the Far North never end. It means swimming in rivers and lakes, and simmering freshly caught fish over an open fire into the fisherman’s soup, ukha. It means harvesting cucumbers and radishes and scallions and dill and dicing them into the cold soup called okroshka that’s doused with a bottle of kvass. It means both freedom and tradition. This unstructured (or self-structured) life is a large part of the dacha’s appeal.

			Most dachas are less picturesque than the word “cottage” suggests in English. (The recent, modish term kottedzh describes the stylish country houses of newly affluent post-Soviet Russians.) The typical dacha is a modest wooden dwelling, something like an old-fashioned summer camp and usually in need of constant repair. So the feeling of leisure coexists with the do-it-yourself impulse to tinker and improve, to build new garden beds and fix leaky roofs or listing foundations. Because many dachas lack indoor plumbing, a banya—the Russian steam bath—adds to the charms of country life. The special smell of the dacha—drying herbs, especially dill, and fresh birch besoms for massaging the skin in the banya—mixes with the pleasant mustiness of old wood.

			There are entire dacha communities tucked off the main roads where people collectively engage in summer pursuits. One such community lies near Severodvinsk, on the shore of the White Sea. To get there, we commandeered a taxi from Arkhangelsk, our driver cursing us for every mile we had to traverse on a road paved with crumbling concrete blocks. The road led past camouflaged Soviet-era military installations and endless forest. And then suddenly, there was a charming village of wooden houses and well-worn footpaths cutting through overgrown meadows ablaze with wildflowers. Each small house had a small plot of land intensively cultivated with gardens and fruit trees and berry bushes. The lushness obscured all the labor involved. For several seasons our host, Yuri, had carted in humus to enrich the sandy soil, laboriously working it in by hand. The rewards were great—cucumbers, tomatoes, beets, scallions, onions, carrots, garlic, potatoes, green peppers, and cabbage, inspiring a quick summer soup concocted by Yuri’s wife, Alexandra, who flavored the vegetables with parsley, chervil, tarragon, and dill. She saved the garden’s marigolds, dill crowns, and black currant, horseradish, and cherry leaves for her famous pickles. We worked together that day, adhering to traditional gender roles. Yuri and my husband constructed concrete forms for a new banya, while Alexandra and I made the soup, baked fish pies and berry pies, and put up pickles. We convened for tea around a smoky old samovar propped up in the garden. It was a beautiful, rhythmic, hardworking day.

			Cultivated gardens are only part of the dacha story. “At the dacha” is also about foraging in forests and meadows for the wild mushrooms and berries with which Russia abounds. For Russians, foraging isn’t a trendy pastime, it’s a deeply embedded ritual defined by the seasons, the heat, and the rainfall. Each summer weekend, the commuter trains heading out to the countryside are jammed with foragers toting empty baskets and sacks, only to return later with their buckets and pails spilling over with mushrooms and berries. The mood is jubilant; the excitement palpable. Vladimir Nabokov captured the essence of the hunt in his memoir, Speak Memory. Though he describes his mother’s foraging on their country estate (a far cry from the simple dacha life), the emotion she experiences from the hunt is universal.

			One of her greatest pleasures in summer was the very Russian sport of hodit’ po gribi (looking for mushrooms). Fried in butter and thickened with sour cream, her delicious finds appeared regularly on the dinner table. Not that the gustatory moment mattered much. Her main delight was in the quest.…

			Rainy weather would bring out these beautiful plants in profusion under the firs, birches, and aspens in our park, especially in its older part, east of the carriage road that divided the park in two. Its shady recesses would then harbor that special boletic reek which makes a Russian’s nostrils dilate—a dark, dank, satisfying blend of damp moss, rich earth, rotting leaves.…

			This immersion in nature is what being at the dacha is all about. The forest floor and the stands of birch trees aren’t a mere backdrop to the hunt. They are vital to the Russians’ well-being. It’s no surprise that the Russian words for family, motherland, native, and dear all share the same root as the word for nature. They are all one.
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		Infused Vodkas

		Настойки
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		PEPPER VODKA

		Перцовка

		Pepper vodka is one of Russia’s most popular infusions. It packs a different kind of punch from horseradish vodka, with a nice hint of spice. This vodka infuses longer than the others I’ve included, so you’ll want to taste it daily until it reaches the peak of heat that you like. I find it just right after three or four days, but you can infuse it for up to a week.

		Makes 1 (750 ml) bottle
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			1 (750-ml) bottle high-quality vodka, such as Russian Standard, Stolichnaya, or even Tito’s

			1 hot red pepper, 4 inches long, such as cayenne or jalapeño

			8 black peppercorns

			2 allspice berries

			1-inch piece cinnamon stick

			2 tablespoons mild honey

		

		Transfer all but 2 tablespoons of the vodka to a wide-mouth 1-quart jar, reserving the original bottle. Remove the stem from the pepper and score the skin in three places to enable faster infusion. Drop the pepper into the jar.

		Slightly crush the peppercorns, allspice, and cinnamon in a mortar with a pestle and add the spices to the jar. In a small bowl, stir the honey with the remaining 2 tablespoons vodka until the honey dissolves, then add it to the jar. Close the lid and allow the vodka to infuse at room temperature for at least 3 days. Strain the pepper and spices and transfer the vodka by means of a funnel into the reserved bottle. Chill well before serving. The vodka will keep indefinitely in the freezer.

		CHERRY VODKA

		Вишнёвка

		This delicate infusion capturing the flavor of summer is ideal for either a hot summer’s day or a cold winter’s night. The vodka takes on a subtle shade of pink from the infused cherry pits. Use the unused flesh to make a sweet cherry dessert, like clafoutis or cobbler.

		Makes 1 (750 ml) bottle
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			1 (750-ml) bottle high-quality vodka

			36 fresh, sweet cherries, such as Bing

		

		Transfer the vodka to a wide-mouth 1-quart jar, reserving the original bottle. Pit the cherries, crush the pits with a mallet or meat pounder, and drop the pits into the vodka. Close the lid and allow the vodka to infuse at room temperature for 48 hours. Strain out the pits and transfer the vodka by means of a funnel into the reserved bottle. Chill well before serving. The vodka will keep indefinitely in the freezer.

		HORSERADISH VODKA

		Хреновка

		This is my favorite vodka infusion, with just the right amount of bite. Mike Wiley, the brilliant chef at Eventide in Portland, Maine, describes his experience with it: “I had a nip of it with some smoked swordfish belly last night and looked up to find that I was standing in a column of golden light.” It may not be holy water, but it’s bracing!

		Taste the vodka after 24 hours. If your horseradish isn’t especially potent, you may want to let the vodka infuse for up to 48 hours.

		Makes 1 (750 ml) bottle
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			1 (750-ml) bottle high-quality vodka

			1½ ounces fresh horseradish root, peeled (about a 2½-inch chunk)

		

		Transfer the vodka to a wide-mouth 1-quart jar, reserving the original bottle. Cut the horseradish into 6 pieces and drop them into the vodka. Close the lid and allow the vodka to infuse at room temperature for 24 hours. Strain the horseradish and transfer the vodka by means of a funnel into the reserved bottle. Chill well before serving. The vodka will keep indefinitely in the freezer.

		TARRAGON VODKA

		Настойка на тархуне

		The herbal notes of this vodka will beguile your guests. Although dill is the quintessential Russian culinary herb, tarragon is enjoyed, too. Native to Central Asia—probably Siberia—the plant is hearty, with an assertive taste that’s tempered here by the addition of mint, lemon, and honey. This infusion turns a lovely pale green.

		Makes 1 (750 ml) bottle
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			1 (750-ml) bottle high-quality vodka

			1 small bunch tarragon (to yield 3 cups loose leaves)

			15 large fresh mint leaves

			1½ tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

			1½ teaspoons mild honey

		

		Transfer the vodka to a wide-mouth 1-quart jar, reserving the original bottle. Strip the tarragon leaves from the coarse stems and chop them along with the mint leaves. Place the leaves in a small bowl and stir in the lemon juice and honey. Let sit for 20 minutes until the leaves turn moist, then add to the vodka. Close the lid and allow the vodka to infuse at room temperature for 24 hours. Strain the leaves and transfer the vodka by means of a funnel into the reserved bottle. Chill well before serving. The vodka will keep indefinitely in the freezer.

		BIRCH-BUD VODKA

		Настойка из берёзовых почек

		Birch trees and vodka! What could be more Russian? Here the two come together in a single tasty shot. This infusion has a lovely herbal flavor that’s unexpected and just shy of bitter. It’s the perfect springtime tonic, since you have to pick the buds before they unfurl into leaves. Gathering them is admittedly laborious, but it’s a nice excuse to spend an early spring day outdoors. And Russians swear by the healthful properties of birch buds, which they believe cleanse the blood and counteract inflammation.

		Makes 1 (750 ml) bottle
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			1 (750-ml) bottle high-quality vodka

			Scant ¾ cup birch buds

			1 tablespoon mild honey

		

		Transfer the vodka to a wide-mouth 1-quart jar, reserving the original bottle. Muddle the birch buds with the honey in a mortar with a pestle and let sit for 30 minutes, then add to the vodka and stir well. Close the lid and allow the vodka to infuse in a cool, dark place for 1 week, turning the jar occasionally to keep the ingredients well mixed. Strain the birch buds and transfer the vodka by means of a funnel into the reserved bottle. Chill well before serving. The vodka will keep indefinitely in the freezer.
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				VODKA
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			Asked what comes to mind when they hear the words “Russian food,” people usually say borscht, vodka, and caviar. Borscht is actually Ukrainian, but vodka and caviar are indeed iconically Russian—and ideal complements to each other. The spirit’s crisp, clean profile delivers a refreshing counterpoint to the rich, buttery fish eggs. No indulgence is more Russian than a generous scoop of caviar followed by a toast—to peace, to friendship, to beautiful women—and a swallow. “Moderation in all things” is a Greek motto, not a Russian one.

			Vodkas vary wildly depending on their base ingredient and how each variety is crafted. The spirit can be distilled from any fermentable ingredient (even from milk, in Vermont). Although Poland has perfected the art of distilling soft-tasting vodka from potatoes, I think the finest comes from grains such as rye, barley, or wheat. Vodka’s transformative powers meant that it was originally used for medicinal purposes. Pulkheria Ivanovna, in Nikolai Gogol’s story “Old-World Landowners,” concocts variously infused spirits to cure every ill, including a vodka infused with the herb centaury to heal ringing in your ears or shingles on your face, and another with peach pits in case you’ve bumped your head against the corner of a cupboard or a table when getting out of bed and a lump’s sprung up on your forehead.

			Russia’s love of alcohol is not only literary but central to Russian history. The twelfth-century Tale of Bygone Years, Russia’s earliest chronicle, relates that when Grand Prince Vladimir debated which religion would best unite his new nation, he dismissed Islam in favor of Christianity, proclaiming “Drinking is the joy of Rus’. ” From the earliest times, the Russians enjoyed mead and kvass, lightly alcoholic beverages achieved through fermentation rather than distillation. They also produced fermented birch juice and beer. Distilled spirits, in the form of vodka, were introduced to Russia by the fifteenth century, either from the south, through Crimea, or from Western Europe along the Hanseatic trade routes—no one knows for sure. What we do know is that after domestic production began in the late sixteenth century, the drink—called goriachee vino (burning wine) or khlebnoe vino (grain wine)—gradually displaced the older beverages in popularity. The word vodka (a diminutive, affectionate form of “water”) didn’t come into common usage until the late nineteenth century.

			It’s hard to say who’s to blame for the Russian proclivity for spirits—the vodka itself, or the government. Ever since Ivan the Terrible established the first taverns in 1553, Russian rulers have vacillated between lax and strict approaches to alcohol, at times encouraging its consumption to build up the state treasury and ease public unrest, at other times curtailing access. Vodka was already causing significant social problems by the seventeenth century, but the government, which enjoyed a virtual monopoly on its commerce, was loath to curtail production and lose revenue. In the early eighteenth century, Peter the Great used vodka to political advantage, plying his court and foreign diplomats with drink as a form of intelligence gathering. He introduced drinking games, convened a Drunken Synod in mockery of the Russian Orthodox Church, and famously forced his subjects to drink vodka from the Great Eagle goblet that held one and a half liters and that had to be drained on the spot.

			Numerous attempts at prohibition proved unsuccessful. Temperance societies were considered such a financial threat to government income that they were banned and their proselytizers exiled to Siberia. But pervasive drunkenness was an equivalent threat, and in 1914, as Russia entered World War I, Tsar Nicholas I succeeded in making Russia the first country to institute prohibition. More recently, Soviet leaders Yuri Andropov and Mikhail Gorbachev attempted to regulate access to alcohol, generating widespread discontent, especially Gorbachev’s 1988 restrictions, which led to a run on sugar, used to produce moonshine. The government compounded its problem by imposing a sugar ration, which was even more widely unpopular, since sugar was necessary for making the baked goods and preserves the Russians pride themselves on.

			Being old-school, I prefer my vodka not too smooth or soft, but with a bit of an afterbite. I also avoid commercially flavored vodkas, preferring to infuse my own. Good vodka should have a pleasant aroma, with no hint of ethanol or oily finish. And it should be served ice-cold. I always keep bottles in the freezer, ready for immediate consumption. Unlike a cocktail, Russian vodka isn’t meant for sipping—it’s drunk straight, downed from a shot glass in a single swig. The sensation of the icy liquid coursing through your body is quite wonderful—warming in winter, refreshing in summer.

			Unless it’s abused, vodka is still considered healing. Russian friends taught me their fail-proof regimen for a cold. Just before bedtime, pour yourself a generous shot of pertsovka (pepper vodka), then slather a piece of black bread with honey and top it with thinly sliced raw garlic. After eating the bread and downing the vodka, wrap a warm scarf around your neck and crawl into bed. By morning you should be cured, though no one will want to come near you since you’ll reek of garlic.

		

		Summer Berry Compote

		Компот из летних ягод
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		For Russians, compote is not a dessert but a drink to enjoy year-round. In winter they make it with dried fruits, and in summer with fresh ones. I favor this very berry-forward version: summer in a glass. I simmer the berries just long enough to flavor the water and don’t usually strain them since they look so pretty and can be scooped from the bottom of a glass with a spoon. Any combination of berries works well for compote, so feel free to substitute red currants, blackberries, or sea buckthorn. Or you can use fruits, like peaches and plums, apples and pears, for a different flavor spectrum. In any case, you’ll want to taste and adjust the amount of honey you add, depending on the fruit and your own sweet tooth.

		Serves 8
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			8 ounces small strawberries, hulled

			8 ounces gooseberries

			8 ounces black currants

			6 ounces raspberries

			6 cups water

			3 to 6 tablespoons mild honey

		

		Place all the berries in a large saucepan with the water and bring to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer, uncovered, for 10 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat, stir in the honey, and allow the compote to cool to room temperature. Refrigerate for at least 2 hours before serving, well chilled.

		Hot Spiced Honey

		Сбитень

		This ancient drink was once imbibed several times daily as a tonic, especially in winter. Medicinal herbs, like St. John’s wort and fir tips, were frequently added, either to soothe or invigorate the system. Most often this spiced honey drink is nonalcoholic, though it becomes Russia’s answer to glogg when the honey is simmered with brandy, beer, or wine. Hawkers with samovar-like urns slung over their shoulders used to ply Russia’s streets, offering passersby a bracing drink for only a few kopecks, but like other old-fashioned figures, these sbiten’ sellers disappeared after the revolution. Now, happily, this drink is experiencing a revival, and sbiten’ tastes lovely even when sipped from a mug at home.

		Serves 6
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			6 cups water

			¾ cup mild honey

			1½-inch knob fresh ginger, peeled and grated

			3 cinnamon sticks

			8 black peppercorns

			3 whole cloves

			6 allspice berries

			6 cardamom pods

			1 teaspoon dried mint or lemon balm, crushed

			Lemon slices for serving (optional)

		

		In a medium saucepan, bring all the ingredients except for the mint and lemon slices to a boil. Lower the heat and skim off any foam that rises to the surface. Add the mint and simmer the mixture for 15 minutes. Strain and serve, with lemon slices to cut the sweetness, if desired.

		Tea with Sea Buckthorn and Honey

		Чай с облепихой и мёдом

		As you may have gathered, I have a thing for sea buckthorn. I just love its dusky flavor and tart jolt. If you’re new to these berries and not ready to jump right in, you may want to begin gently by mixing them with honey and black tea. This recipe allows for near-endless variations, depending on the tea and the honey you choose. I sometimes use black currant–flavored tea to pair two of the berries I like best.

		If you don’t drink all of the tea right away, you’ll find that it separates in the pot—but as soon as you pour it, the mixture comes together again. This tea is an excellent way to combine your daily doses of vitamin C and caffeine.

		Serves 4
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			1½ cups fresh or thawed frozen sea buckthorn berries (see Sources)

			2 tablespoons high-quality loose-leaf black tea

			3 cups cold water

			¼ cup mild honey

		

		Put 1 cup of the berries through a food mill, pressing down hard on the seeds. You will end up with about ¼ cup juice.

		Place the tea leaves in a medium teapot. Bring the water just to a boil and pour it over the leaves. Allow the tea to steep for 5 minutes, then strain it into a 6-cup French-press coffeepot (see Note). Stir in the honey and the remaining ½ cup berries. Allow the mixture to steep for 10 minutes, then press down on the plunger to push all the solids to the bottom of the pot. Serve immediately.

		Note

		Russian restaurants use French presses that are dedicated to tea so that the oils from coffee won’t sully the taste. Part of the beauty of this drink also lies in seeing the berries shimmer through the glass. But if you have only a standard teapot, you can steep the tea in a heatproof measuring cup, then pour the strained tea into the teapot. Stir in the honey and berries and let the mixture steep again, then pour through a strainer into cups to serve.
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				BIRCH
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			The Russians love their birch trees, both visually and gastronomically. They even enjoy drinking what they call birch juice—the light, sweet sap of the trees—which tastes like bottled spring. American companies are now beginning to sell birch sap commercially, branding it as something new, with names like TÅPPE and Säpp that play on the allure of New Nordic cuisine. But birch trees have long been important to both the Russian pantry and medicine cabinet. Besides drinking birch juice straight, Russians turn it into lightly fermented kvass. They also make a lovely tisane, which is a little like wintergreen in flavor, by pouring boiling birch juice over fresh twigs and letting them steep. Birch buds are believed to have healing powers, especially when paired with vodka (see this page).

			Even more potent is chaga (Inonotus obliquus), a shiny, charcoal-colored fungus that grows on birch trees. Reputed to be a miracle food with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, chaga has long been used in Russian folk medicine, either imbibed as an infusion or used as a tincture, and is even reputed to have cured the twelfth-century Grand Prince Vladimir of lip cancer. Though chaga’s efficacy remains unproven, a compound called betulinic acid, derived from the bark of white birch trees, is frequently used in cancer treatment today.

			During times of famine, Russians resorted to eating zabolon’, the inner bark of the tree. They boiled it until soft, then dried it and ground it into flour. Hoping to create an interesting recipe at home, I decided to experiment with zabolon’. With a sharp hunting knife, my husband cut off large shards of the inner bark. I boiled the bark for an hour, then strained it and used the liquid to simmer whole spelt berries. The resulting concoction had a slightly tannic and bitter taste, so I added some dried mushrooms that I’d reconstituted and sautéed in a little butter. Thanks to the mushrooms, the dish ended up tasty, but the recipe didn’t make the cut for this book.

			Russians have been finding uses for birch trees for hundreds of years. Each spring they pulled the pliable outer bark from the tree and wove strips of it into lapti, the traditional footwear of the peasantry. They also fashioned it into storage vessels—the bark’s antiseptic properties discouraged insects and helped prevent spoilage. Burls were removed from the trees and carved into bowls, while the fresh, aromatic branches were (and still are) tied together into veniki, besoms used for slapping the skin to stimulate circulation in the Russian bath.

			The birch also has deep cultural meanings. The word birch is grammatically feminine in gender, and the tree was often personified as a woman, its white bark poetically likened to a fair maiden’s skin. In a holdover from pagan times, villagers would dress birch trees in women’s clothing, then cut the trees down and leave them in newly planted fields to ensure a fertile crop. Young girls used to seal pacts of friendship by kissing under arches they’d made by bending young birch trees, or through wreaths they had coiled and hung on the tree’s branches. These rituals were followed by a symbolic dance called the beriozka (“little birch tree”), in which they waved ribbons and branches. Springtime festivities culminated in feasts during which eggs were served to symbolize rebirth. Such practices likely inspired Igor Stravinsky’s great 1913 ballet, The Rite of Spring.

			In 1964 the Soviet government appropriated the beloved birch by naming the chain of state-run foreign-currency stores Beriozka, an irony not lost on the unprivileged populace. These stores offered foods and luxury goods that weren’t generally available, and ordinary Russians without access to foreign currency were unable to shop in them, even forcibly barred from entering. When possession of foreign currency was legalized in the 1990s, the stores disappeared, liberating the image of the birch from cynical Soviet branding and restoring it more fully to its fond place in the hearts of ordinary Russians.
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		Flavored Salts

		Ароматизированные соли

		SPRUCE SALT

		Еловая соль

		This salt has a subtle woodsy flavor that enhances shaved salmon or any kind of meat. Although I’ve made spruce salt with fresh needles, I prefer the intensity of blackened ones, a technique I adapted from Gunnar Karl Gíslason’s The Hygge Life. Gunnar blackens pine needles, but I find spruce more resinous and aromatic.

		Makes about 2 tablespoons
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			Several fresh spruce twigs (enough to yield ¼ cup of needles, about ¼ ounce)

			2 teaspoons coarse sea salt

		

		Preheat the oven to 500°F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

		While the oven is heating, strip the needles from the spruce twigs. Scatter the needles in a single layer on the prepared sheet and bake until just barely blackened, about 5 minutes. Be careful not to let them incinerate.

		Transfer the needles to a spice grinder or mini food processor. Grind until medium fine. You should have about 1 tablespoon of powder. Add the salt and continue to grind until fine. Store in an airtight container for up to 2 weeks.

		MONASTERY SALT

		Монастырская соль

		Of the flavored Russian salts, I like this one best, even though it takes longest to bake. It takes its name from the monks who flavored their black salt with herbs from the monastery gardens. The salt is aromatic with dill and coriander, and a sprinkling of it on even the most mundane foods will greatly enliven them.

		Makes about ¾ cup
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			¾ cup rolled oats

			¼ cup coarse sea salt

			½ teaspoon dill seed

			½ teaspoon coriander seed

			½ cup water

			Vegetable oil, for the pan

		

		Preheat the oven to 500°F. In a small bowl, mix together the oats, salt, dill seed, and coriander seed. Pour the water over the mixture and stir. Let sit for 15 minutes while the oven is heating.

		Grease a small cast-iron pan with a very light film of oil. (I use a 5-inch long-handled blini pan for ease of removing from the oven.) Transfer the oat and salt mixture to the prepared pan. Bake for 2 hours, until the mixture has turned into a hard charred disk.

		Carefully remove the pan from the oven. Be prepared for a whoosh of smoke when you open the oven door. (I take the smoking pan right outside to let it cool, so I don’t set off our smoke detectors.)

		When the disk has cooled, lift it from the pan and break it into chunks with a mallet or meat tenderizer. (I find this easiest to accomplish in an old pan with sides so that bits of charred salt don’t fly all over the kitchen.)

		Transfer the chunks of salt to a mini food processor and grind to your preference, from medium-fine to fine. The salt can also be pounded the traditional way in a mortar with a pestle, but that’s much more laborious. In either case, it’s a good idea to sift the finished salt through a sieve to eliminate any lumps. Store in an airtight container for up to a year.

		BLACK SALT

		Четверговая соль

		This stunning salt is also called “Thursday salt” because it was traditionally made once a year, on Maundy Thursday, the Thursday before Easter. As part of the great feast marking Easter Sunday and the end of Lent, hard-boiled eggs were served with black salt. The Russians continued to use the salt throughout the year for its healthful properties (see this page). Black salt tastes great on bread and butter, and on baked potatoes. Use it in place of other finishing salts, like fleur de sel, to add a new depth of flavor to your food.

		Makes about ¼ cup
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			⅓ cup preservative-free rye bread, torn into small pieces (or substitute ⅓ cup of soaked bread left over from making kvass)

			¼ cup coarse sea salt

			Vegetable oil, for the pan

		

		In a small bowl, soak the bread in hot water to cover for 30 minutes. Strain any excess water but don’t press down on the solids. Return the moistened bread to the bowl and stir in the salt, mixing well.

		Preheat the oven to 500°F. Grease a small cast-iron pan with a very light film of oil. (I use a 5-inch long-handled blini pan for ease of removing from the oven.) Transfer the bread and salt mixture to the prepared pan. Bake for 30 minutes, until the mixture has turned into a hard charred disk.

		Carefully remove the pan from the oven. Be prepared for a whoosh of smoke when you open the oven door. (I take the smoking pan right outside to let it cool, so I don’t set off our smoke detectors.)

		When the disk has cooled, lift it from the pan and break it into chunks with a mallet or meat tenderizer. (I find this easiest to accomplish in an old pan with sides so that bits of charred salt don’t fly all over the kitchen.)

		Transfer the chunks of salt to a mini food processor and grind to your preference, from medium-fine to fine. The salt can also be pounded the traditional way in a mortar with a pestle, but that’s much more laborious. In either case it’s a good idea to sift the finished salt through a

		
			
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			SOURCES

			Most major cities have markets that specialize in Russian products, including the NetCost chain, which has a number of stores in New York, New Jersey, and Philadelphia. You can also buy a wide assortment of Russian foods online from sites such as Russian Food USA (russianfoodusa.com) and Russian Table.com (russiantable.com).

			Below are additional online sources for specialty products.

			Beet juice: I like the Biotta brand of lacto-fermented beet juice available from amazon.com.

			Berries (black and red currants, gooseberries, lingonberries, sea buckthorn, and more): Northwest Wild Foods at nwwildfoods.com

			Bird-cherry flour: Biokarma brand from biokarma.eu

			Borodinsky rye: I like the Latvian AmberRye brand from russianfoodusa.com.

			Brown mustard seed: Amazon.com

			Buckwheat flour: Ground whole-grain flour is available from Anson Mills (ansonmills.com), Pereg Gourmet (pereg-gourmet.com), and Bob’s Red Mill (bobsredmill.com).

			Caviar: American Caviar Company sells a variety of sustainable American roes at americancaviarco.com. Imported caviar is sold by many companies, including Browne Trading Company at brownetrading.com.

			Halibut cheeks: Northwest Wild Foods at nwwildfoods.com

			High-fat sour cream: I like the Amish Style All Natural brand with 39 percent fat sold by russianfoodusa.com.

			Malted barley and rye: Muntons Maris Otter Malt and Briess Caramel Rye Malt are available from Rebel Brewer (rebelbrewer.com) and Great Fermentations (greatfermentations.com).

			Morello cherries in syrup: Trader Joe’s Dark Morello Cherries in Light Syrup are available at Trader Joe’s or at amazon.com

			Sea buckthorn juice: Amazon.com

			Venison: If you don’t know a friendly hunter, you can purchase high-quality venison from D’Artagnan (dartagnan.com). Substitute chops for the shoulder steak or buy the venison preground.

			Whitefish roe: Browne Trading Company at brownetrading.com
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