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Dedication

To our children, Noura, Danny, Eva, Lucas, David, Sally, and Leo:

Eat your vegetables!
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Introduction
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May 5, 2023. Zahav turned fifteen today. Although by the time you read this, the restaurant will be at least a year older. Fifteen years is an eternity in this business. When it opened in Philadelphia in 2008, Zahav was our third restaurant. Now we have more than twenty. Back then, our two families had one child between us. Now there are seven.
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We thought the fact that we opened an Israeli restaurant on Cinco de Mayo might explain why we were so slow that first night. It did not.

It’s easy to forget that Zahav was not always the landmark restaurant it is today. But those first six months were weighed down by the prospect of a very quick failure. Every restaurant business plan ends with James Beard Awards and cookbooks and television appearances and celebrity guests and restaurant empires. But fairy tales rarely come true. That it happened at Zahav is a gift we never take for granted.
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“Why don’t we do this every night?” asked Danny Cook, lining up for kebabs with David and Lucas Solomonov to his left, and twin sister Eva, right.





“We did the only thing that made us feel close to normal: We cooked.”—STEVE



It helps to remember that our original office was in a windowless attic above the bathrooms, accessible by a pull-down ladder. That ladder blocked a hallway to the prep kitchen, frequently trapping us inside. In summertime, the heat was oppressive. We couldn’t afford to throw anything away—we might need it again someday—so we watched as a tsunami of restaurant detritus occupied the attic. It was closing in on us.

After four years, we took over the space next to Zahav, a former recording studio, and added private rooms, kitchen space, and . . . a dedicated office. But still no windows. We had air-conditioning, but no heat. In the winter our fingers were so numb it was sometimes hard to type. But those of us who did time in the attic didn’t complain.

A few years later, we rented a proper office in a proper office building in Center City. It even had a conference room and a kitchenette. We felt like grown-ups, at the helm of an exciting and growing business that now boasted eight brands and fourteen locations.

And then on March 16, 2020, everything stopped. In a matter of a few hours, we went from more than four hundred employees to zero employees. For all our experience managing the daily challenges of our business (not enough staff/too much staff, not enough customers/too many customers, power outages, ingredient shortages, broken equipment, bad reviews, red ink), nothing had prepared us for this moment. There was no precedent, no instruction manual, no move that would make a bit of difference in the face of a global pandemic.
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“So how do Zahav’s signature ideas make the trip home?”—MIKE



And so, with no idea what else to do, we did the only thing that made us feel close to normal: We cooked.

We cooked breakfast and lunch for our families. And then we cooked dinner. In between, because we lived near each other then, we took laps around the park in our neighborhood. There was so much bad news. So much cause for pessimism.

Cooking and eating together was our salvation. It occupied our hands and our minds. And every once in a while, one of us would cook something that would startle us into saying: “This would be really good on the menu.” A little glimpse of hope for the future.

As the weeks turned into months, and as we cooked our food at home, we grew convinced that these recipes could become a book. This book was born of that time: These recipes reflect the flavors of Zahav that have seeped into our veins (and our clothes) these last fifteen years.

But restaurant cooking is not home cooking—unless you happen to have a battery of trained chefs in your kitchen. And even then (because we are trained chefs) we needed to figure out how to bring the flavors of Zahav to our home kitchens without all that labor.

In other words, even though we know how to do it, we don’t always want to do it. Not every day is a Sunday. Some days are Tuesdays, and you get home after dark and the kids are melting down. And some days are Fridays when you will do almost anything to avoid washing dishes.
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Togetherness: Above, Mike and his wife, Asima Ahmad. Shira Rudavsky (left) with Sally and Steven Cook.



So how do Zahav’s signature ideas make the trip home from the restaurant? The most obvious way is through a strategically stocked home pantry—which is why we put our Pantry section right at the front of this book. If you have these ingredients at your fingertips, it’s nothing, for example, to slather amba from a jar onto a spatchcocked chicken for an almost-instant roast chicken dinner. And we figured out a leg of lamb coated with harissa (also from a jar!) made in one pot. On a school night!

As busy fathers—and cooks—we’ve learned to think ahead. When we make soups—and we do make them at home with all the intense flavors and complex ingredients we use at the restaurant—we make a lot of soup, always thinking of the freezer and of those late nights when there’s no time to cook.

We’ve made our Salad and Vegetable chapters deliberately robust because these days, it seems veggies are what we want to eat. At the restaurant, its our job to work out complex flavors and serve them to you in surprising ways. But at home we crave simpler things like delightful Tehina Caesar Salad and even a Pittsburgh Wedge Salad with Labneh Ranch Dressing.

We transport the spirit of Zahav’s mezze course to the home kitchen with recipes like Butternut Squash Baba Ganoush with Pomegranate Seeds & Pepitas, a knockout dinner party dish. We love our chraime, a North African spiced braise, and serve it often with fish at the restaurant. At home, we’ve developed a Cauliflower Chraime so flavorful it can be eaten hot or cold, over pasta, or when we’re starving at 2 a.m.

But some days are Sundays, when there are no time constraints and cooking becomes a meditation on the present, when getting dinner on the table on time is not really the main objective. These are the days to immerse yourself in the pleasures of cooking, to try out new ideas, and to take some risks. Our Eggplant T’bit (along with a few other recipes in this book) calls for flipping the finished dish upside down onto a serving platter while holding your breath as your guests ooh and aah. It may not always work out, but it sure is fun (and usually delicious).



“Cooking is the best nonprescription anxiety treatment we know.”—STEVE



We practiced what we preach in making this book. Our first book, Zahav: A World of Israeli Cooking, was made at the restaurant, with a battery of trained chefs bringing dishes at various stages of completion to be photographed.

In Zahav Home, we cooked every dish in Mike’s kitchen, from scratch, in a single take. And we washed all the dishes. Many of the photographs in this book document the first time these recipes were ever made. And many of the recipes were improvised and improved on the spot, because after all, that’s half the fun of cooking.

The other half is this: When we cook, we are literally nurturing ourselves and the people we love. It is an inherently generous act, the meaning of which should never be minimized.

Cooking is also the best nonprescription anxiety treatment we know. It sharpens our focus and quiets our minds. It is a window for reflection and contemplation. Most of our best ideas have occurred to us while cooking, and some of them are not even about food!
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Eva Cook.



Sometimes we need to zoom out to appreciate what we have. When we’re deep “in the weeds” (as we say when we’re drowning in orders on a busy night), it’s too easy to fixate on the negatives—bad reviews, difficult HR conversations, financial pressures—all the things that come with the territory when you’re running a restaurant.

But looking back on fifteen years of Zahav, we can see we’ve been given an extraordinary gift: We’ve been able to pursue something we love, something that fills us with meaning, and we have been rewarded for it—critically, financially, and spiritually.

Conventional wisdom holds that when it comes to food, the pleasure is in the eating. But we believe context is everything. It’s the difference between ordering in a meal from a virtual restaurant dropped off by a third- party delivery service and a meal served to you at your favorite neighborhood spot. It’s the difference between dinner eaten in front of the television and one shared around a table of family and friends. It’s the difference between a house and a home.

[image: image]
Our Kale Salad is a rainbow: kale, pistachios, mandarin oranges, red onion, and jewel-like pomegranate seeds.






INGREDIENTS



Zahav Home

Pantry

Bringing Zahav home is not about mastering cheffy restaurant tricks. It’s about replicating flavors. It’s about assembling an inspired stash—a strategic collection of just the right herbs and condiments: the fragrant dried leaves and seeds; the aromatic pods and berries; the silky syrups and deeply pungent peppery pastes; the zesty pickles and spicy sauces; the mellow cheeses and toasty grains, all available from our favorite purveyors. This is where the flavor lives.

ZAHAV MINI-5 SPICE SET

[image: image]

We entrust our spice program at the restaurant to our friend Lior Lev Sercarz of La Boîte in New York, so why should you settle for anything less? May we suggest this Zahav gateway sampler pack to begin your spice journey? It has classics like za’atar, baharat, and hawaij that we couldn’t live without, along with some of Lior’s proprietary blends inspired by his travels as a chef and spice merchant.

TEHINA
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Our partnership with Soom Tahini, a Philly-based purveyor founded by three American sisters, is almost as old as Zahav itself. And for good reason. Tehina is so important to our cuisine that only the best will do. Made from 100 percent ground sesame seeds (the humera variety from Ethiopia), tehina is not just the not-so-secret ingredient in our hummus. We use it throughout our cooking as a sauce, dip, salad dressing, and dessert ingredient. Tehina’s ability to add richness and creaminess to dishes without adding dairy makes it especially welcome in vegan and kosher kitchens.

BAHARAT
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We affectionately refer to this spice blend as Turkish or Middle Eastern pumpkin pie spice due to its mix of sweet and savory. Baharat is not a single thing; the name translates from the Arabic word for “spices,” and blends vary from region to region (and even house to house) throughout the Middle East.

Our favorite version is in the Arabic style and includes cinnamon, cloves, mace, nutmeg, and allspice, cut with a healthy dose of black pepper. A Turkish-style baharat, by contrast, would include more savory spices like cumin, paprika, and coriander, along with dried mint. Great with sweet things, we think baharat is at its best as a seasoning for meat and chicken, adding a distinctive Levantine note to kebabs, roast chicken, or stuffed vegetables. It’s brilliant in rice pilaf. And of course it works in sweet applications as well. Add some to your favorite cocoa mix. Or bake a Middle Eastern pumpkin pie.

POMEGRANATE MOLASSES
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Pomegranate molasses is simply the juice of the pomegranate cooked down into a thick syrup. It has a long shelf life and a signature balance of sweet and sour that makes it incredibly versatile in our pantry. The pomegranate is native to the Middle East and has long been a revered symbol. Today, it’s considered an antioxidant superfood and shows up in some of the most well-known recipes of the region, like the Persian fesenjān and the Levantine dishes fattoush and muhammara. And of course, pomegranate molasses is a key ingredient in Zahav’s world-famous lamb shoulder, so we’ve run through a truckload over the last fifteen years. But it can do so much more.

Pomegranate molasses is terrific in salad dressings instead of vinegar, in all kinds of stews, drizzled over roasted vegetables (or vanilla ice cream), in cocktails (grenadine is made from pomegranates), as a glaze for salmon, in barbecue sauce, or even to brighten up a fruit salad.

SMOKED PAPRIKA
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For most of our lives, paprika lived in the dark corner of the spice cabinet, more food coloring than flavor. As culinary professionals, we met a whole new world of paprika. Smoked paprika’s depth of flavor is our secret weapon, improving everything from eggs and potatoes to chicken. Our favorite is the Spanish pimentón de La Vera, so famous its quality is government-regulated. In La Vera, peppers are smoked over oak fires, dried, then slowly stone-milled to preserve color and flavor. Hungarian paprika is typically not smoked, but Hungarians take their paprika seriously and the quality is exceptional. Both Spanish and Hungarian paprikas come in sweet, smoky, and hot versions.

SMOKED CINNAMON
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Imagine if every dish you cooked with cinnamon turned out just a little bit better. That’s smoked cinnamon! Considered a baking spice, cinnamon does remarkable things to savory foods, too. The smoked version works both sides of the aisle, with a bit more complexity and flair than its sweet sister. We love cooking freekah with smoked cinnamon, adding it to kebabs, and seasoning lentil soup with it. It’s the spice you didn’t know was missing from your chili! And, of course, smoked cinnamon was one of our original Federal Donuts flavors, so you know it makes dynamite French toast.

BULGARIAN FETA

[image: image]

We’re not supposed to call this feta, which is the exclusive dominion of Greece; but with apologies to the European Union, we all know what this really is. If you want to be polite, call it Bulgarian cheese like they do in Israel—just don’t expect your cheesemonger to know what you’re talking about!

The Bulgarian style of this brined, sheep’s-milk cheese is creamier than the drier, crumblier authentic Greek feta. We love it so much, it’s almost always somewhere on the menu at Zahav. It’s the perfect finishing touch to punch up any number of vegetable dishes. We also love to eat it out of hand with olives, or in the classic Bulgarian style, with fat wedges of juicy watermelon in the summertime.

WHOLE WHEAT BERRIES
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Wheat berries, the entire edible part of the wheat kernel (including bran, germ, and endosperm), are a delightful addition to your grain repertoire. We love their nutty flavor and pleasing chew. Wheat berries are a low-glycemic food—high in fiber and protein and other health benefits. Wheat berries are often confused with farro and spelt, which are other whole-grain wheat varieties. They are all delicious and we use them interchangeably in recipes. Wheat berries are terrific as the base for any grain salad or grain bowl. We particularly like them in long-cooked stews (like Beef Hamin) because they retain their bite when fully cooked without getting mushy.

For more on our favorite super grains, like beluga lentils, freekah, jasmine rice, chickpeas, Israeli couscous, bulghur, farro, and pearl barley, see Our Grain Pantry.
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AMBA
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Amba is a fermented mango condiment that was brought to Israel by Iraqi immigrants in the 1950s. Spiced with fenugreek, turmeric, and chiles, it’s like Indian mango chutney (“amba” is the Marathi word for “mango”). This connection is said to reflect the presence of an influential Iraqi-Jewish community based in Mumbai in the nineteenth century. Amba is a defining ingredient in sabich—fried eggplant and hard-boiled eggs stuffed inside a pita—that has become a new Israeli classic.

We believe a little amba adds depth and complexity to tomato or barbecue sauce and excels brushed on grilled fish and as part of a marinade for chicken before roasting. Amba is powerful stuff (the fenugreek has a long half-life), so a little goes a long way. We especially like to whisk a small amount of amba into tehina sauce to carry the flavor without overpowering a dish.

CUCUMBER PICKLES
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Canned, lacto-fermented pickles from Israel are one of our favorite treats. They are either sold as “Cucumbers in Brine” or “Cucumbers in Vinegar.” These adorable finger-size cukes are fermented in brine in open vats in the sun. These are full-sour, in-your-face pickles, often with the addition of garlic. We’ve been known to eat a whole can in one sitting. These pickles are customarily served along with salatim to begin a meal in Israel and are a staple on falafel bars. They also go great with a corned beef sandwich.

BLACK LIME POWDER

[image: image]

The ground version of black lime can be more convenient to use, although the flavor dissipates much faster than its whole form, so you’ll want to make sure you’re buying the powder from a reputable source (meaning it hasn’t sat for years) and using it relatively quickly. You can make your own black lime powder by blitzing whole dried black limes in a food processor and then sifting it. Black limes can also be grated on a Microplane, but you may want to skip your upper-body workout that week. Black lime powder is often used to season fish and is a common ingredient in Persian Gulf–style baharat blends. A small amount can add complexity to citrus-based drinks and desserts, like lemonade or Black Lime Bars. It can also be used as an herbal tea that is said to soothe indigestion.

BLACK LIMES
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Fresh green limes—blanched in salted water and left to dry in the sun until they turn hard—become black limes! Sometimes referred to as limu omani because they were first produced in Oman, black limes are an important ingredient in the cuisines of Iran, Iraq, and other Persian Gulf countries (and
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