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Well of Tranquility
Steven H Silver
Above the Armenian mountain village of Gndevaz, there is a monastery that was founded in the tenth century. Attached to this monastery, like a tumor, is a small room that predates the rest of G'ndevank monastery by an unknown number of centuries. Small and dark, this room was accessible only to a few select monks throughout the ages. Men the Abbot felt could withstand the utter sensation of peace that overcame those who spent any amount of time in the cell.
I was tending the monastery’s vineyard with several other brothers when Brother Onik came to find me and told me that Abbot Mesrop needed to speak to me immediately. We hurried down the mountain, Brother Onik, whose young footing was much more sure than my own, leading the way and me trying to keep up as he found some invisible path through the weeds and scarp.
Brother Onik guided me to the postern gate and held it open for me before we hurried through the narrow, ancient stone hallways that made up the monastery. A place
of worship and meditation, G’ndavank was seemingly built to withstand a siege by the Byzants and the Seljuks. While both those tribes had over run Gndevaz in their time, the city, and the monastery, still stood while the Byzants and Seljuks were mere memories the old women in town used to frighten children with.
Abbot Mesrop sat in his office behind a massive wooden desk that seemed as much a part of the monastery as the massive stone walls, but which couldn’t have been more than fifty years old, younger, in fact, than the Abbot, who had ruled the monastery since the time of the great purges, and now Abbot Mesrop and G'ndevank were still standing, while the Stalinists were as much the dead past as the Seljuks.
I stood in silence, waiting for the Holy Father to look up and acknowledge me. He took his time finishing writing something with the old-fashioned fountain pen he always used, carefully blotted the page, and looked up at me. “Brother Sevak,” he said in his deep voice that brought importance to even the most trivial utterance.
“Holy Father,” I replied, practically a ritual as was everything that happened within the primeval stone walls.
“I have been monitoring your progress for many years,” he began. With only a score of monks on the grounds of the monastery that once housed more than 100, this was no great feat, but I bowed my head in humility and understanding.
“I’ve watched you interact the other brothers. Quietly, nothing overt, nothing obvious. They see you as a leader even if you don’t see yourself that way. Our Lord needs men like you to step up and work in his name to the best of you abilities.
“As you know, there is a meditation cell that the novices are forbidden to enter. Few monks, sometimes only one in a generation, are given the privilege of praying in the cell. I’ve discussed you with Brother Dadour, and we’ve decided that you shall have access to the meditation cell, although your time will be limited until we know that you can…” Father Mesrop seemed to search for a word, “…survive in the cell.”
“I thank you for this honor,” I replied, “although I am not worthy of it.”
“We are not always aware of our worth,” Father Mesrop said and I lowered my eyes.
Father Mesrop rang a small brass hand bell sitting on his desk and Brother Dadour entered the room. “Could you please show Brother Sevak to the cell?”
Brother Dadour bowed low and took my arm, guiding me from the Abbot’s presence into the long, narrow corridors of G'ndevank.
“A great honor has been bestowed upon you, for only one living monk has been permitted into the cell,” Brother Dadour told me. “Father Mesrop was the last monk to be allowed in, and that was more than sixty years ago. I have never crossed the threshold into the room and all I know of it, all I shall pass on to you, is what I have learned from Father Mesrop.”
Brother Dadour spoke in guarded tones, as if he feared the walls of G’ndevank would hear his secrets and scream them to the world outside.
“Father Mesrop tells me that a supernatural calm falls upon those who enter the cell, allowing their thoughts to bring them closer to Him in a way that he has never felt in any other place in the world. But, he also warns that the feeling of serenity can be dangerous, for it is a…how did he describe it…an enticing calmness, as much to be feared as revel in.
Despite the prohibited nature of the cell, it held a central location in the monastery, located next to the chapel of Saint Stepan. It was barred from the monks who were not permitted to enter by a series of three intricate locks, to which Brother Dadour held a key, Father Mesrop held a key, and another key was hidden in a location somewhere in the monastery. Before coming to retrieve me from Father Mesrop’s presence, Brother Dadour had acquired all three of the keys.
Solitude was nothing new for me, or any monk, really. In addition to our chores in the fields and our communal prayers, each of us spent several hours each day in solitude, contemplating His creation and our own minuscule place in the vastness of the universe. I expected this cell, called the khaghagh, to be no different than my own cell where I had contemplated the world since I chose my path in the chaotic months following the independence of Armenia from the Soviet oppressors.
Brother Dadour opened the door and motioned for me to enter. The khaghagh held a sleeping pallet, a wash basin, a Bible, and a khachkar, the floral cross of Armenia which differs from the Spartan crosses and elaborate crucifixes of other nations.
“Thank you, brother.” I said to Brother Dadour as I crossed the threshold. As I did, a calm unlike any I had ever experienced settled over me.
“God be with you, Brother Sevak. I shall return for you shortly before dinner.”
The wooden door closed without a sound and I knelt in front of the khachkar.
“Eemasdootyoon Hor Hisoos,” I began the prayer for Wisdom, hoping to understand the great honor Father Mesrop had bestowed upon me. Whether or not I received an answer was irrelevant, for I felt comforted simply kneeling and saying the prayer. In its appearance and sparseness, the khaghagh was much like any other cell in G'ndevank. Had I seen a picture of it, I couldn’t have identified it as anything except a standard monastic cell. Perhaps the ceiling was a little lower, the construction showed signs of its age, which monastic lore claimed predated the rest of the monastery by more than four centuries.
My reverie was interrupted by a slight tapping on the door. I moved to open the door and found Brother Dadour on the other side.
“Will you join us for dinner, brother?”
“It has only been a few minutes, no more than half an hour.”
“You are mistaken. Several hours have past since I left you. I have been knocking for at least five minutes. Please, join us for dinner.”
I left the khaghagh with the strong sense that I had missed something, but a serenity imparted by the room seemed to remain with me even as I entered the monastery’s refectory.
The entire population of the monks clustered at three long tables in a room designed to hold five times our number. Although we were not a silent order, there was little talking at meals, the sound of flatware and clay plates punctuated by the occasional voice asking for the bread to be passed. Nevertheless, after the hours I had spend in khaghagh, the clamor of the meal was deafening and it took all my resolve not to flee the room. By the time I finished eating, I had adjusted to the normal monastic sounds.
The next day, I again retreated to the khaghagh following lunch.
At one time, the room had windows to the outside, but over the course of centuries, they had been bricked and plastered over. No amount of touch up work, however, could make the room appear to be the same style as the rest of the monastery, even as the architecture of G'ndevank reflected different styles, they fit together in a way that the khaghagh did not. The room had an ancientness to it, elsewhere, the weight of all those years might have been oppressive, but in the khaghagh, it somehow added to the sense of peacefulness, an almost oneness with the universe.
I began spending as much of my time as Brother Dadour would allow in the khaghagh. Both he and Father Mesrop warned me that the tranquility could prove addictive, and I understood their concerns when I was not in the retreat. When I was inside the retreat, I didn’t care, for time, apprehension, doubt, all disappeared.
I didn’t abandon my monastic duties, but they began to be less important to me than the serenity which I felt when I prayed to Him in the khaghagh. I could lose myself in contemplation, only to be brought back to the earthly world when Brother Dadour began knocking, sometimes pounding, on the door. The khaghagh was, in every conceivable way, my sanctuary.
During the Holy Season culminating in Easter, I spent less time than I would have liked in contemplation in the khaghagh. My monastic and religious duties required me to be with my fellow monks. When I was among them, I found myself battling a surliness I had never felt before, an unsociability that I never felt when I was in the khaghagh. I confessed to Father Mesrop, who gave me penance and a caution. “There is much good to gain from the khaghagh and I know you are strong enough, but you must not lose yourself.” I did my penance and I focused on his words, but by July, I was again praying as often as I could in the khaghagh.
As I prayed, the true form of the khaghagh revealed itself to me. Wooden walls beneath the stone and plaster. There was a hole in the roof to let in the warmth and light of the sun and fresh air. In the center of the dirt floor was an ancient well that I somehow knew had gone bad and been sealed up a millennium ago, shortly after the consecration of St. Stepan’s by Princess Sofia.
Rather than alarmed by the change in the khaghagh’s aspect, I was comforted in a warm, womblike protection. For twenty years, I had lived in the monastery at Gndevaz, but for the first time, I now realized it really was my home. It wasn’t a question of being part of the community of monastic brethren, but rather being accepted by the holiness of the edifice itself. The prayers in the chapel, the toil in the fields, the monastic rule, they were all a part of the monastery, but they weren’t the monastery itself.
I had heard that extended periods of solitude can cause a person to have visions and hear voices, but I do not think I imagined the gentle, feminine voice that spoke to me in an archaic Armenian, so old that it made the Church liturgy seem like the latest slang spoken on the streets of Yerevan.
I had thought that the peaceful atmosphere of the khaghagh came from the Lord of Peace, for the monastery has done His work for a millennium and Armenia has been in His hands for twenty centuries, but the khaghagh was holy long before the Blessed Thaddeus and the Blessed Bartholemew brought the Good News to the Armenians.
The voice told me of the legends of Astghig, wife of Vahagn, early Armenian heroes who were viewed as gods by the Armenians before the Word was brought to them. While Vahagn was the great warrior who slew dragons, Astghig was the source of life, the bringer of water, the civilizing influence on a race of hunters and warriors. I heard of her love for Vahagn and how she rushed to his aid in his fight against evil, shedding blood as she raced barefoot through the roses. How she sprinkled rose water over the land to bring love and harmony throughout Armenia. The voice spoke of how Astghig brings the morning dew and mist to create a peaceful, calm beginning for each day.
The well in the khaghagh was dedicated to Astghig and her spirit remains in its waters, even as they lay stagnant through the millennia. The unmoving waters reflective of the stillness of the room above them. Far from the khaghagh being dedicated to Christ’s love, it remained under Astghig’s protection, a sanctuary beyond strife.
By its very nature, though, this holy place, dedicated to the ancient Armenian Goddess of Peace united with His mission on Earth. To bring peace, love, and understand to His creations.
In the two thousand years since Christianity came to Armenia, it had stamped out nearly all traces of the pagan beliefs that predated it. Aside from the khaghagh, which few outside G'ndevank were aware of, only the ancient temple of Garni still existed. But the khaghagh shows that paganism still existed, and even existed in concert with His will and grace, even if none were aware of it.
Brother Dadour’s knock roused me from my vision and I found myself once again in the familiar khaghagh. I opened the door.
“Please come with me,” was all he said, a sense of sadness hung heavily over him and I wanted to close the door and retreat into the solitude of the khaghagh. Instead, we walked through the halls of the monastery. I saw monks at work in the fields, their bodies dripping with water, and watched as Brother Onik upended a bucket over Brother Patvakan.
“It is Vardavar?” I asked Brother Dadour. I realized I had lost all sense of time’s passage.
“Yes, today is the Transfiguration of the Christ.” He hurried on. I knew that Vardavar was more than the Christian holiday we celebrated. It was the holiday in honor of Astghig, who would sprinkle the world with water, bringing roses to life and peace to those who were thus baptized.
We arrived at the door to Father Mesrop’s office and Brother Dadour paused. “Today should be a joyful day, and it still is for most of the monastery.”
When he opened the door, I saw Father Mesrop slumped over his desk. There was no thought that he might be merely sleeping. Brother Dadour’s demeanor and those of the other three monks in the room laid that possibility to rest.
I rushed to Father Mesrop’s side and took his cold, flaccid, hand and began to recite the prayers for the dead.
“Brother Hovhan found him.” Brother Dadour indicated one of the other monks in the room. “And now we must tell the rest of the brothers.”
We left the abbott’s office and moved to the chapel of St. Stepan, with Brother Dadour asking Brother Zavur to ring the bell to summon the monks from the fields. The extant and mountainous nature of G'ndevank’s property meant that it took close to half an hour for all the monks to filter into the church, some of them still drenched from the celebration of Vardavar or holding roses. Despite the nature of the holy day, the mood inside the chapel was somber as the monks waited for Brother Dadour to address them.
Father Mesrop’s death was not entirely unexpected. Although none of us knew exactly when he was born, he had served as the head of the monastery since the 1930s, more than eighty years. Brother Dadour and I had once estimated his age as 105, but that was as much an article of faith as it was a mathematical certainty. He had been as much as part of the monastery as the cross hanging behind the altar or the khaghagh. More a part of the monastery than the khaghagh, for he was seen and known by all the brethren, not just the few.
Brother Dadour’s announcement was greeted with a great wailing and cries of prayers. Pandemonium’s gates had broken loose in the chapel, and yet I felt the calm I so associated with the khaghagh even as I was in the midst of the maelstrom.
Brother Dadour whispered to me, “Father Mesrop has left a note of his desire for you to succeed him.” I felt a piece of paper being pressed into my hand.
Father Mesrop’s scrawling handwriting should have been difficult to read, but it wasn’t. And if anyone is there who shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not it will return to you.” The khaghagh has seen that you promote peace and your serenity will fill this House. “For everything there is a season and for every matter under Heaven.” You have the strength within you to know what needs to be done and when, and when things need not be done. I have faith that you will protect this house.
I walked out of the chapel and made my way down the hall. I passed the khaghagh, its closed door separating Astghig’s peace from the chaos reigning in the monastery in the wake of Brother Dadour’s proclamation. Father Mesrop’s profession of faith rang in my head as I walked past the khaghagh’s door and made my way to my own cell to pray for the guidance I would need if elected abbot.
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Armenian Chicken
6 skinless, boneless chicken breast halves
6 tablespoons butter
2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil
1 large onion, cut in rings (about ¼ inch thick)
¼ cup chopped green bell pepper
½ cup peeled and chopped eggplant
2 cans (6 oz. each) tomato paste
3/4 cup chicken broth with roasted garlic
1 teaspoon black pepper
1 teaspoon paprika
½ cup white wine
Preheat oven to 350°. Combine and melt butter and olive oil in 12” inch skillet. Lightly brown the chicken breasts on both sides. Remove and place chicken in 13x9-inch dish. Add onion rings, bell pepper, and eggplant to skillet. Cook over medium heat until vegetables are tender and onions are lightly browned. Spoon over chicken. Whisk together the tomato paste, chicken broth, black pepper, paprika and wine. Pour over the chicken and bake uncovered for 1 hour. Serve with lemon currant couscous.
Lemon Currant Couscous
2 cups chicken broth
2 cloves of roasted garlic
1 tablespoon butter
½ teaspoon finely grated lemon peel
1 tablespoon lemon juice
¼ cup currants
2 cups couscous (5 minute kind)
Fresh Parsley sprigs and cherry tomatoes
In medium saucepan, bring chicken broth, roasted garlic, butter, lemon peel, lemon juice, and currants to a boil over medium heat. Stir in couscous. Remove from heat, cover, and set aside for 5 minutes. Fluff couscous with a fork and then spoon it onto serving dish. Top with Armenian chicken. Garnish with parsley and cherry tomatoes.
Armenian Grilled Lamb
1⁄2 cup olive oil
1⁄4 cup lemon juice
1 teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon thyme
1 teaspoon marjoram
1⁄2 teaspoon pepper
1 garlic clove, minced
½ cup finely chopped shallot
¼ cup snipped parsley
1½-2 lbs lamb, cut in chunks
Mix all ingredients together (except meat) and whisk thoroughly.
Put cleaned and dried lamb in a large 8 x 11-inch glass baking pan and cover in marinade, being sure to coat well on all sides.
Cover with plastic wrap and let marinate in refrigerator for 24 to 48 hours.
Drain meat and grill, basting with marinade until meat is cooked through.
Kchuch
2 pounds of whitefish fillets
5 onion
3 ounces butter
4 tomato
4 sweet red pepper
½ cup white wine
10 black pepper pea
½ teaspoon ground red pepper
3 tablespoons tarragon
2 teaspoons salt
dough for the cover
Grease individual serving pots with butter. Put the following layers on the bottom: sliced onion, diced tomatoes and pepper. Then season with all peppers, layer with fish slices and cover with the layers of vegetables. Season with other spices and pour the wine over the top. Make stiff dough from flour and water and shape a cover for the pots. Cover tightly and bake in a preheated 350° oven for 30-40 minutes.
Lentil Soup with Eggplants and Apricots
1 cup dried lentils
5 cups vegetable broth
½ cup chopped dried apricots
2 tablespoons olive oil
½ large onion, diced
1 medium eggplant, diced
1 (28-ounce) can of diced tomatoes, undrained
1 bell pepper (red, green or yellow), diced
2 garlic cloves, minced
1 tablespoon brown sugar, packed
1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
¼ teaspoon allspice or ground cloves
½ teaspoon cumin
1 teaspoon turmeric (optional)
¼-½ teaspoon cayenne pepper, to taste
kosher salt, to taste
Chopped parsley, cilantro or mint to garnish
Rinse lentils in a colander and place them in a large soup pot. Add the broth and the apricots and bring to a boil. Reduce heat to low, cover and let simmer for 20 minutes.
While the lentils are simmering, heat olive oil in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add the onions and sauté for 4-5 minutes, or until the onions are translucent. Add all eggplant, tomatoes, pepper, garlic, brown sugar, vinegar, and spices. Bring to a simmer, cover, and cook for 10 minutes.
Add the vegetable mixture to the lentils and simmer for another 30 minutes, or until the lentils are tender. Taste for seasoning and adjust as necessary. If the soup becomes too thick during the cooking process you can add more broth as desired.
Ladle into bowls and serve plain or with chopped parsley, cilantro, or mint for garnish.
Pilaf
1½ cups long grain rice
2 ounces vermicelli
2 tablespoons butter
1 tablespoon olive oil
3 cups chicken broth
½ teaspoon salt
Combine the butter and oil in a medium sauce pan. Break uncooked vermicelli into two inch pieces and place in butter.
Heat the butter, oil, and vermicelli on medium heat, stirring constantly, until the vermicelli is golden brown. During this time, the butter and oil may foam.
Pour the chicken broth into the pan, which will stop the frying of the vermicelli.
Add rice, and continue to heat, until the broth starts to boil.
Cover the pan with a tightly fitting lid and allow to simmer for 20 minutes, without stirring or lifting the lid.
After 20 minutes, stir rice mixture, and re-cover. Remove from heat and allow to sit another 10-15 minutes until the liquid is fully absorbed.
Pilaf with Pine Nuts
2 tablespoons butter
1 cup (4 oz.) vermicelli, broken into 1-in. pieces
2 cups long-grain white rice
1 qt. reduced-sodium chicken broth
1 teaspoon kosher salt
½ teaspoon pepper
1 teaspoon lemon juice
¼ cup toasted pine nuts
Melt butter in a large frying pan over medium-high heat. Add pasta and cook until browned, about 4 minutes. Stir in remaining ingredients except for pine nuts.
Bring to a boil, then reduce heat to low, cover, and simmer until rice is tender, about 15 minutes. Sprinkle with pine nuts.
Chicken and Pearl Barley Stew
2½ cups pearl barley, soaked overnight
4 pound whole chicken
1 tablespoon ground cumin, plus extra, to serve
5 ounces butter, chopped
2 teaspoon berbere (see below)
Harissa (see below)
Drain the pearl barley and rinse under cold running water. Place in a large saucepan, cover with 10 cups water and bring to the boil. Reduce heat to medium and cook, adding more water if necessary, for 2½ hours or until water is absorbed and barley is very soft; don’t stir too often as this will cause barley to stick to the pan.
Halfway through pearl barley cooking, place the chicken in a stockpot and cover with water. Bring to the boil, skimming any fats that rise to the surface, then reduce heat to medium and cook for 1 hour or until chicken is cooked through and starting to fall apart. Remove chicken from water and reserve 1.5 quarts stock. When chicken is cool enough to handle, using your fingers, finely shred the meat, removing and discarding the skin and bones.
Add shredded chicken and 1 quart reserved chicken stock to the cooked pearl barley. Place pan over low heat and cook, stirring occasionally, for 20 minutes or until thick. Blend with a handheld blender until the consistency of fine porridge; add more of the reserved stock if necessary to achieve the desired consistency. Season with salt, white pepper and cumin.
Just before serving, melt butter in a small pan and cook until a nut-brown colour. Pour over harissa. Serve with extra cumin and the berbere sprinkled over.
Berbere
8 teaspoons pure chile powder (ground dried red hot peppers) or 2 tablespoons cayenne pepper
5 teaspoons sweet paprika
1 tablespoon salt
1 teaspoon ground coriander
½ teaspoon ground ginger
3⁄8 teaspoon ground cardamom
3⁄8 teaspoon ground fenugreek
¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg
¼ teaspoon ground allspice
1⁄8 teaspoon ground cloves
Combine all the ingredients and whisk well together. Berbere may be stored in an airtight container.
Harissa
1 large red bell pepper
4 ounces dried chiles
3 sun-dried tomatoes, dry-packed
2 clove garlic, peeled
1 teaspoon coarse or kosher salt
3/4 teaspoon ground coriander (or 1½ teaspoons seeds, toasted and ground)
½ teaspoon ground caraway (or 1 teaspoon seeds, toasted and ground)
½ teaspoon ground cumin (or 1 teaspoon seeds, toasted and ground)
1 tablespoon olive oil, plus extra for storage
Roast your red pepper: You can do so in a 350°F oven, turning it every 15 minutes for a total of 45 to 60 minutes, until it’s deeply roasted on all sides. Set aside to cool—you can do this in a bowl with foil or plastic over it. Once cool enough to handle, peel and seed the pepper.
Meanwhile, place dried chiles and sundried tomato in a bowl and cover with boiling water. Let sit for 30 minutes, until well-softened. Drain and with gloved hands remove the seeds and stems from the chiles. The sundried tomatoes can be used as-is.
Place roasted red pepper, rehydrated chiles, tomatoes, garlic, salt, and spices in a blender or food processor with 1 tablespoon olive oil and blend until it becomes a thick paste; a little water may be necessary to help this along. Store in the fridge, topped with a thin layer of olive oil.
Khash
1 onion (diced)
1 garlic (diced)
Salt to taste
½ teaspoon dry chives leaves
Water
1 cow foot (cut and washed)
1 chili pepper
Wash and add the cut meat into a deep bowl. Cover in cold water and allow to soak overnight or for at least 8 hours to soften.
Wash thoroughly, place into a pot with onions, pepper, water, and garlic then cook until meat is tender and extracted from the bones.
Add salt to taste and serve warm with chives sprinkled over the soup.
Vospov Abour
½ lb. lentils
½ cup celery, chopped (opt.)
2 cloves garlic, chopped
1/4 cup olive oil
salt, pepper to taste
2 tablespoon. tomato paste
½ cup carrots, chopped
2 med. onions, chopped
2 teaspoon. flour (for thickening)
2 tablespoon. basil, dried and crushed
Wash lentils first, then boil them in a quart of water. When they are partially cooked (approximately ½ hour), add rest of ingredients and mix well. Cover and simmer another ½ hour until all vegetables are tender.
Siserr Abour
¼ cup chick peas, soaked overnight
6 cups water
½ cup barley
½ cup split peas (yellow)
1 teaspoon. salt
pinch of black. pepper
pinch cayenne
1 small onion, chopped
1 tablespoon. onion, chopped
2 tablespoon. shortening
Drain chick peas. Boil water and add all ingredients except 1 tablespoon. chopped onion and shortening. Bring to boil again and simmer for 2 hours.
Sauté 1 tablespoon, chopped onion in 2 tablespoon. shortening and add to soup.
Eetch
1 onion, chopped
½ cup of vegetable oil
1 (8 oz.) can tomato sauce
2-3 lemons
Salt, pepper, paprika
1 cup of fine bulgur
1 red pepper, chopped
1 green pepper, chopped
Parsley
Scallions
Sauté chopped peppers, chopped onion in ½ cup of oil. Cook ½ hour. Add 1 can tomato sauce, 1 cup of water, and the juice of 2-3 lemons. Bring to a boil and add lots of paprika and black pepper. Add salt to taste. Add 1 cup fine bulgur.
Turn off heat. Let sit, covered, until all liquid is absorbed. Add chopped parsley and scallions and mix together when serving.
Tanabour
1 cup dried pearl barley, soaked overnight in 3 cups water
2 cups Greek-style yogurt
2 eggs, lightly beaten
2 ounces butter
1 teaspoon dried mint
Drain barley and place in a large saucepan with 8 cups of water and 1 teaspoon salt. Bring to the boil over medium heat and cook, skimming any impurities that rise to the surface, for 35 minutes or until barley is tender. Remove from heat.
Whisk yogurt and eggs in a bowl until combined. Gradually whisk in 4 ounces of the hot barley soup, then whisk yogurt mixture back into saucepan of remaining soup.
Return soup over medium heat and cook for 5 minutes or until heated through; do not allow soup to boil. Melt butter in a small saucepan, then stir in mint and pour over soup to serve.
Jajukh
2 cups plain yogurt
2 large cucumbers; peeled, seeded and finely sliced or cubed
¼ teaspoon salt
few drops extra virgin olive oil
2 cloves garlic; mashed
½ cup cold water; or as needed
8 sprigs fresh mint; to garnish
2 tablespoons fresh spearmint
black pepper to taste
Beat together the yogurt and garlic until smooth. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Add the mint to taste. Add cold water if yogurt is too thick. Mix well.
Peel, seed, and finely slice the cucumbers. Rinse the cucumbers and add to the yogurt mixture. Pour the mixture into a serving bowl or individual serving bowls. Cover and refrigerate at least 1 hour.
Garnish with fresh mint sprigs and a few drops of olive oil. Serve very cold.
Börek
1 egg, lightly beaten
1 bunch fresh parsley, minced
2 cloves garlic, minced
3/4 teaspoon crushed red pepper
6 ounces smoked Gouda cheese, shredded
6 ounces Emmentaler cheese, finely shredded
12 sheets phyllo dough
1½ cups unsalted butter, melted
In a medium bowl, whisk together egg, parsley, garlic, and crushed red pepper. Mix in Gouda and Emmentaler.
One sheet at a time, place phyllo dough on a flat surface and brush with about 1 tablespoon butter. Cut lengthwise into 4 strips. Place a rounded teaspoon of the egg mixture at one end of each strip. Fold corner of strip over the filling, forming a triangular fold. Continue folding the length of the strip in triangular folds to form a small stuffed triangle. Repeat with remaining phyllo dough.
Preheat oven to 350°F (175°C). Lightly butter a large baking sheet or place down parchment paper.
Arrange stuffed phyllo triangles in a single layer on the prepared baking sheet. Bake in the preheated oven 30 minutes, or until lightly browned. Serve warm.
Samsek
DOUGH:
1 package active dry yeast warm water
3 cups flour
salt
2 eggs, beaten
2 tablespoon oil
butter for frying
FILLING:
1½ pounds lean ground beef
1 small onion, finely chopped
2 eggs, beaten
½ cup dry bread crumbs
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
salt, pepper
DOUGH: To prepare dough, sprinkle yeast over warm water and mix. Set aside about 5 minutes for yeast to dissolve. In bowl with yeast, add flour, salt, eggs, and oil and knead until firm dough forms. Place in greased bowl. Cover and let rise in warm place about 6 hours.
FILLING: Mix together beef, onions, eggs, bread crumbs, cinnamon, and salt and pepper to taste.
When the dough has risen, form into balls a little larger than walnut size. Roll each into a 5″ diameter circle. Spread some meat mixture, about 1/3″ thick, over the surface of each round. Melt some butter in a large skillet over medium heat. Fry the samseks, in batches, with meat side down, then flip and cook second side until done. Place samseks in large pan on top of one another. Cover and let stand until softened. Serve while still warm.
Lavash
1 package. yeast
1½ cup warm water
2 teaspoons sugar
4 ½ cup all-purpose flour
1 tablespoon toasted sesame seeds
1 tablespoon toasted
1½ teaspoon salt
Coat a large bowl with oil. Set aside.
In a measuring cup, combine yeast, water, and sugar. Mix until yeast is dissolved.
In a large mixing bowl, combine flour and salt. Add the yeast water mixture and form a dough. Knead dough by hand for 10 -15 minutes. 5-8 minutes is sufficient if using a knead hook on a mixer.
Once the dough is kneaded, place a ball of dough in the oiled bowl. Roll the dough around the bowl to coat it with oil. Cover and let rise for 1 -1½ hours, or until the dough doubles in size.
Once the dough has doubled, press down to release air. Continue to knead for about 5 minutes.
Divide the dough into 8 separate balls of dough. Cover and allow to rise for 30 minutes.
Preheat oven to 400°.
Once risen, roll the dough out to thin rectangles, about 12"x10" for large or 8"x6" for small flatbreads. They should be as thin as pizza dough.
Puncture rectangles with a fork. Brush dough with water and sprinkle sesame seeds. Bake on baking sheet for 20-25 minutes until golden brown.
Matnakash
5 cups bread flour
1 teaspoon active dry yeast
1½ teaspoons salt
½ teaspoon sugar
2 cups warm water (temperature about 105 -110 degrees)
3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil
In a bowl, add all dry ingredients, stirring to combine. Add the water, and mix until a soft dough forms. On a lightly floured surface, knead the dough about 20 minutes.
Place dough in a clean, lightly oiled bowl; cover with a clean towel and let it rise in a warm, draft-free place for about 1 hour.
Moisten your hands with water, press the dough lightly; stretch and fold the dough four times. Then cover it again and leave it in a warm place for another 30 minutes.
Divide the dough into 2 equal parts.
On a large open baking pan, pour the olive oil and stretch open the dough (one piece at a time) into an oval shape—making sure both sides are covered with oil.
Let the dough sit for another 15 – 20 minutes.
Preheat oven to 425°.
Fold all along the rim of the oval breads, gently tucking them in.
With a fork, knife, or fingers, gently give the appropriate design of a plowed field—5 to 6 lines lengthwise and 3 to 4 lines crosswise.
Place the shaped dough on an baking pan (no grease) and bake until golden brown (about 20 minutes).
Choereg
1 cup whole milk
1 cup unsalted butter
1 cup margarine
1 cup white sugar
½ cup lukewarm water
2 teaspoons white sugar
2 (.25 ounce) envelopes active dry yeast
5 eggs
6 cups all-purpose flour, or as needed
1½ teaspoons baking powder
1½ tablespoons ground mahleb (try a Middle Eastern market)
1½ teaspoons salt
1 egg, beaten
1 tablespoon sesame seeds
In a saucepan over medium heat, combine the milk, butter, and margarine. Heat until butter and margarine are melted, but do not let it boil. Stir in 1 cup of sugar until dissolved, then set aside to cool to lukewarm.
In a small bowl, dissolve 2 teaspoons of sugar in warm water. Sprinkle the yeast over the surface, and let stand until frothy, about 10 minutes.
Crack the eggs into a large bowl, and stir a little to break up the yolks. Slowly pour in the heated milk mixture while whisking constantly, so as to temper the eggs and not cook them. Add the yeast mixture, and stir just until blended.
In a large bowl, combine the flour, baking powder, mahleb, and salt. Make a well in the center, and pour in the wet mixture. Stir until it forms a sticky dough. Pour onto a floured surface, and knead in additional flour as needed to make a more substantial dough. Knead for about 10 minutes. Place in an oiled bowl, and set in a warm place to rise for about 2 hours, or until doubled in size.
When the dough has doubled, press down again, and let rise until doubled. It will only take about half as long this time.
Separate the dough into 5 even portions, then separate each of those into thirds. Roll each of those into ropes about 12 inches long. Braid sets of three ropes together, pinching the ends to seal, and tucking them under for a better presentation. Place the loaves onto baking sheets lined with parchment paper. Loaves should be spaced 4 inches apart. Set in a warm place to rise until your finger leaves an impression behind when you poke the loaf gently.
Preheat the oven to 350°F (175°C). Brush the loaves with beaten egg, and sprinkle with sesame seeds. Bake for 25 minutes in the preheated oven, or until nicely golden brown all over.
Ghapama
1 pumpkin, about 3 lbs.
1½ cups rice
4 tablespoons (½ stick) butter, melted
¼ cup each of dried plums, apricots, cherries, chopped
¼ cup raisins
½-3/4 teaspoon. ground cinnamon
Dash of salt, or to taste
1-2 tablespoons honey
½ cup chopped nuts (almonds, walnuts, or pecans), optional
¼ cup hot water
Wash and dry exterior of pumpkin. Cut off the top in a circle shape as it will be used as a lid.
Scrape out the stringy fibers and seeds. Discard fibers, but rinse and save the seeds for roasting later on, if desired. Rinse the inside of the pumpkin; pat dry.
In a saucepan, bring 3 cups of water to a boil. Add rice, stir, cover the pot and reduce heat to low. Cook rice for about 15 minutes. Rice should not be completely cooked. Drain any excess liquid.
In bowl, mix together the partially cooked rice, chopped, dried fruit, melted butter, salt, cinnamon, honey (or sugar), and nuts, if using.
Loosely stuff filling into pumpkin; pour the ¼ cup hot water over the top of the filling.
Place the pumpkin on a baking sheet for support. Put the top of the pumpkin back on and bake at 325°F for about 1-½ to 2 hours or until soft. Insert a toothpick into the pumpkin to determine tenderness.
Topik
Ingredients for the Spread:
1 ¼ cup of chickpeas
2 medium potatoes
2 teaspoons of salt
2 teaspoons of sugar
¼ cup tahini
Ingredients for Stuffing:
1½ cup of onions
2 tablespoons of small black raisins
2 tablespoons of Pinole nuts
4 teaspoons of cinnamon
2 teaspoons of Allspice
2 teaspoons of black pepper
2 teaspoons of sugar
1 cup of tahini
6 pieces of aluminum foil that are cut to the size of a handkerchief
Remove the outer layer of the chick peas and crush them. Boil, clean, and add the potatoes to the chickpeas. Add salt, sugar, and tahini. Knead the spread to a dough-like texture. Set it to one side.
Slice the onions thinly and caramelize the onions over low heat. Once the onions are carmelized, remove from the heat and add the raisins, Pinole nuts, cinnamon, Allspice, black pepper, and sugar to the onions and mix it. When cooled off, add the tahini and mix.
Divide the spread and the stuffing into 3-4 equal pieces. On each aluminum foil sheet, apply one portion of the spread so that it looks like a plate that is about as thick as an orange peel. Put one portion of the stuffing in the middle of the spread and fold each side so it looks like envelope. Repeat for the other portions. Store in the refrigerator overnight.
Serve with olive oil, lemon juice, and pinch of cinnamon.
Trakht
Patties
3 cups of fine burghul (cracked wheat)
2 pounds of ground lean beef
1 tablespoon pepper paste or biber salçasi (red capsicum paste)
1 tablespoon berbere (see above)
1 onion, finely chopped
vegetable oil, to deep-fry
lime wedges,
Romaine lettuce leaves
flat-leaf parsley
Filling
4 large onions, finely chopped
2 pounds of ground beef
1 cup butter, chopped
1 tablespoon salt
1 teaspoon allspice
¾ teaspoon ground cinnamon
¼ cup of pine nuts
To make the filling, cook onions and beef in a large skillet, stirring occasionally, and breaking up the meat for 7 minutes or until beef in no longer red and mixture is dry. Add butter, spices, pine nuts, 1 teaspoon salt and ½ teaspoon black pepper, and cook for a further 10 minutes or until mixture is dry and meat is tender. Place in an airtight container and refrigerate overnight.
Cook the burghul in cold water for 45 minutes or until softened. Drain well to remove excess water. Working in 2 batches, add ground beef, 1 tablespoon salt, pepper paste, berbere, onion and burghul in a food processor and process until combined; the mixture will be sticky. Add up to ½ cup of extra water to bind if necessary.
To shape the patties, using the back of a small plate lined with plastic wrap, flatten 2 tablespoons of burghul mixture to form 4” rounds. Spread 2 tablespoons of filling over half the rounds, then top with remaining rounds. Carefully pinch the patties to enclose the filling..
Fill a deep-fryer or large saucepan one-third full with vegetable oil and heat over medium heat to 350°. Working in batches, gently drop the patties into the oil and fry, turning halfway, for 2½ minutes each side or until crisp and golden brown. Remove with a slotted spoon and drain on paper towel.
Serve patties hot with lime wedges, lettuce leaves and flat-leaf parsley.
Anoushabour
1 cup pearl barley (use a heavily hulled pearl barley, available from Middle Eastern markets)
1 cup sugar
1 cup raisins
1 stick of cinnamon
3 cloves
ground cinnamon, pistachios, walnuts and blanched almonds, to serve
Rinse barley under cold running water, then place in a saucepan with sugar, raisins, spices and enough water to just cover barley.
Bring to a boil, stirring occasionally, then reduce heat to low and cook for 2½ hours, adding ½ cup water every 30 minutes or until barley is soft. Discard the cinnamon stick. Blend using a handheld blender until a porridge-like consistency; the high sugar content means it is likely to burn easily, so keep topping up with more water and stirring occasionally, if needed.
Remove from heat, then pour pudding into a shallow dish. Sprinkle with cinnamon, and decorate with pistachios, walnuts and almonds. Refrigerate until cold before serving.
Fasulye
2 pounds green beans
1 cup extra virgin olive oil
3 medium sized chopped onions
2 large fresh peeled tomatoes
2 teaspoons salt
3 teaspoons sugar
Water to cover the beans
Pour the olive oil into a large pan and warm. Fry the onions until they are soft and translucent.
Chop the tomatoes into small pieces and add them to the onions.
Add the beans, salt, and sugar. Mix well, and pour over enough water to cover the beans.
Bring to the boil, then turn down the heat. Cook the beans on a slow simmer for approximately 1 hour until they are lovely and tender, and the sauce is well reduced.
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