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by Emily Fiffer

If you’ve read the news in the last half-

century, you’re likely aware of the strug-

gle between Israelis and Palestinians for 

land ownership: cease fires and broken 

cease fires; violence; a heavy toll on both 

sides. But there’s another story—one 

that sees far fewer headlines—that’s 

imperative to tell. It’s one that reflects a 

culture that’s brilliantly convivial, unfail-

ingly generous and endlessly hungry. 

In the Israel you don’t read about in 

the news, life revolves around the table, 

and meals are an event. They involve 

clatter, chatter and plates of food heavy 

on vegetables and bright spices. These 

produce-driven dishes, or salatim, epito-

mize the Israeli dining experience. 

In 2015, vegetables have gained foot-

ing in our cultural conversation and on 

our dinner tables. Yotam Ottolenghi is 

revered in both home and restaurant 

kitchens. And chefs (Israeli and not) are 

catching on to the diversity and potential 

those little vegetable dishes hold. 

Mezze gets Modern

At their pint-sized London restaurant, 

Honey & Co., Sarit Packer and Itamar 

Srulovich meld their 

memories to reimagine 

the dishes of their youth 

(she’s from the north; he 

grew up in Jerusalem). 

“The whole diet starts on 

vegetables, because as a 

kid, you eat fresh salads, 

which are always part of 

the meal,” Packer says. 

Ironically, the couple left 

their homeland so they 

could cook Israeli food. 

“Ten years ago, restau-

rants in Israel were about 

serving food from other 

countries. Today, there’s 

so much pride in using local ingredients. 

There is a lot of innovation happening,” 

she says. 

This is certainly the case at Honey & 

Co., where the mezze platter is an ever-

changing rainbow of whatever’s in sea-

son; a recent visit delivered herb-packed 

falafel, burnt aubergine boureka, labneh 

with a slick of olive oil, and the showstop-

per—alluring apricot tabbouleh. 

Their take on classic tabbouleh swaps 

dried apricots for tomatoes and pis-

tachios for cucumbers (recipe, p. 96). 

Orange and lemon zest plus a splash of 

heady orange blossom water provide 

depth to a dish that, on its face, is wholly 

straightforward. But don’t dare label Pack-

er and Srulovich tradition-busters. “We’re 

using the same sensibilities of balance [as 

traditional dishes],” Packer says. “I don’t 

see it as fusion or abrasive for someone. 

It’s a modern take on a classic but it ar-

rives from using the same things—mint 

and parsley and cracked wheat. It’s not 

pretentious, not trying to be anything it’s 

not. There’s nothing out of the ordinary; 

it’s what we’d do at home.”

A hemisphere below, Michael Rantissi 

takes a similar stance. After years of 

entertaining friends at 

home cooking the food 

he grew up eating at his 

mother’s Tel Aviv table, 

the French-trained chef 

opened vegetable-heavy 

Kepos Street Kitchen in 

Redfern, Australia. “Aus-

sies are health-conscious 

and vegetables are a big 

part of the diet in Sydney,” 

he notes. “What’s fascinat-

ing is that it’s quite similar 

to Tel Aviv. Food-wise, 

people are eating lighter 

food, fresh produce and 

they have a multicultural 

Apricot and pistachio tab-

bouleh with orange blos-

som, Sarit Packer, Honey & 

Co., London. RECIPE, p. 96.

“10 yearS ago, 
reStaurantS in 

iSrael were about 
Serving food from 
other countrieS. 

today there’s so much 
pride in using local 
ingredients. there 

is a lot of innovation 
happening.”

— Sarit Packer, Honey & Co.
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.approach. I was expecting an undevel-

oped palate to Mediterranean food [in 

Sydney], so it’s been surprising to see 

how Israeli cuisine is perceived.” 

Rantissi developed his signature 

style—cleaner, less aggressive—partly 

because his wife is an Aussie girl. He 

looks to his mother, a cook in her own 

right, for recipes. “[I’m] stealing from 

[my] parents and making it [my] own. 

It’s modernized Israeli cuisine,” he says. 

The raw cauliflower salad is a customer 

favorite: chopped florets, a flurry of herbs 

(coriander, parsley, mint) and nuts (wal-

nuts and pistachios, which he abstains 

from toasting to maintain health ben-

efits), pearl barley for texture and heft 

and dried cranberries and pomegranate 

seeds for tart sweetness. 

Rantissi compares the vinaigrette to 

vincotto. To make it, he reduces hosroum, 

a Lebanese grape juice, to cook out the 

salinity, then adds pomegranate molasses 

and olive oil. “It’s a natural way of using 

salt,” Rantissi explains. “We try to use as 

much natural salt as we can from fruits 

and vegetables, so if we can reduce things 

we’ll do that instead. The food is about 

your body reacting well to it. People don’t 

see Israel as a food destination. At Kepos, 

we try to tell them that Israel does have 

multicultural food, a beautiful food heri-

tage that’s been blended together. We call 

our cuisine a mishmash. We like people 

to take that shulchan type of approach—a 

table to be shared.”

If anyone knows mishmash, it’s Todd 

Ginsberg. The chef grew up eating at his 

dad’s deli in Jersey, then moved on to Mi-

ami, North Carolina and New York before 

settling in Atlanta. After a few years, he 

opened The General Muir (a contempo-

rary deli) and Yalla, which features Israeli 

street food. “You have to adapt a bit. I 

love the idea of taking my background 

and applying that same care and level of 

intensity to [falafel].” 

For inspiration before opening Yalla, 

Ginsberg took his first trip to Israel, where 

he and a friend “ate eight to 10 meals a 

day,” he says. “I saw guys doing common 

things in an uncommon way. We bring 

that style of cooking to Yalla.” Like Packer, 

Srulovich and Rantissi, he riffs on tradi-

tion, emphasizing vegetables, artisanal 

ingredients and unusual combinations. 

Cured eggplant, Tomer Amedi, 

The Palomar Restaurant,  

London. RECIPE, p. 97.
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Yalla offers salatim (think fermented 

turnips, turmeric hummus, spicy cucum-

bers) à la carte or as a platter, always 

with a side of cumin-scented hummus 

and baba ghanoush. “We wanted to keep 

in mind not to have too-assertive fla-

vors—one or two flavor profiles—so the 

star of the meal is the sum of the parts,” 

he says. Ginsberg’s fried cauliflower with 

salt and za’atar is evidence: Hit with a 

dose of the ubiquitous spice blend, the 

golden florets pack an herbaceous punch 

($2, recipe, below). Simplicity reigns 

supreme in red cabbage sauerkraut punc-

tuated with toasted caraway and juniper 

berries, which Ginsberg enjoys on falafel 

or shawarma ($2.50, recipe, below). “This 

food is very crave-worthy,” he explains. 

“Everything goes with everything.”

sweet heat

You wouldn’t expect a man named Wesley 

Johnson to wax poetic about zhoug. But 

he’s an equal opportunity condiment-

user. Johnson traces his love affair with 

Middle Eastern food to a trip he took with 

Michael Solomonov to Israel in advance of 

opening Solomonov’s Philadelphia restau-

rant, Zahav. There, Solomonov’s parents 

took him on a tour of the country’s cui-

sine; Johnson learned how to make pita 

and was instantly sold. “In addition to the 

flavors, I like how you eat,” he says. “The 

salatim is just what they send you. You 

don’t order it—it just shows up. Everyone 

eats so damn much. But it’s the hospital-

ity. Everyone is loud and having a good 

time, eating with their hands. It’s enjoy-

able dining and the flavors are fantastic.”

A few years ago, Johnson took his 

know-how to Portland, Ore.’s Café Castag-

na, where access to West Coast produce 

does wonders for the vegetable-heavy 

cuisine he excels at cooking. “I like being 

product-driven,” he says. “I don’t tend to 

think about proteins that much. I can’t 

even imagine not cooking this way—not 

thinking about the vegetables first.” 

Red cabbage sauerkraut 
Chef/Partner Todd Ginsberg, Yalla,  
Atlanta

Yield: 40 servings 

Menu price: $2.50; food cost/serving: 30%

red cabbage heads,   
shredded 5 each

Kosher salt 420 g 

1. in a container large enough to hold cab-
bage, spread 1 layer of shredded cabbage, 
then salt it. repeat until you have used all 
cabbage. let sit 1 hour.

2. aggressively massage cabbage, 
squeezing all of it until it starts to give off 
water.

3. in a skinny, tall crock (or similar con-
tainer) gently pack cabbage. cover top 
with plastic wrap. Fill a large resealable 
bag with water and place on top of plastic 
wrap to weigh down cabbage. 

4. after 2 days, cabbage should leach out 
enough water to cover it. if not, top off with 

just enough water to cover cabbage. 

5. Keep container covered with plastic wrap 
and weighted with bag of water. let sit 3 
more days (a total of 5 days), then serve.

Fried cauliflower with za’atar
Chef/Partner Todd Ginsberg, Yalla,  
Atlanta

Yield: 8 servings 

Menu price: $2; food cost/serving: 25%

cauliflower, head of, cut into bite-size 
florets 1 each

Vegetable oil as needed

salt as needed

cumin, ground as needed

Za’atar (see note) as needed

1. Fry cauliflower in vegetable oil until deep 
brown, then drain. 

2. Toss cauliflower in equal parts salt, 
cumin and za’atar to taste and serve.

Note: Za’atar is a spice blend of sumac, 
thyme and toasted sesame seeds.
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This explains the abundance of com-

pelling produce-centric dishes on his din-

ner menu—among them, Johnson’s favor-

ite: roasted carrots with zhoug and feta 

($7, recipe, p. 96). “Zhoug is pretty much 

my favorite condiment ever,” he says. 

His version is laced with fermented fish 

chilies, plus a hefty dose of black pepper 

and citric acid. “It’s such a bright, herby, 

floral hot sauce anyway, and when you 

add a fermented chili dimension to it it’s 

pretty spicy,” he says. That heat balances 

the sweetness of the carrots, which are 

vacuum-sealed with butter and cooked in 

a Combi oven before getting thrown into 

the back corner of the restaurant’s deck 

oven at 650 degrees F to dehydrate from 

the outside. “The idea is to crisp up and 

dry out that skin, while the inside gets al-

most custardy. They’re super sweet—it’s 

like glazing itself in its own liquid, with a 

nice char.” To serve, Johnson tosses them 

with zhoug, more parsley and a pinch 

of goat feta. The result—sweet meets 

heat—aptly expresses his Middle Eastern 

leanings and Northwestern terroir. 

generations of flavors

As a child, Israeli chef Tomer Amedi 

looked forward to weekly trips to 

Machane Yehuda Market with his father. 

Together they’d stroll the stalls, his 

father tapping watermelon and sniffing 

aubergines to bring home for the family’s 

Friday feast. “You start with the challah 

and then go with 10 million little mez-

zeand salads, then pressed salads, then 

meat, fish, rice, potatoes, beans, roast. 

And all that time there’s still 10 million 

mezzes on the table. And the whole time 

my mom is asking, ‘Did you try this? Or 

this?’ It’s like, ‘Mom I’m getting there…

slowly.’” Today, at his London restaurant, 

The Palomar, Amedi takes the food of his 

youth to new heights. 

“My mom came from Morocco and my 

father is from Kurdistan; two cuisines that 

represent everything that’s tasty about 

flavor. Kurdish food is sour and concen-

trated and Moroccan is spicy, herby.” His 

cured aubergines take cues from both 

cultures: Amedi layers deep-fried steaks 

with parsley, spring onions, lemon, vin-

egar, hot water, paprika, chili flakes and 

garlic. An overnight rest is all it takes for 

the flavors to penetrate the sponge-like 

nightshade (recipe, p. 97). “The oil starts 

to ooze out and mixes—we don’t have to 

make a vinaigrette,” he says. “There’s an 

acidity that cuts through. Aubergine is a 

bit like meat, so I treat it with the same 

respect I treat meat. They can take the 

curing. The shape stays plump.” At home 

(he lives above the restaurant), Amedi 

“love[s] it on bread with whatever else 

I have—tahini, baba, labneh.” That eat-

how-you-want-and-mix-it-all-up attitude 

permeates his restaurant. “I want people 

to feel like they are in my house. I suggest 

sharing [to my customers] to bind people 

together. You came to eat together. There 

is something communal about it. You 

can’t detach it from that,” he explains.

We don’t know what Israel’s future 

holds. The current struggles might 

persist. But conflict or not, one thing 

remains clear: Families will gather daily 

around their tables, passing dishes and 

talking over each other, eating food that 

reflects the sweetness, bitterness and 

spice of their homeland.

Emily Fiffer’s favorite Israeli dish is Yotam  

Ottolenghi’s smoked labneh.

Roasted carrots with zhoug and feta, 

$7, Wesley Johnson, Café Castagna, 

Portland, Ore. RECIPE, p. 96.
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“the Salatim iS juSt what 
they Send you. you don’t 

order it—it juSt ShowS up. 
everyone eats so damn much. 

but it’s the hospitality. everyone 
is loud and having a good time, 

eating with their hands. it’s 
enjoyable dining and the flavors 

are fantastic.”
— Wesley Johnson, Café Castagna


