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OLIA HERCULES 

From stuff ed cabbage leaves to garlicky 
poussins, Olia Hercules’s recipes are 
redolent of long summers in her mother’s 
Ukrainian garden: rich, nourishing and 
enhanced by her stint as an Ottolenghi chef 

Olia Hercules’s  Mamushka 
is a celebration of the food 
from her birthplace of 
Ukraine and beyond: from 

Armenia,  Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova 
and Uzbekistan.  It’s also a celebration 
of the resilient, inspiring women – the 
mamushkas – in her  family. 

Many of the recipes come from 
Hercules’s maternal grandmother, a 
mother of six. “That mamushka was 
strong, ” she says. “She’d take my mum, 
and go to St Petersburg on the train, 
which would take about a day and a 
half from the south of Ukraine, and 
she would sell her apricots  at markets.   
Suitcases full of these ripe apricots 
that probably fi lled the whole train 
with this amazing fragrance. She’d sell 
them,  then buy my mum a little coat.”

The 30-year-old Hercules grew up 
in Kakhovka , a port city on the river 
Dnieper  in southern Ukraine. Her 
father is an engineer and entrepreneur 
who started off  by making plastic shoes 

and toys in his garage and later had a 
sunfl ower oil factory, and her mother 
runs a small B&B.  It’s a rural area that 
is, she says,  connected to the land. 
Summers were  spent outdoors with 
“all the cousins, all the second cousins, 
all the aunties”. Food is an integral part 
of these memories: as well as apricots, 
the family had peach and mulberry 
trees, raspberry bushes and peas. 
When they visit now, Hercules’s three-
year-old son, Sasha, loves to run to his 
grandma’s cucumber patch, pick one – 
“all prickly and warm” – and eat it.

The book is fi lled with colourful 
recipes that bring those warm summers 
to mind,  including a dill-fl ecked radish 
and tomato salad that Hercules’s mum 
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would make with the fi rst crop of 
cucumbers. It shows the wide range 
of infl uences on the food she grew 
up eating. Yes, there are   borshch and 
 dumplings –  but there are also Korean 
pickled carrots (a variation on kimchi 
invented by the large population of 
Korean immigrants in Russia), a giant 
cheese twist often made by Hercules’s 
two half-Moldovan grandmothers, and 
a Russian  millefeuille.

There’s a British infl uence as 
well. After fi ve years in Cyprus – a 

move provoked by her bad asthma – 
Hercules  came to the UK to take a BA 
in Italian and international relations , 
followed by an MA in English and 
Russian translation and Russian 
culture . She worked as a reporter at 
Screen International before deciding to 
retrain at Leith’s School of Food and 
Wine, after which she tested her mettle 
 as a chef at Ottolenghi in Islington. She 
now works as a food stylist and writer, 
and after living here for 13 years, “using 
a few English ingredients in some of 
my Ukrainian food makes sense. Black 
treacle and Georgian plums. Why not?”

I get to try the Georgian-British 
chutney at the north London fl at 
where she lives with her son, along 
with garlicky chicken, pressed down 
in the pan with a chopping board and 
a pestle and mortar (a safer option 
than the circus dumbbell her mum 
occasionally used). It is delicious: rich 
and nourishing but not too heavy, a 
diffi  cult combination to balance.

 It was a gift from her aunt Nina , a 
copy of The National Cuisines of our 
People  by Russian historian William 
Pokhlebkin,    that inspired Hercules to 
start collecting her family’s recipes. 

She admits that it’s been hard to enjoy 
the success of the last year with the 
uncertainty over  Ukraine: at  the  time 
 she signed up to write her book, Crimea 
–  close to her where her parents and 
her brother’s family live – was being 
annexed. But she hopes the book will 
show that “despite everything, people 
are still growing their stuff , and smiling 
and trying to make do”.

 We talk about the preconceptions 
of eastern European food, and why 
it isn’t better represented . Soviet-era 
restaurant food, she says, has a lot 
to answer for. The state had another 
eff ect too: “I think the Soviet Union 
gave us this big inferiority complex. 
We’d just never think the food was 
special enough. But it’s amazing. All 
of the Georgian and Armenian and 
Uzbekistani stuff  takes the best from 
Turkey, Iran and eastern Europe; 
it’s just a great fusion . A  little bit of 
Ukrainian borshch, a  little bit of 
Soviet Korean, Georgian – it all 
makes a great meal. ” SOPHIE MISSING 
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STUFFED CABBAGE LEAVES

Traditionally, we use fi rm white 
cabbage leaves here, so if you want 
more of a traditional taste, please use 
those instead of the Savoy . They  may 
need to be blanched for three minutes 
instead of two. My grandmother  used 
to make a version  without tomatoes 
and using whole sauerkraut leaves  and 
pork belly. The combination of sharp 
cabbage and luscious pork is incredible.      

SERVES 6 (MAKES 12 PARCELS)
sunfl ower oil 2 tbsp 
onion 1 large, fi nely diced
carrot 1, peeled and grated
caster sugar 1 tsp 
tomato purée 1 tbsp 
fresh bay leaf 1 
chopped tomatoes 400g  tin 
water 400ml   
Savoy cabbage 1, 12 leaves, separated
minced beef and minced pork 250g each  
 white long-grain rice 160g , parboiled for 5 
minutes and drained
barberries 40g  (optional)

To serve
dill ½ small bunch, fi nely chopped

soured cream 100ml 
sourdough bread

DIRECTIONS

Make the sauce fi rst. Heat the 
sunfl ower oil in a heavy-based 
fl ameproof casserole dish. Fry half the 
onion and all the grated carrot over a 
medium heat for 5-10 minutes until 
soft. Add the sugar and  tomato purée 
and cook for 1 minute. Add the bay leaf, 
tomatoes and  the 400ml water. Season 
well with salt and pepper.

Blanch the cabbage leaves for 2 
minutes , then refresh them in cold 
water and drain well on kitchen paper.

Mix the minced meats,  rice, the 
barberries, if using, some salt and 
pepper and the remaining diced onion  in 
a bowl. Place 50g  of the fi lling on to each 
cabbage leaf and fold up into parcels.

Place the parcels on top of the sauce, 
folded side down, tucking them next to 
each other snugly so  they don’t 
unravel. Cook over a low heat for about 
45 minutes or until cooked through.

Serve with the chopped dill, a dollop 
of soured cream on the side and 
sourdough bread.

The recipes: goose, pickles, 
apple sponge and more …

»
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SUMMER FRUIT
PUNCH, SEE PAGE 45
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UKRAINIAN BEETROOT BROTH 
(BORSHCH)

 Stock is very important here , and the 
meat  should be well marbled,  or it will 
never become meltingly soft.  

SERVES 4
beetroot 200g , peeled and cut into 
matchsticks
potatoes 200g , peeled and chopped
sunfl ower oil 2 tbsp 
onion 1, fi nely chopped
carrot 1, peeled and roughly grated
red pepper 1, cored, deseeded, chopped
tomato puree 1 tbsp 
beef tomato 1 (skin discarded), roughly 
grated 
white cabbage ½ small, shredded
red kidney beans 400g tin, drained and 
rinsed

 For the stock
oxtail or fatty beef short ribs 500g   
onion 1, peeled but kept whole
bay leaf 1
cold water 2.5 litres 

To serve
soured cream 100ml   
dill ½ bunch, chopped

DIRECTIONS

To make the stock, simply place the 
meat, whole onion, bay leaf and  water 
in a large saucepan. Season the water 
lightly and cook over a low heat for 1 
hour. Skim off  the scum with a spoon 
from time to time.

Remove the onion and bay leaf then 
add the beetroot and potatoes to the 
stock, season well with salt and pepper 
and cook over a low heat for 30 minutes.

Meanwhile, heat the sunfl ower oil 
in a frying pan. Add the onion and 
carrot and cook over a medium heat, 
stirring, for about 5-7 minutes until 
the carrot is meltingly soft and is about 
to start caramelising.  

Add the red pepper and tomato 
purée to the onion and carrot and cook 

it out for 2 minutes, then add the grated 
fresh tomato , stir and reduce slightly 
before adding all of this to the broth. 
Finally, add the shredded cabbage and 
beans to the broth and cook for about 7 
minutes until cooked through.

Serve with a dollop of soured cream 
and chopped dill. 

ARMENIAN ROASTED 
VEGETABLES

You should try cabbage wedges the 
way they are roasted here – delicious.  

SERVES 4 AS A SIDE
cabbage 150g , sliced into 3 wedges (keep 
the core in – it’s the best bit)
carrot 1, peeled and thickly sliced
courgette 1, thickly sliced
celery sticks 2, thickly sliced
onion 1, small, quartered
caulifl ower 200g , stalks and fl orets, 
chopped
red pepper 1, cored, deseeded and roughly 
chopped
olive oil 3 tbsp 
beef tomato 1, thickly sliced
dill 1 tbsp, chopped 

DIRECTIONS

Preheat the oven to 200C/ gas mark 6. 
Place all the vegetables except the 

tomato in a large roasting tin. Pour 
over the oil and season well with salt 
and pepper. Mix everything together 
with your hands and pop in the oven 
for 30 minutes until the edges of the 
vegetables start to char.

Arrange the tomato slices on top, 
season and place in the oven for 
another 15 minutes. Sprinkle over the 
chopped dill and serve.

GARLICKY GEORGIAN 
POUSSINS

This is the most popular Georgian dish 
outside Georgia  and the fi rst dish my 
mother taught me.  The trick is to keep 
the hob on the lowest setting. As for the
weight, my mother often used my dad’s
old-school circus dumbbell. It was 

probably not the safest option and I 
now use my  granite mortar, but a couple
of food  tins should also do the job.

SERVES 2
poussins 2 
garlic cloves 4, fi nely grated
sea salt fl akes
cayenne pepper ½ tsp 
butter 40g   
sunfl ower oil 1 tbsp 
tarragon, basil, parsley, dill ½ tbsp each, 
chopped 

To serve
good bread

tkhemali (Georgian sour plum sauce, 
available online or in specialist shops, such 
as dachashop.co.uk)

DIRECTIONS

Spatchcock each poussin by cutting it 
along the backbone with a knife or 
scissors. Flatten them with the palm of 
your hand, then rub with the grated 
garlic and season generously all over 
with salt and the cayenne pepper.

Heat the butter and oil in a large, 
heavy-based skillet or frying pan. Cook 
the poussins, cut side down, over a 
medium heat for 3 minutes, then fl ip 
them over and cook them skin side 
down for 5 minutes.

Lower the heat and place a 
cartouche (a circle of baking 
parchment or greaseproof paper) 
over the birds, followed by a smaller 
frying pan on top. Weight it all 
down with something heavy. Cook 
for 20-25 minutes over the lowest 
possible heat. To test that the 
poussins are cooked, pull away at the 
legs – they should come away easily 
and the juices should run clear.

When the birds are done, lift them 
out and rest on a chopping board for 5 
minutes. Add the herbs to the buttery 
juices and cook for another minute or 
two. Serve the poussins drizzled with 
the herby juices, or mop the juices up 
with  bread, along with the tkhemali. »
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ARMENIAN 
ROASTED VEGETAB;LES

Serve 
drizzled 
with herby 
juices or 
mop them 
up with 
bread
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SOVIET GOOSE NOODLES

 This dish is something our whole 
extended family adopted: silky noodles, 
pulled goose and its juices.  This recipe 
also works well with duck .

SERVES 4
small goose or large duck 1, jointed
water 100ml  
noodle dough 1 recipe quantity (see below)
 green salad  to serve

For the noodle dough
 MAKES 500G 
eggs 5, the best quality you can get
‘00’ pasta fl our 300-400g , plus extra for 
dusting

DIRECTIONS

Place the goose pieces in a large, heavy-
based fl ameproof casserole dish. Don’t 
use any oil, and don’t preheat the 
casserole – this will ensure that the fat 
is rendered slowly. Fry the pieces 
gently on all sides until brown and a lot 
of the fat has been rendered. You may 
need to do this in batches.

If there is a lot of fat, skim some of it 
off , then add the water, season the meat 
well with salt and pepper and cook over 
the lowest heat possible, covered 
tightly, for 2 hours or until  you can 
easily pull the meat off  the bones.

Meanwhile, make the noodle dough. 
Lightly beat the eggs in a bowl, then 
slowly sift in and mix in the fl our – just 
enough to create a fi rm dough.

Knead the dough until it becomes 
fi rm and elastic without sticking, then 
cover with clingfi lm and let it rest at 
room temperature for about 30 minutes.

Flour your work surface generously. 
Divide the dough into 4 pieces and roll 
out each piece as thinly as you can. Roll 
up each sheet of dough into a tube and 
cut across into 5mm  noodles. Leave the 
noodles to dry for 30-60 minutes. Once 
the goose is ready, cook the noodles in 
a large saucepan of salted boiling water 
for 2 minutes.

Either serve the meat pieces on top 

of the noodles, or pull the meat from 
the bones and mix it with the juices 
from the goose, then add the noodles to 
the meat and give them a good stir to 
coat them well. Serve with a simple 
green salad with a lemony dressing .

ARMENIAN PICKLES

 You can buy horseradish leaves and dill 
stalks in bunches from Polish delis 
specially for pickling, but if you can’t 
fi nd them or the blackcurrant and 
cherry leaves,  substitute with  spices or 

aromatics that you like (celery would 
be great) or simply leave them out.

MAKES A 3-LITRE JAR
beetroots 2, peeled and sliced into discs
white cabbage ½ small, sliced into wedges
mixed runner beans or French beans 200g , 
tailed
spring onions 4 
wet (new) garlic 1 head, left whole, outer 
layer peeled
dill heads or stalks 50g   
horseradish leaves 2, or  fresh horseradish 
50g, chopped
blackcurrant leaves 2 
sour cherry leaves 2 
water 1 litre   
sea salt fl akes 3 tbsp 
black peppercorns 10 

DIRECTIONS

Place the beetroot at the bottom of a 
warm, sterilised 2-litre  preserving jar, 
then top with the cabbage wedges, 
beans, spring onions, garlic and all the 
aromatics, apart from the peppercorns.

Bring the water, salt and 
peppercorns to the boil in a saucepan, 
then pour over the vegetables. Make 
sure everything is submerged, then seal 
and leave in a warm part of your 
kitchen (25 C ) for about 3 days to 
pickle, then store in the refrigerator. 
The beetroot will gradually turn 
everything a deep pink. It should keep 
unopened for several months.
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APPLE SPONGE

 Whenever we had a craving for 
something sweet, my mum would 
make this .

SERVES 6
butter for greasing
eggs 5 
caster sugar 200g  
plain fl our 200g , sifted
ground cinnamon 1 tsp 
green apples 4, cored and thinly sliced
icing sugar for dusting

DIRECTIONS

Preheat the oven to 180C/ gas mark 4, 
and butter a 20x30cm  cake tin with a 
removable base.

Beat the eggs and caster sugar 
together in a bowl with an electric 
whisk for at least 5 minutes until very 
thick, pale and foamy. There is no 
raising agent in this cake, so the 
amount of air you beat into it is 
essential. Gently fold the fl our into the 
egg mixture.

Mix the cinnamon with the apples, 
then tip the apples into the prepared 
cake tin and pour the cake batter 
evenly over the apples. Bake for 35 
minutes or until a skewer inserted into 
the cake comes out clean.

Let it cool in the tin. Dust with some 
icing sugar, cut into squares and serve.

SUMMER FRUIT PUNCH

 MAKES 1.5 LITRES 
strawberries 250g , hulled
buckthorn berries or gooseberries or 
chunks of rhubarb 150g   
raspberries 175g   
blackberries 100g 
pears 100g , pips and all, sliced
apples 100g , pips and all, sliced
white peaches 200g , stoned and sliced
cold water 2 litres  
clear honey or maple syrup 75g  
ice and mint leaves to serve

Place all the fruit in a large saucepan 

and cover with the water. Bring to the 
boil, then lower the heat and simmer 
for 30-45 minutes.

Stir in the honey or maple syrup, 
strain and discard the fruit. Chill, then 
serve in a jug with ice and mint.  OFM

Mamushka: Recipes from Ukraine & 
Beyond by Olia Hercules (Mitchell 
Beazley, £25). To order a copy for £18.75, 
go to bookshop.theguardian.com or call 
0330 333 6846. Free UK p&p over £10, 
online orders only. Phone orders min. 
p&p of £1.99

Whenever 
we had a 
craving for 
something 
sweet my 
mum would 
make this

APPLE
SPONGE




