\ L

Balkan Heart American
Kltchen

Recipes with love from

The Robot Book Club



Balkan Heart,
American Kitchen

Authentic Albanian Home Cooking for the Modern Table

The Robot Book Club



Copyright © 2026 Edward Benson

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means,
including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except
for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Published by The Robot Book Club



Table of Contents

Méngjesi: The Weekend Breakfast Ritual
Gjellé & Jani: Weeknight Simmers & Stews
Tavé: The Sunday Centerpiece

Zgara: The Backyard Besa

Mikpritja: Hospitality, Raki & Sweet Endings



Preface

This book, and The Robot Book Club, is an experiment large scale Al
generation. Every page, from layout to images to copy, was generated
with zero human review.

The authoring and publishing teams were implemented in the Kaya
scripting language. They were given only the input: Albanian Home
Cooking.

This is the only page authord by a human: Hello there!

— Ted Benson



Prologue

There are certain smells that cling. The deep, earthy scent of slow-
cooked lamb and yogurt, the sharp tang of peppers and feta under a
broiler, the sweet, cloying syrup that drenches layers of phyllo. These
aren't just aromas; they are invisible tethers, stretching across oceans
and generations, anchoring the Albanian heart in every American
home. For those who grew up balancing American suburbia with the
rich, unyielding pull of heritage, the kitchen became the last frontier
—a place where the old country, with its mountains and its sea, its
village squares and uncompromising hospitality, could still manifest.

Grandma knew the truth of it. The hours, the patience, the precise,
practiced hands required to coax flavor from simple ingredients. Her
recipes, deeply rooted and grandma-approved, were designed for a
different rhythm, a different reality. But the American weeknight
waits for no one. Carpool schedules, deadlines, the relentless hum of
modern life—they all conspire against the long, slow traditions that
define so much of Albanian cuisine.

This isn’t some tourist’s approximation, nor a sanitized, "fusion"
fantasy. This is the real deal: authentic Albanian home cooking,
stripped of unnecessary fuss, engineered for the life you actually live.
We’ve kept the soul, the vibrant heart of every gjellé, every tavé, every
smoky qofte from the backyard zgara. We’ve found the smart

shortcuts, the supermarket staples that deliver genuine taste without



compromise. Think store-bought phyllo that still crisps like a dream,
beans that shed their overnight soak in favor of modern speed, and
traditional dairy hacks that won’t send you hunting for a specialty
importer.

Because at its essence, Albanian food is an act of pure Mikpritja—
unconditional hospitality. It’s about a table so laden it groans under
the weight of abundance, where every guest is family, every meal a
celebration. It’s about ensuring no one leaves hungry, not for food,
and certainly not for connection.

This book is a bridge. A way to reclaim those powerful sensory
memories, to share the flavors of your heritage, and to keep that
Balkan heart beating strong, right here, in your American kitchen.

Pull up a chair. Get cooking. The table is set.






Meéngjesi: The Weekend
Breakfast Ritual

Slow, comforting morning foods that define an Albanian weekend, adapted

for the modern Albanian-American Ritchen.

T here is a sacred, unhurried rhythm to an Albanian weekend
morning that refuses to bow to the American hustle. It doesn’t
start with a lukewarm drive-thru coffee; it begins with the slow,
deliberate hiss of strong brew rising in a copper xhazve and the
violent, beautiful crackle of dough hitting hot oil. This is méngjesi. It

is the smell of



petulla frying on the stove, waiting to be dragged through sharp feta
and raw honey, and the lingering warmth of a freshly baked spinach
byrek pulling a groggy household into the kitchen.

For the diaspora, these aren't just morning calories—they are edible
tethers to the Balkans, kept fiercely alive in New Jersey kitchens and
Midwestern suburbs. The traditional rituals demand a certain kind of
patience, but survival in a new world requires adaptation. Here, the
ancestral art of rolling paper-thin phyllo sits comfortably alongside a
twenty-minute shortcut, and the fermented comfort of winter trahana
proves you don’t need an entire Sunday to keep the old country alive

on a modern table.






Tirana-Style Skillet Eggs
with Peppers and Gjizé

fuhr-GEH-suh veh-ROH-reh eh muhn-JEH-sit

IF YOU GREW UP IN AN ALBANIAN HOUSEHOLD, YOU KNOW
the smell. Sweet peppers blistering in olive oil, mingling with garlic
and melting tomatoes, pulling you out of bed on a Sunday morning.
The secret to true Tirana-style férgesé isn't a complex chef trick; it's
grandma's wisdom. You blister the hell out of the peppers first, then
fold the eggs and cheese in strictly off the heat. That's the difference
between a lush, velvety custard and a watery, rubbery omelet. We use
a 5o/50 split of whole-milk ricotta and feta to mimic the tangy local

whey
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CHEESE, G]IZE, THAT YOU CAN'T EASILY FIND STATESIDE. EAT

it straight from the skillet, and remember the golden rule of the

Albanian table: no bread, no meal.

INGREDIENTS
3 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil
1 tbsp unsalted butter
3 large red bell peppers
cored and chopped into 1-inch squares
4 med garlic
cloves minced
4 large vine tomatoes
peeled and chopped
1/2 cup  whole-milk ricotta cheese
drained of excess water
INSTRUCTIONS

0 Fry the peppers to build the flavor base.

1/2 cup

3 large
1/2 tsp
1/2 tsp
1/2 tsp

1 large
loaf

block feta cheese
crumbled

eggs
kosher salt
black pepper
sweet paprika

crusty bread
torn into large chunks for serving

Place a heavy 10- or 12-inch cast iron skillet over medium-high heat.

Add the olive oil. Once shimmering, drop in the chopped peppers

and cook them vigorously for 8 to 10 minutes. Stir occasionally until

the skins start to blister and brown, releasing their inherent

sweetness.

a Build the sauce.

Drop the heat to medium. Add the butter and minced garlic, stirring

for about 30 seconds until fragrant. Immediately add the chopped

tomatoes, sweet paprika, kosher salt, and black pepper.



° Wait for the oil to rise.
Let the tomatoes simmer and break down for 8 to 10 minutes. You
are waiting for the watery liquid from the tomatoes to evaporate
completely. When the oil visibly pools at the edges of the pan, the

flavor is concentrated and ready.

e Prep the emulsion.

While the tomatoes are simmering, whisk the eggs in a small bowl.
In a separate bowl, use a fork to roughly mash the drained ricotta

and crumbled feta together.

e Fold the custard off the heat.
Turn the heat down to the absolute lowest setting, or pull the skillet
entirely off the burner. Add the ricotta-feta mixture and the beaten
eggs to the pan. Stir gently and continuously with a wooden spoon
for 1 to 2 minutes. The residual heat will melt the cheese and gently
cook the eggs into a glossy, thick custard. Do not let it boil, or the

eggs will scramble.

e Serve immediately.
Bring the warm skillet directly to the center of the table and dig in

right away, using chunks of crusty bread to scoop up the férgesé.
CHEF'S NOTES

o The weeknight shortcut.
If you don't have time to blister fresh peppers, drain a 12-ounce jar of
high-quality roasted red peppers, pat them very dry, and sauté for 2
minutes to warm them up before adding the garlic. Likewise, if it is
winter and fresh tomatoes are mealy, substitute one 14-ounce can of

slightly drained diced tomatoes.
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Kimé me Vezé (Savory
Onion, Tomato, and Egg
Stew)

kee-muh meh vehz

AT FIRST GLANCE, IT LOOKS LIKE A MIDDLE EASTERN
shakshuka, but the flavor profile here is profoundly, stubbornly
Balkan. It's grounded in the sweet earthiness of paprika, a mountain of
onions, and a brilliant, frugal trick of hiding a spoonful of rice in the
sauce to perfectly soak up the juices. This isn't flashy restaurant food;

this is the stuff cooked by mothers and grandmothers, a deeply savory
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RITUAL OF PATIENCE THAT WORKS JUST AS BEAUTIFULLY AS A
weekend hangover cure or a Tuesday night salvation. It tastes exactly

like a morning in Tirana.

INGREDIENTS
11/21b yellow onions 11/2 tsp  sweet paprika
finely chopped

1 med dried bay leaf
1/4 cup  water

S . 1tsp kosher salt
3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

. 1/2 tsp black pepper
2 small  garlic

freshly ground
minced
1/2 cu beef broth
11b ground beef P I
ot
11/2 tomato paste 4 large eggs
tbs
P 2 tbsp fresh parsley
1 cup canned crushed tomatoes chopped
. L 1 med crusty artisan bread

11/2 short-grain white rice usty

sliced
tbsp
PREPARATION

o Finely chop the onions.
Do not panic at the sheer volume of onions; they will melt down to a

fraction of their size.

e Mince the garlic and chop the parsley.
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INSTRUCTIONS

a Sweat the onions with water to soften their bite.
Place the onions and a quarter cup of water in a large, oven-safe
skillet over medium-low heat. Cover tightly and let them sweat for 5
to 7 minutes. The steam collapses the cell walls, rendering them
sweet without burning. Remove the lid, let the water evaporate, and
stir in the olive oil to cook for another § minutes until translucent

and golden.

e Brown the ground beef with the garlic.
Increase the heat to medium-high, add the garlic, and stir for 30
seconds until fragrant. Drop in the ground beef, breaking it apart
continuously with a wooden spoon. Cook until the meat is
completely browned and any released liquid has evaporated, leaving

only the bubbling fat.

e Bloom the tomato paste and paprika in the hot fat.
Clear a small circle in the center of the pan. Add the tomato paste
and sweet paprika directly to the hot fat and let them sizzle for a
minute to unlock their color and deepen their flavor before stirring

them into the meat.

e Add the tomatoes, broth, and the secret spoonful of rice.
Pour in the crushed tomatoes, hot beef broth, kosher salt, black
pepper, and the bay leaf. Sprinkle in the raw rice, bring the mixture
to a gentle simmer, cover, and turn the heat to low. Let it cook for 10
to 12 minutes so the rice can absorb the excess moisture and bind

the sauce into a rich stew.

17



° Nestle the eggs into the stew and bake until set.
Preheat the oven to 400°E Using the back of a spoon, make four
small wells in the thick meat sauce and carefully crack an egg into
each, seasoning the tops with a pinch of salt and pepper. Transfer the
skillet to the oven and bake for 12 to 15 minutes, pulling it when the

egg whites are totally opaque but the yolks remain soft and jammy.

6 Rest briefly, garnish, and serve with bread.
Let the skillet sit for a few minutes so you don't burn your palate.
Remove the bay leaf, shower the dish with chopped parsley, and
serve immediately with crusty bread to drag through the savory

sauce and runny yolks.
CHEF'S NOTES

o Do not substitute smoked paprika.
The sweet, earthy profile of standard sweet paprika is fundamentally
Balkan. Using smoked paprika will completely alter the flavor profile

and make it taste Spanish.

o The rice trick is non-negotiable.
That tiny spoonful of short-grain rice is the ultimate grandmother's
secret. It naturally thickens the sauce without relying on flour or
endless reduction, yielding the exact rustic, comforting texture you'd

find in an Albanian home.
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Gjellé & Jani: Weeknight
Simmers & Stews

Hearty, vegetable-forward stews that honor old-world flavors but save your

Tuesday night.

T he real heartbeat of the Albanian kitchen doesn't happen on
feast days. It happens on a dreary Tuesday, in the quiet, insistent
rhythm of a simmering pot. Gjellé and jani—the humble, deeply
savory stews of meat, white beans, and whatever vegetables the earth
gives up—are the undisputed champions of the working week. This is
utilitarian magic: tough cuts and root vegetables transformed by heat,

patience, and a heavy hand with the olive oil



But you don't need a village hearth to make it work. These recipes
take the uncompromising soul of the old world and drag it right into
the forty-five-minute reality of an American weeknight. Whether
you're hacking a proper jani with canned cannellinis or letting a skillet
of férgesé blister in a screaming hot oven, the objective remains the
same. Feed your people. Tear off a hunk of crusty bread, swipe it

through the rich, rust-colored oil, and get to work.






Jani me Fasule

yah-nee meh fah-soo-leh

IN ALBANIA, WHITE BEAN STEW ISN'T JUST A MEAL; IT'S AN
institution. Traditionally, you'd soak dry beans overnight and babysit
them on the stove for hours to extract their starches. But grandmas
are profoundly practical. When you need to feed your family on a busy
weeknight, you cheat the clock, not the flavor. By aggressively
blooming sweet paprika in hot oil and mashing a ladleful of high-
quality canned beans directly against the side of the pot, you can fake
three hours of slow simmering in under thirty minutes. It is the

ultimate taste of home, streamlined for reality.
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INGREDIENTS

3 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil 1 tbsp sweet paprika
1 med yellow onion 1tsp dried oregano
finely diced o
30 0z Cannellini or Great Northern
1 med carrot
finely diced beans

rinsed and drained well
1/2 med  green or red bell pepper

finely diced 2 1/2 cup vegetable or chicken broth
3 clove garlic 1 med dried bay leaf

minced
2 tbsp tomato paste 1tsp kosher salt

1/2 tsp black pepper

INSTRUCTIONS

° Build the vegetable sofrito.
Heat the olive oil in a heavy-bottomed Dutch oven or soup pot over
medium heat. Add the diced onion, carrot, and bell pepper, and sauté
patiently for 6 to 8 minutes until the vegetables are deeply softened

and the onions turn golden and translucent.

e Bloom the spices to mimic a slow simmer.
Stir in the minced garlic and cook for 1 minute until fragrant. Push
the vegetables to the edges of the pot. Add the tomato paste and
sweet paprika directly to the center where the oil has pooled, stirring
constantly for 1 to 2 minutes until the paste darkens and the oil turns

a vibrant, deep brick-red.
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Simmer the beans and aromatics.

Pour in the drained beans and toss them thoroughly in the red spice
base until coated. Add the broth, dried oregano, bay leaf, salt, and
black pepper. Bring the stew to a gentle boil, then reduce the heat to

medium-low, cover, and simmer for 10 minutes to marry the flavors.

Mash a portion of the beans to thicken the stew naturally.

Remove the lid and use the back of a wooden spoon or a potato
masher to aggressively mash about a quarter of the beans directly
against the side of the pot. Stir the mashed paste back into the liquid
and watch the broth instantly transform from watery to thick and

velvety. Simmer uncovered for 3 to 5 more minutes.

Finish with fresh olive oil and serve.
Remove the bay leaf and taste for salt. Ladle the hot stew into wide
bowls and finish each with a mandatory, generous drizzle of raw

extra-virgin olive oil to brighten the deep, earthy flavors.

CHEF'S NOTES

o Adapt the stew for meat lovers.

Traditional winter fasule often features pastérma, a cured dried meat.

To replicate this deep, smoky flavor, finely chop three slices of thick-cut

bacon or pancetta and fry it in the pot before adding the onions. Use

the rendered pork fat in place of some of the olive oil to build your

base.
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Garlicky Chicken &
Toasted Walnut Fricassee

poo-leh meh ah-rah

IF YOU TRACE THE CULINARY ROOTS OF THE ALBANIAN
diaspora, all roads eventually lead to a dish like this. The internet will
tell you to use boneless, skinless chicken breasts and egg yolks to
make it. Ignore them—that’s a fake, homogenized version of a proud
mountain staple. The real way relies on the rich fat of a village bird, a
toasted flour roux, and the sharp bite of raw garlic stirred in at the
very end. To pull this off on a busy Tuesday, we trade the tough, slow-

cooking village rooster for bone-in, skin-on chicken thighs. We render
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THEIR GOLDEN FAT, BUILD THE GRAVY RIGHT IN THE PAN

drippings, and finish with a mortar-crushed paste of walnuts and

garlic. It is deeply earthy, fiercely authentic, and tastes exactly like

home.
INGREDIENTS
2 1b bone-in skin-on chicken 4 tbsp
thighs
patted dry 11/2 cup
1tsp kosher salt 5 large
1/2 tsp black pepper 11/2
1tbsp olive oil tbsp
2 cup low-sodium chicken stock 1 tbsp
4 tbsp unsalted butter 1/2 tsp

PREPARATION

o Pound the aromatics.

all-purpose flour
shelled walnuts

garlic cloves
peeled

white wine vinegar

unsalted butter

sweet paprika

Don't just chop the walnuts and garlic. Pounding them in a mortar and

pestle physically ruptures the cell walls, releasing the natural walnut

oils and the intensely spicy allicin from the garlic to create a cohesive

emulsion.

26



INSTRUCTIONS

a Render the chicken fat.
Heat the olive oil in a wide, heavy-bottomed Dutch oven or deep
skillet over medium-high heat. Season the chicken aggressively with
salt and pepper, place skin-side down, and sear undisturbed for 6 to
8 minutes until deeply golden. Flip and sear for 2 more minutes,

then remove to a plate.

e Fortify the stock.
Pour the chicken stock into the hot pan, scraping up all the golden,
sticky fond from the bottom. Pour this enriched stock into a

heatproof vessel and set aside.

e Build the toasted flour roux.
Lower the heat to medium, melt the 4 tablespoons of butter in the
pan, and sprinkle in the flour. Whisk constantly until the flour sheds
its raw flavor and turns a light hazelnut color, being careful not to let

it burn.

° Create the gravy.
Slowly pour the hot, fortified chicken stock into the toasted flour,

whisking vigorously and constantly to prevent lumps as the sauce
thickens and bubbles.

° Simmer the chicken.
Nestle the chicken thighs back into the gravy skin-side up, lower the
heat to a gentle simmer, partially cover, and cook for 15 to 20

minutes until tender.

27



Prepare the aromatic paste.
While the chicken simmers, pulse the walnuts in a food processor
until finely ground. Pound the garlic, a pinch of salt, and a small

handful of the walnuts in a mortar and pestle into a fragrant paste.

Finish off the heat.
Remove the pot from the heat completely. Stir the ground walnuts,
the garlic paste, and the vinegar directly into the hot sauce so the

garlic remains pungent and bright, then taste for seasoning.

Drizzle with paprika butter.
Melt the remaining tablespoon of butter in a small pan, stir in the
paprika until it sizzles and turns bright red, and drizzle over the

plated chicken and gravy before serving.

CHEF'S NOTES

o Bake for a weekend upgrade.

Traditional mountain cooks insist the combined chicken and gravy be

baked in a hot 400°F oven for 15 to 20 minutes to create a caramelized

crust. Stovetop simmering is perfect for a weeknight, but the oven is a

brilliant trick if you have the time.
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Tavé: The Sunday
Centerpiece

Revered clay-pot bakes designed to gather the family around the table
without demanding a full day of labor.

T he clay pot doesn't lie. It holds the heat, holds the history, and
demands exactly one thing: time. A tavé isn't just a casserole;
it's the anchor of the Albanian Sunday, the gravitational pull that
brings a sprawling, argumentative family to a sudden, ravenous halt.
You smell it before you see it—the tang of yogurt custard charring
over tender lamb, the deep, earthy funk of beef and curd bubbling

furiously in a battered earthen vessel.



This is food engineered for survival and celebration alike, meant to
feed a crowd without keeping you hostage at the stove. It relies on the
quiet alchemy of the oven while the real work—pouring the raki,
dealing the cards, talking over one another—happens in the living
room. These are the centerpieces. Grab a pot and let it do the heavy

lifting.






Tave Kosi (Baked Lamb
with Tangy Yogurt
Custard)

TAH-vuh KOH-see

THIS 1S THE UNDENIABLE HEAVYWEIGHT CHAMPION OF
Albanian home cooking—a magnificent, soulful casserole born under
the duress of a fifteenth-century siege. It is, at its core, a feat of
culinary alchemy: transforming simple roasted lamb and full-fat
yogurt into a majestic, soufflé-crowned masterpiece. The secret,
guarded fiercely by generations of grandmothers, lies in absolute

patience: coaxing a savory broth from the meat to build a stabilizing
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ROUX, BRINGING THE DAIRY TO ROOM TEMPERATURE BEFORE
it hits the heat, and possessing the sheer willpower to let it rest before

breaking the crust.

INGREDIENTS
11/21b boneless lamb shoulder 1/2 tsp black pepper
cut into 1 1/2-inch cubes freshly ground
5 tbsp unsalted butter 4 cup whole milk Greek yogurt
divided brought to room temperature
1 cup water 4 large eggs
brought to room temperature
2 med garlic cloves b
smashed 3 tbsp all-purpose flour
1tsp dried oregano 3 tbsp long-grain white rice
crushed rinsed
2 tsp kosher salt 1 pinch nutmeg
freshly grated
PREPARATION

o Bring the dairy to room temperature.
Do not skip this. Pulling the yogurt and eggs out of the fridge an hour

before cooking is the ultimate defense against a broken, watery custard.

o Prep the lamb.
Cut the shoulder into manageable chunks, trimming only the
excessively tough outer fat. Leave enough internal fat to render down

and build the necessary broth.
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INSTRUCTIONS

° Par-bake the lamb to extract the foundational broth.
Preheat the oven to 400°F, scatter the lamb into a gx13-inch baking
dish, season aggressively with the salt, pepper, garlic, and oregano,
then dot with two tablespoons of butter, pour in the water, and roast

uncovered for 35 to 40 minutes until lightly browned.

e Isolate the pan drippings.
Remove the dish from the oven, reduce the heat to 375°F, and

carefully pour off all the rendered fat and liquid into a heat-proof
measuring cup—you need about three-quarters of a cup of this liquid

gold.

e Build the binding roux.
In a medium saucepan, melt the remaining three tablespoons of
butter over medium heat, whisk in the flour until light golden but
not browned, then vigorously whisk in the reserved hot lamb broth
to form a thick, velvety paste before letting it cool for five to ten

minutes.

° Whisk the yogurt custard.

In a large bowl, beat the room-temperature eggs until frothy, whisk
in the yogurt and nutmeg until entirely smooth, and finally
incorporate the slightly cooled roux mixture to create a stable, split-

proof emulsion.
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° Assemble and bake the tavé.
Scatter the rinsed rice around the lamb in the baking dish, pour the
luxurious yogurt custard evenly over the top so the meat is
completely submerged, and bake for 35 to 45 minutes until the top

puffs dramatically and develops a gorgeous, golden-brown crust.

e Step away and wait.
As tempting as it is to dig in immediately, you must let the casserole

rest at room temperature for 15 to 20 minutes; this crucial "prit, prit"
(wait, wait) phase allows the souftlé to settle, the rice to finish
absorbing the moisture, and the custard to set into a creamy,

sliceable dream.
CHEF'S NOTES

o The Yogurt Rule.
Standard American yogurt is simply too thin and sweet to survive the
oven. Whole-milk Greek yogurt is the mandatory substitute here,
possessing the essential fat and acidity to mimic traditional Albanian

soured sheep's milk.

o The Make-Ahead Reality.
If you want this Sunday centerpiece on a busy Wednesday, par-bake the
lamb the night before. Store the meat and the reserved broth in the
fridge, then make the roux, whisk the yogurt, assemble, and bake the

next day.
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Taveé Dheu

tahv theh-oo

IN TIRANA, A PROPER TAVE IS A BUBBLING, AGGRESSIVELY
savory testament to the power of a clay pot and a hot oven. But you
don't need a wood-fired hearth or a hard-to-find Albanian whey cheese
to replicate the blistering soul of this dish on a Tuesday in Ohio. By
swapping tough braising cuts for quick-cooking sirloin and deploying
a precise ratio of ricotta and feta to mimic the sharp lactic tang of
traditional gjiz€, you get a deeply rustic, molten stew of seared beef,
sweet roasted peppers, and creamy curds that tastes exactly like home,

straight from a cast-iron skillet.
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INGREDIENTS

11lb sirloin steak
cut into 1/2-inch cubes
1large yellow onion
finely diced
4 cloves  garlic
minced
1 cup jarred roasted red bell
peppers
thoroughly drained and roughly
chopped
1 cup canned crushed tomatoes
3 tbsp olive oil
1 tbsp unsalted butter
PREPARATION

o Preheat the oven to 400°F.

1 tbsp
1/4 cup
3 med
1/2 tsp
1/2 tsp
1 cup

1/2 cup

1tsp

1/2 tsp

all-purpose flour

dry white wine

dried bay leaves

red chili flakes

dried oregano

whole milk ricotta cheese

feta cheese
finely crumbled
kosher salt

black pepper
freshly cracked

Position a sturdy rack in the center of the oven before you begin

cooking.

e Thoroughly dry the jarred roasted red peppers.

Pat the drained peppers completely dry with paper towels; introducing

excess water from the jar will ruin the thick, luscious consistency of the

stew.
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INSTRUCTIONS

° Sear the beef hard in a hot skillet.

38

Place a heavy cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat with two
tablespoons of the olive oil, add the beef cubes in a single layer, and
sear for 3 to 4 minutes to build a deep brown crust before removing

the meat to a plate.

Build the sofrito by sweating the alliums and peppers.

Lower the heat to medium, add the remaining oil and the butter,
then sauté the diced onion for § minutes until soft before stirring in

the minced garlic and roasted peppers for another 2 minutes.

Toast the flour and deglaze the skillet.
Sprinkle the flour over the vegetables, stir constantly for 1 minute to
form a binding paste, then pour in the white wine and aggressively

scrape up all the browned bits from the bottom of the pan.

Simmer the stew with the tomatoes and herbs.

Pour in the crushed tomatoes, add the bay leaves, chili flakes,
oregano, salt, pepper, and the seared beef along with any resting

juices, letting the mixture gently simmer for 10 minutes.

Remove the skillet from the heat to fold in the cheese.
Take the pan entirely off the stove and gently fold the ricotta and feta
into the stew just until marbled; do not over-stir or the cheese

proteins will scramble and break the emulsion.



Bake the casserole until violently bubbling.
Transfer the cast-iron skillet directly into the oven and bake for 15 to
20 minutes until the fat separates slightly and the top forms a rustic,

golden crust.

CHEF'S NOTES

o The ricotta and feta combination flawlessly replicates traditional
Albanian gjizé.

Using a two-to-one ratio of whole milk ricotta to feta provides the
exact creamy structure and sharp lactic tang of the native whey cheese,

avoiding the watery mess that cottage cheese would create.

o Cast iron perfectly mimics the thermal mass of a traditional clay tavé.

A heavy skillet holds steady, radiant heat in the oven to caramelize the
edges of the casserole while keeping the center molten long after it hits

the dinner table.
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Zgara: The Backyard Besa

Bridging the classic American backyard BBQ with the smoky, herb-scented
grilling traditions of the Balkans.

T he American backyard barbecue is a sacred institution, but when
the Albanian diaspora gets hold of it, the grill—the zgara—
becomes something else entirely. It’s an unspoken pact, a besa, forged
in the hiss of spiced fat hitting white-hot coals. The smoke that drifts
over the fence line doesn't smell like processed hot dogs; it carries the
heavy, intoxicating perfume of dried oregano, crushed garlic, and
charred meat. This is where the old country meets the suburbs, a
place where fierce pride translates directly into high-impact marinades

and minced meat worked until it yields the perfect, bouncy bite.



There is no room for pretension here. Just paper plates buckling
under the weight of blistered qevapi, mountains of sharp,
unapologetic village salad, and cold spoonfuls of yogurt and cucumber
to cut through the smoke. These are the fiercely guarded, grandma-
approved secrets of the Balkan grill, stripped of their all-day fuss but
never their soul, ready for a crowded Sunday afternoon or a Tuesday

night when you just need a visceral taste of home.






Qofte Zgare

chof-teh zgah-reh

THERE IS A PROFOUND ALCHEMY THAT HAPPENS WHEN CHEAP
meat meets high heat and a handful of herbs. Across Albania, the
smoke of the zgara—the grill—signals communal eating, fierce
hospitality, and a little piece of the soul. These aren't your heavy,
sauce-drowned Italian-American meatballs. They are springy, fiercely
juicy cylindrical logs heavily laced with mint and paprika. The
grandmother's secret is a chemical one: a pinch of baking soda and the
stinging juice of a grated onion keep the meat tender and aerated
under a blistering sear. It’s street food, it’s home food, and it’s

unapologetically perfect.
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INGREDIENTS

11lb 80/20 ground beef
1/21b ground lamb or mild Italian
pork sausage
casings removed if using sausage
1/2 large  yellow onion
grated on a box grater, all juices
retained
3 med garlic cloves
minced
1large egg
1/2.cup  unseasoned panko
breadcrumbs
1/4 cup fresh flat-leaf parsley
finely chopped
PREPARATION

o Prepare the chemical tenderizer.

1 tbsp

1tsp
1tsp
11/2 tsp

1/2 tsp

1/2 tsp
1tsp

1 tbsp

dried mint
crushed between your fingers

dried oregano
sweet paprika
kosher salt

black pepper
freshly ground

baking soda
water

olive oil
for the grill

Dissolve the baking soda into the teaspoon of water in a small ramekin

so it is ready to pour over the meat without clumping.

INSTRUCTIONS

° Build the meat matrix.

In a large mixing bowl, combine the ground beef, ground lamb,

grated onion with every drop of its juice, garlic, egg, panko, parsley,

mint, oregano, paprika, salt, and pepper. Pour the dissolved baking

soda and water mixture evenly over the top.
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° Knead gently but deliberately.
Using clean hands, work the mixture together just until the fat and
spices are evenly distributed and it forms a cohesive, slightly sticky
mass. Do not overmix, or you'll beat the tenderness right out of the

meat.

e Let it rest.

Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and banish it to the
refrigerator for at least 30 minutes. This gives the breadcrumbs time
to absorb the onion juice and the baking soda time to aerate the

meat.

e Shape the qofte.
Line a baking sheet with parchment paper. Wet your hands with a

little cold water to prevent sticking, scoop up about two tablespoons
of the meat, and roll it between your palms into a small, cylindrical

log about three inches long and an inch thick.

e Hit the grill.

Preheat an outdoor grill or a cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat.
Brush the grates with olive oil and cook the qofte for 8 to 12 minutes,
turning them every few minutes. Pull them when they've developed
a deep, aggressive char on the outside but remain fiercely juicy

within.
CHEF'S NOTES

e Do not skip the mint.
In standard American cuisine, mint is reserved for lamb chops or
desserts. Here, it is the non-negotiable botanical alchemy that gives the

dish its distinct Albanian identity.
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o Keep the onion juice.
Grating the onion isn't just to avoid raw chunks; the natural enzymes
tenderize the beef and provide the internal moisture necessary to steam

the gofte from the inside out while the exterior chars.

o The rest period is mandatory.
A thirty-minute stint in the fridge lets the panko fully hydrate and
allows the baking soda to work its tenderizing magic. Skip this, and

they will fall apart on the grill.

a7



Weeknight Skinless
Sausages

cheh-BAH-pah tuh shtuh-PEE-suh

THE TRUE KINGS OF THE BALKAN GRILL ARE QEBAPA—SAVORY,
bouncy, skinless sausages born in the smoke-filled qgebaptores of
Prizren. The secret to their magical, springy texture isn't an exotic
meat blend, but a grandmother's pragmatic kitchen chemistry: baking
soda and sparkling water. Combined with vigorous kneading to
emulsify the fat, this humble trick guarantees a tender bite that won't
dry out over high heat. Mix the meat on a lazy Sunday, let it rest, and
youre less than ten minutes away from a sizzling weeknight

masterpiece that tastes exactly like home.
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INGREDIENTS

21b 80/20 ground beef 1 tbsp Vegeta
3 tbsp all-purpose flour 1tsp kosher salt
1 med yellow onion 1 tbsp sweet paprika

grated, juices retained

t black

2 med garlic cloves 1P ack pepper

minced to a paste 1/2 tsp crushed red pepper flakes
1tsp baking soda 1 small fresh parsley
1/2 cup  sparkling water handful  finely chopped
PREPARATION

o Use a ground beef blend with plenty of fat.
A ratio of eighty percent lean to twenty percent fat is non-negotiable for

an authentic, juicy texture that survives the grill.

o Do the heavy lifting over the weekend.

The crucial resting phase makes this an ideal dish to mix on Sunday,

leaving only a rapid, ten-minute sear for a busy weeknight.
INSTRUCTIONS

0 Dissolve the baking soda in the sparkling water.
In a small bowl, mix the alkaline powder and carbonated water to

activate the tenderizing solution.

e Vigorously knead all the ingredients together by hand.

In a large bowl, combine the ground beef, onion, garlic, flour, Vegeta,
salt, spices, and parsley, then pour the sparkling water mixture over
the top and knead aggressively for three to five minutes until a

sticky, unified paste forms.
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Rest the meat mixture in the refrigerator.
Smooth the meat in the bowl, cover tightly with plastic wrap, and
chill for at least one hour or up to twenty-four hours so the

chemistry works and the flavors meld.

Shape the mixture into short, finger-length sausages.
With wet hands to prevent sticking, roll two tablespoons of meat at
a time into smooth cylinders about three inches long and three-

quarters of an inch thick.

Sear the sausages over high heat.
Cook on a preheated, oiled grill or in a hot cast-iron skillet for six to
eight minutes, turning continuously to build a deeply browned crust

on all sides.

CHEF'S NOTES

o Serve immediately with traditional accompaniments.

Tuck the hot sausages into a warm pita alongside chopped raw white

onion, ajvar, and a dollop of sour cream or kajmak.
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Mikpritja: Hospitality,
Raki & Sweet Endings

Snacks, sweets, and spirits to have on hand for unexpected guests, honoring

the profound Albanian moral obligation of hospitality and readiness.

T he Albanian concept of mikpritja isn’t just polite hospitality; it’s
a blood-deep code of honor. You do not get caught empty-
handed when a guest appears at the door. Period. You don’t panic—
you pivot. Out comes the raki, sharp and clear. Out comes whatever
salty cheese, olives, and cured meat you can throw on a board in five

minutes, followed inevitably by something aggressively sweet.



Here is how you keep that code alive without spending three days
stretching pastry across a floured tablecloth. From a streamlined
baklava dripping with clove syrup to a foolproof, caramel-soaked
trilece, these are the rapid-fire meze, the legendary desserts, and the
potent spirits you keep on standby. Because when the doorbell rings,
you pour the raki, you offer a seat, and you do exactly what your

grandmother did: you feed them.






The 5-Minute
Supermarket Meze Board

A PROPER ALBANIAN GATHERING DOESN'T BEGIN WITH A
fussy appetizer; it begins with meze and a glass of raki. It’s the purest
expression of mikpritja—an ancient code of hospitality demanding
you welcome guests with immediate, unpretentious abundance. You
don't need a backyard smokehouse or an underground root cellar to do
this justice in the States. By briefly searing the cured meat to release

its spiced fats, boiling an egg to a jammy six minutes, and leaving the
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FETA IN UNAPOLOGETICALLY THICK SLABS, A HANDFUL OF

supermarket staples becomes a deeply nostalgic spread. It’s rustic,

aggressive, and perfectly calibrated to soften the blow of strong liquor.

INGREDIENTS

2 large eggs

40z Turkish sujuk or spiced beef
salami
sliced into thick coins

6 oz Greek feta in brine
drained

4 0z kasseri or provolone cheese
sliced into thick wedges

1large heirloom or vine tomato
sliced into thick wedges

1/2 med  English cucumber
sliced into thick coins

1/2 cup  mixed pitted olives
tossed in a splash of olive oil

INSTRUCTIONS

° Boil the eggs.

Bring a small pot of water to a rolling boil. Gently lower the eggs in

1/2 cup

3 med

3 tbsp
2 tbsp
1tsp

1large

1/4 tsp

pepperoncini or kosher dill

pickles

drained

scallions
trimmed and left whole

ajvar
extra-virgin olive oil
dried oregano

loaf of rustic crusty bread
sliced

sea salt

and set a timer for exactly 6 minutes. Plunge them immediately into

ice water to stop the cooking, then peel, halve lengthwise, and hit

them with a pinch of sea salt.
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Awaken the meat.

Place the sliced sujuk or salami into a dry, cold skillet over medium
heat. Sear for 1 to 2 minutes per side until the edges crisp and the
red, garlic-infused oils release into the pan. Transfer to a paper

towel.

Dress the cheese.
Do not crumble the feta. Cut it into thick rectangular slabs, place it
on the board, and drench it in the extra-virgin olive oil and dried

oregano.

Assemble the board.

Group the warm meat, eggs, and feta on a large board or platter. Pile
the tomatoes and cucumbers alongside the whole scallions—which
are meant to be bitten into directly. Fill the remaining gaps with the

provolone, olives, and pickles.

Serve.

Set out a small bowl of the ajvar and a basket of the sliced crusty

bread. Pour the raki and eat slowly.

CHEF'S NOTES

o The Raki Rule.

This board is scientifically designed to balance the high proof of raki or

a similar spirit like dry grappa or ouzo. The fats, salts, and acids are

calibrated for slow sipping, so don't omit the drinks.
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15-Minute Yogurt Fried
Dough

peh-TOO-lah meh kohs tuh NUH-nuhs

IF THERE IS A CULINARY SUPERPOWER UNIVERSALLY SHARED
by Albanian grandmothers, it is the ability to materialize a steaming,
perfect platter of fried dough within fifteen minutes of an unexpected
knock at the door. Mikpritja—the sacred duty of hospitality—demands
readiness, and this yogurt-leavened dough is the answer. The real
genius, though, is the secret splash of raki or vinegar in the batter.
The alcohol vaporizes violently the second it hits the hot oil, creating
a thermodynamic shield that physically prevents greasiness and yields

a hollow pocket of dough as soft as cotton.
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INGREDIENTS

2 cup all-purpose flour 1 tbsp raki, vodka, or apple cider
spooned and leveled vinegar
1/2 tsp baking soda
1qt neutral oil

1/2 tsp kosher salt for frying
1large egg 1 cup feta cheese

crumbled, for serving
1 cup plain whole-milk yogurt 1/4 cup  honey

for serving
INSTRUCTIONS

0 Bring the oil to frying temperature.

58

In a wide, heavy-bottomed skillet or Dutch oven, pour in neutral oil
until it reaches a depth of 1.5 to 2 inches. Place over medium heat
until it reaches 350°F (175°C). If you lack a thermometer, drop a tiny
speck of dough into the oil—if it bubbles aggressively and floats to

the top, it is ready.

Whisk the wet ingredients aggressively.
In a large mixing bowl, combine the egg, yogurt, salt, and your secret

weapon—the raki or vinegar—whisking until completely smooth.

Fold in the dry ingredients to form a thick batter.

Sprinkle the baking soda and flour over the wet mixture. Switch to a
wooden spoon and stir vigorously until just combined. The dough
will be thick, wet, and sticky, akin to heavy muffin batter. Do not
attempt to knead this with your hands. Let it rest for two minutes

while the oil finishes heating.



° Execute the two-spoon drop method.
Fill a small glass with room-temperature water. Dip a metal
tablespoon into the water to prevent sticking, scoop up a golf-ball-
sized mound of dough, and use a second spoon to gently push the

dough off the first and carefully into the hot oil.

e Fry the dough to a deep golden brown.
Drop five or six petulla into the pan at a time, being careful not to
overcrowd. They will puff up instantly. Fry for about 1.5 to 2 minutes
on the first side, then flip and fry for another 1 to 2 minutes until

deeply golden and beautifully crisp.

° Drain and serve immediately.
Remove the petulla with a slotted spoon and transfer to a paper

towel-lined plate. Serve piping hot.
CHEF'S NOTES

o The yogurt trick.
Albanian kos has a highly specific texture—thinner than American
Greek yogurt, but thicker and tangier than regular plain yogurt. To
perfectly replicate the homeland hydration using American supermarket
ingredients, buy plain whole-milk Greek yogurt, measure a scant 1 cup,
and whisk in 2 tablespoons of whole milk or water to loosen it up

before adding it to the batter.

o The perfect bite.
Albanians rarely choose between sweet and savory; they demand both.
Tear a hot petulla in half, smear the steam-filled interior with a little
feta cheese, and give it a heavy drizzle of honey to hit every salt, fat,

acid, and sweet craving at exactly the same time.
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