Molokhia is a beloved dish in Syria and across the Levant, known for its rich, flavorful broth
and unique preparation. Here’s a detailed look at Molokhia in Syria:
. What is Molokhia?
Molokhia, also known as jute mallow or Jew’s mallow, is a leafy green plant commonly
used in Middle Eastern cuisine. The leaves are finely chopped and cooked into a hearty
stew. Molokhia can be prepared with different meats, but the most traditional version in
Syria is with chicken or rabbit.
. Historical and Cultural Background
Molokhia has roots dating back to Ancient Egypt but has spread across the Levant, North
Africa, and the Middle East. In Syria, it’s a popular dish in regions such as Homs,
Damascus, and Hama, where it holds cultural significance. It’s often seen as a dish for
family gatherings, particularly on weekends or special occasions. The dish is considered
comforting and nourishing, known for its health benefits,
particularly for digestion and immune support.
. Preparation in Syria
In Syria, Molokhia is typically prepared in a soup or stew-
like form. Here’s a breakdown of how it’s made:
¢« Molokhia Leaves: Fresh or dried leaves are used.
The dried leaves need to be soaked before cooking.
Fresh leaves are finely chopped, resulting in a slimy
texture when cooked, which is a characteristic
feature of the dish.
¢ Meat: Chicken orrabbit is cooked separately,
seasoned with garlic, cilantro, and spices like
cinnamon, cardamom, and black pepper.
e Garlic and Cilantro Mix: The use of sautéed garlic
with fresh cilantro is essential to the Syrian version of molokhia. It enhances the
flavor of the broth and leaves.




e Broth: The meatis often simmered in a spiced broth, which serves as the base for
the molokhia. Sometimes, lemon juice is added for a bit of acidity.
¢ Rice: Molokhia is almost always served with a side of rice, balancing the rich stew.
e Lemon Wedges: Lemon is usually served alongside the dish, adding a fresh and
tangy flavor to cut through the richness.
. Regional Variations in Syria
Different regions in Syria have slightly different ways of preparing molokhia:
« |InDamascus, it’s often made with chicken, with more focus on aromatic spices like
cinnamon and cardamom.
¢ In Homs, rabbit might be used instead of chicken, which is less common in other
areas.
¢ Aleppo may incorporate a spicier version, with more garlic and cilantro for a
punchier taste.
. Symbolic Importance
Molokhia is not just a meal but often associated with family gatherings and moments of
celebration. Preparing molokhia is a labor of love, requiring time to prepare the leaves and
cook the broth, making it more common for weekends or festive events. It also symbolizes
hospitality and home warmth in Syrian culture.

For example, Nasa, a Syrian woman from Aleppo but living in Gaziantep for 12 years now,
adds:

“Since | was a little girl, | learned from my mother how to roll yaprak (sarma) and cook
molokhia which is my favorite dish. [...] For us, these dishes were the dishes that were
prepared on special occasions, as I told you, such as Eid or, for example, if a guest came to
us.”

. Challenges of Cooking Molokhia in Exile

Syrians living abroad, especially in countries where fresh jute leaves are scarce, often rely
on dried molokhia leaves imported from the Middle East. This has led to creative
adaptations of the dish, keeping alive the flavors of home even in displacement.

Overall, Molokhia represents a blend of cultural history, family tradition, and culinary artin
Syria, deeply tied to identity and home-cooked comfort.

Walaa, A 70-year-old Syrian refugee woman from Aleppo, says:
“I have an emotional relationship with molokhiya cooking” because it is a special dish in
our culture. When we first came here in 2013, even molokhiya was not available at all. |

remember we told Uncle Bassam to bring molokhiya from Syria. Despite the war, he came
and brought us a kilo of molokhiya leaves.”

Here's how Molokhia is prepared in Syria



Ingredients:
¢ 1kg molokhia leaves (fresh or dried)
¢ 1whole chicken cutinto pieces
e 6 cloves garlic, minced
e 1bunch of fresh cilantro, finely chopped
e 1 onion, peeled and quartered
e 2-3bayleaves
e 1teaspooncinnamon
e 1teaspoon cardamom
e 1teaspoon black pepper
e 3-4tablespoons vegetable oil or ghee
e 2tablespoons lemon juice (optional)
e Salt, to taste
« Rice, to serve on the side
¢ Lemon wedges, for garnish
Preparation:
1. Prepare the Chicken
¢ Inalarge pot, place the chicken pieces and cover them with water.
¢ Addthe quartered onion, bay leaves, cinnamon, cardamom, black pepper, and salt.
¢ Bringto a boil, then reduce the heat and let it simmer for about 40 minutes to an
hour until the chicken is fully cooked and tender.
e Once done, remove the chicken from the broth, and strain the broth to remove the
onion and bay leaves. Set the broth aside.
2. Prepare the Molokhia:
o [fusing dried molokhia leaves, soak them in warm water for 10-15 minutes to
rehydrate, then drain. If using fresh leaves, finely chop them.
e Inalarge pan, heat the oil or ghee over medium heat.
e Add the minced garlic and cilantro, sautéing them until they release a fragrant
aroma and the garlic turns golden.
3. Cook the Molokhia:
e Addthe chopped or rehydrated molokhia leaves to the garlic and cilantro mixture,
stirring well to coat the leaves with the fragrant oil.
e Pourthe reserved chicken broth into the pan, making sure there’s enough liquid to
create a soup-like consistency (add more water if needed).
e Allow the molokhia to simmer for about 15-20 minutes until the leaves are tender
and the flavors combine.
¢ Addlemonjuice (optional) to enhance the tanginess.
4. Final Touches:
e Shred the cooked chicken and add it to the molokhia stew, stirring gently to

combine.
e Simmer for an additional 5-10 minutes to allow the flavors to blend.
5. Serve:

e Serve the molokhia hot over a bed of rice.



e Garnish with lemon wedges, allowing diners to squeeze fresh lemon juice over their
serving.
Enjoy your traditional Syrian molokhia!



