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Tu B’Shevat 

By Rabbi Sylvia Rothschild  

A festival associated with tax 

In the first Mishnah of Rosh Hashanah we are told of four 

different New Years, and one of them is the New Year for 

trees, which falls on the 15th (ט" ו   Tet Vav) of the month of 

Shevat. 

 It sounds odd at first – why should trees have a new year? 

What do they do to celebrate it?  

Well sadly the trees do nothing to celebrate, this is a date set 

for tax purposes – we are commanded to offer certain tithes 

from our grains and fruit trees, firstly to give ‘Terumah’ an 

offering to God in thanksgiving which was originally brought 

to the Temple, then to offer three different offerings in 

different agricultural years – one share given to the Levites, 

one share to be eaten in Jerusalem, and one share to be 

given to the poor.   

Also the age of a tree for the purposes of “orlah” (one is not 

allowed to eat the fruit from a tree in its first three years) 

was counted using Tu B’Shevat. The criteria as to which year 

a fruit fell into for tax purposes included which year it was 

formed in, and the critical date was the 15th of Shevat. Why 

this date? Because in Israel it was understood that the trees 

begin to grow on this date, coming out of their winter 

dormancy and beginning to form flowers and fruits.  
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The Seven Species 

While for a long time after the fall of the Temple the minor 

festival of Tu B’Shevat was effectively not much practised 

except in some liturgical amendments, it was not totally 

forgotten and there was an Ashkenazi custom to eat the 

different fruits and grains of Israel on the day “in honour of 

the significance of the day” and so grapes, figs, 

pomegranates, dates, olives, wheat and barley were all 

consumed especially on this day.  

Tree of Life 

 In 16th Century Sfat in Northern Israel the Kabbalists who 

had gathered there connected the trees and fruit of the land 

with their own mystical tradition which used the idea of a 

Tree of Life with roots in the divine space and its branches in 

our world. They developed the kabbalistic Seder we know 

today. And of course return to the land and a renewed 

connection with the agricultural cycle has given Tu B’Shevat a 

new impetus in Jewish life today.   

The Garden of Eden 

Trees have always been special in Jewish tradition, and fruit 

trees most of all. In the bible the first thing that God does is 

to plant a garden within which are trees of all kinds and of 

course those two particularly special fruit trees – the Tree of 

the Knowledge of Good and Evil (the fruit of which was eaten 

by Adam and Eve) and the tree of Life (whose fruit was 

specifically protected from being eaten by the expulsion from 
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the garden of Adam and Eve).  We are told that in order to 

imitate God, we too should plant our gardens and tend them 

well and planting trees in the Land of Israel is a mitzvah for us 

to this day.  

The agricultural ideal 

Rav Kook, the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of British Mandate 

Palestine wrote that agriculture has the power to unify the 

Jewish people, and that our ideal Jewish society should be 

based on agriculture rather than on commerce.  

Commenting on Mishnah Bikkurim 3:3 which tells us that "All 

the professionals in Jerusalem would stand before them (the 

farmers) and inquire as to their welfare," Rabbi Kook wrote: 

"….When the nation is morally depraved, when individuals' 

eyes and heart are only upon money, these two types, those 

who engage in nature and those who engage in artifice 

become alienated from one another. The farmers, who dwell 

in villages close to nature, will be the object of disrespect on 

the part of the professionals who have learned how to live as 

a society divorced from nature.”  He worried that we would 

develop into a people who did not value the land and those 

who work it and who feed us all from it. 

The usefulness and beauty of trees 

Fruit trees have a special place in our tradition – from the 

biblical injunction not to cut down fruit trees in times of war 

and siege to the extraordinary blessing to be said on seeing 

for the first time that year a fruit tree in bloom  “Blessed are 
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You, Eternal our God, King of the universe, Who has ensured 

there is nothing lacking in the world, and Who created in it 

good creatures and good trees in order to benefit and give 

pleasure to people, we are reminded that our lives are 

dependent on trees and plants, that we are nourished and 

sustained by them and would quickly die if they failed.   

Our responsibility towards our land 

Tu B’Shevat comes to remind us to look again at how we 

value our trees and our land, and how we value those who 

work with the land in order to provide our food. It reminds us 

that we are all dependent on the natural world, that we must 

look after it and keep it in good order not only for our time 

but for the generations that follow.  

The midrash in Kohelet Rabbah tells us that God took the first 

human being around the Garden of Eden and said “See my 

works, how beautiful and praiseworthy they are, and 

everything that I created, I created for you. Be careful. Do not 

spoil or destroy my world, for if you do there will be nobody 

who will come after you to repair it”. 
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Recipes Containing the Seven Biblical Species 

“Biblical Hallah” - Hallah made with the Seven Biblical 

Species (Liz Ison) 

Serve with the date butter (recipe below) 

Dough (makes two loaves, or 16ish mini-hallot) 

 2 tablespoons dried yeast 

 1 ¾ cups warm water 

 1/3 cup of granulated sugar 

 1/3 cup of runny honey 

 3 ½ teaspoons of salt 

 ½ cup of olive oil 

 3 eggs and 2 egg yolks 

 7 ½ cups of strong white flour 

 1 cup of golden raisins (first, soak in warm water 

for 5 minutes, before draining and drying the 

raisins) 

 ½ cup of chopped dates 

Fig Filling 

 1 cup quartered dried figs, stems removed 

 ¼  teaspoon freshly grated orange zest 

 ½ cup water 

 ¼  cup orange juice 
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Egg wash 

 1 egg, beaten 

Topping 

 Barley flakes (available from health food shops) 

 Pomegranate seeds 

Make the dough: In a large mixing bowl, stir together the 

yeast, water and a pinch of sugar. Leave for five minutes. 

Stir in the remaining sugar, honey and salt. Add oil, eggs, 

yolks and flour. Stir. Leave to rest for 15 minutes, then knead 

by hand or with the dough hook of a food mixer for about 10 

minutes. Add extra flour if it is too sticky. 

Place the dough in an oiled bowl and cover the bowl with 

cling film, or a large bin bag. Leave to rise for about 1- 1 ½ 

hours, till doubled in size. 

Make the fig filling: Put the chopped figs, zest, juice and 

water into a small saucepan. Simmer for about 10 minutes till 

the figs are soft. Leave in the saucepan to cool, and any 

remaining liquid will be absorbed. Blend to a paste in a food 

processor. 

Prepare the loaves: Deflate the dough, and press the 

prepared raisins and dates into the dough, kneading and 

folding them in. 
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Leave to rest for 10 minutes before shaping. Divide the 

dough in half. 

For a three-braid hallah, divide the dough into three, and roll 

with your hands into long ropes. Press the ropes flat and 

spoon a little fig mixture along the length of the rope. Then 

roll each rope up trying to “hide” the fig mixture within. Then 

plait the three braids together. At this point you can join the 

two ends into a round, if you wish. Repeat with the other 

half. 

You can also make mini hallot. Make long ropes as before, 

and fill with the fig paste. Then cut each rope into short 

sections, stretch again and tie into knots. 

Put onto a baking tray that has been sprinkled with a little 

polenta. Brush with the beaten egg. Leave to prove again for 

about half an hour, loosely covered with the bin bag. 

Bake: Preheat oven to 200(c). Brush the loaves again with 

egg wash, sprinkle with the barley flakes and put in the oven. 

After 10 minutes baking, turn the oven down to 180(c). Bake 

for a further 25 minutes (10 minutes for small rolls). They are 

done if they sound hollow when you tap the bottoms. 

Cool on a rack. Serve sprinkled with pomegranate seeds. If 

you are making kiddush over the bread, why not have a bowl 

with extra pomegranate seeds that you can sprinkle over 

after the blessing, as you would normally do with salt. 
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Date Butter (Miriam Edelman) 

This is a ‘butter’ only in the sense that it’s spreadable—

there’s no butter, or other extra fat, in it at all.  I 

remembered American apple butter and so created a similar 

version out of dates. 

 Put 350g pitted dried dates as flat as possible in a pot.  

Pour 400ml boiling water over them.  Leave to sit for at 

least an hour, probably better for longer. 

 Put on medium-low heat and simmer until very soft and 

water is absorbed; add more water if necessary and 

stir/smash with a wooden spoon occasionally.  Cook for 

20 minutes or until they are really soft. Cool. 

 Put the mixture through a food processor to puree.  Push 

through a sieve and discard remaining husks.  The 

mixture may not actually go into a bowl—scrape it off 

the bottom of the sieve. 

 Add cinnamon and nutmeg, or other spices, to taste.  

Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator.  Makes 

about 1 cup. 
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Barley Soup (Claudia Camhi) 

My mother-in-law’s recipe that works so well for a snowy Tu 

B'Shevat. 

 150 grams of pearl barley 

 2 vegetable stock cubes 

 50 grams of butter 

 3 level tablespoons of plain flour 

 350 ml of milk (semi or full fat) 

 Salt and pepper to taste 

 ½ a teaspoon of ground nutmeg 

 Juice of 1 lemon 

 100 ml of single cream 

Rinse the barley in running water. 

Place in a bowl and cover with boiling water for at least 3 

hours or preferably overnight. 

Place in a large pan and cover with boiling water and simmer 

until the barley is soft. This can take over an hour. 

Add the stock cubes and seasoning. 

Make a béchamel sauce by: 

 Melting the butter in a small pot and then adding 

the flour. 

 Use a low to mid flame. 

 Whisk until it becomes golden (3 min approx.) 
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 Slowly add some milk and whisk until it is 

smoothly blended in. 

 Repeat this until all the milk has been used up. 

 Add the nutmeg and seasoning to taste. 

Once the barley is ready dissolve the béchamel into the 

barley soup. This will thicken it up and make it creamy. 

Serve in small bowls with a few lemon juice drops, a dash of 

cream and freshly ground pepper. 

Persian Aubergines (Claudia Camhi) 

A lovely and original vegetarian starter or a side for a buffet 

created by my friend Layli. 

 4 aubergines with skin  

 Plenty of olive oil, sea salt and pepper  

 A large onion  

 A handful of pine nuts  

 Grains of 1/2 a pomegranate fruit 

For the sauce: 

 Mix a pot of Greek yogurt 

 Juice of half a lemon 

 Salt and pepper to taste 

 One crushed garlic clove 

 1/8 tsp of ground saffron 
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Slice the aubergines lengthwise into 8 wedges (keep skin on). 

Toss aubergines in plenty of olive oil, sea salt and pepper. 

Roast well until very tender and browned at 200 C approx 50 

min. 

Meanwhile chop and stir fry a large onion until it is tender 

and add salt and pepper to taste and a handful of pine nuts. 

Place the roasted aubergines on a serving plate and add the 

onions and pine nuts on top. 

Sprinkle on them the grains of 1/2 a pomegranate fruit. 

For the sauce: 

Mix a pot of Greek yogurt with the juice of half a lemon, salt, 

pepper, a crushed garlic clove and a a little of ground saffron. 

Mix well and allow to rest in the fridge for 1/2 an hour. 

The aubergines with yogurt mix can be served with flat bread 

or rice. 

Orange-Carrot Spice Muffins (from Susan Reimer's 

Muffins Fast and Fantastic) (Caroline Ingram) 

Makes 12 muffins 

 280g plain flour 

 2 teaspoons baking powder 

 1/2 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda 

 1/2 teaspoon salt 

 1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

 1/4 teaspoon ground cloves 

 1/4 teaspoon ground nutmeg 

 1 egg 
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 85g white granulated sugar 

 Finely grated rind of 1 large orange 

 180ml orange juice from the orange (can make 

up the remainder with water) 

 100g grated carrot 

 90ml vegetable oil 

 60g raisins (optional) 

Topping 

 3 tablespoons light brown soft sugar 

 1 tablespoon melted butter 

 60g chopped walnuts or pecans 

Prepare your muffin tray. Preheat oven 190 degrees. 

In a large bowl, sift together the flour, baking powder, 

bicarbonate of soda, salt and spices. 

In a separate bowl, beat the egg with a fork. Stir in sugar, 

grated orange rind, juice plus water, carrot and oil. 

Pour all of the liquid ingredients into the dry mixture. Stir till 

just incorporated, adding dried fruit towards the end. 

Spoon into the tin. Combine topping and spoon over the 

tops. Bake for 20 minutes until the tops spring back when 

pressed gently. 
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Wine and Spice Cake (Lynne Sidkin) 

 1lb golden syrup 

 10fl oz cold water 

 7oz granulated sugar 

 8fl oz sunflower oil (For Tu B’Shvat use Olivio) 

 3 eggs 

 1lb s/r flour 

 1 level teasp each of ground ginger, mixed sweet 

spice and cinnamon 

 1 level teasp baking powder 

 1 level teasp bicarbonate of soda 

 2 tbsp plus 2 teasp Kiddush wine 

Preheat oven to 180 deg C (fan oven) 

Lightly grease and line 2 x 2lb loaf tins 

Heat the syrup, water, sugar and oil over a gentle heat until 

the sugar has dissolved. 

In a large bowl, whisk the eggs and then beat in the syrup 

mixture. 

Add all the dry ingredients, plus the bicarb of soda which has 

been dissolved in the wine. 

Beat until smooth. 

Pour into the two tins (about two-thirds full) and bang on 

surface to remove air. 
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You should have enough mixture over to make about 10 fairy 

cakes! 

Place tins in oven and immediately turn down heat to 140 

deg C. 

Bake for approx 50 minutes until a rich brown.  

“Seven Species” Muffins (Carra Kane)  

I adapted this from a recipe on the blog “The Shiksa in the 

Kitchen”. It contains almond milk because almonds have 

become an unofficial eighth species as almond trees blossom 

in Israel at this time of year. The applesauce makes it even 

more fruity and reminds us of that other New Year. 

My six year old daughter Jadyn liked the idea of all seven 

species being in one little muffin case and loved the taste 

too. And my husband snaffled two when he got home from 

work but there were still plenty to take for the Tu 'bshevat 

Kiddush. 

Makes 24 muffins or you can make it as a loaf cake. 

Ingredients 

 3/4 cup (115g) golden raisins 

 1/2 cup (85g) dates 

 1/2 cup (85g) dried figs 

 1 cup (240ml) unsweetened almond milk 
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 1/4 cup (60g) applesauce (from baby food aisle – 

I used Apple & Pear) 

 1/4 cup (60ml) pomegranate juice 

 1 tsp cinnamon 

 2 eggs 

 1/4 cup (60ml) olive oil 

 1/2 cup (100g) sugar 

 1/4 cup (50g) brown sugar 

 1 1/2 tsp vanilla 

 1 1/2 cup ( 180g) all purpose flour 

 1/2 cup (60g) barley flour (I used Country Grain 

Bread flour – which contains some barley flour) 

 2 tsp baking powder 

 1/2 tsp bicarbonate of soda 

 1/4 tsp salt 

Paper muffin tin liners & muffin tray 

Topping 

 2 tbsp granulated sugar 

 1/4 tsp cinnamon 

Method 

Cover the raisins with water and bring to a boil. As soon 

as the water boils, turn off the heat and leave for 10 

minutes to plump. Drain and pat dry with a paper towel. 



17 
 

Preheat oven to 400 F/200 C. If your figs have tough 

stems on them, remove them and discard. Roughly chop 

dates and figs. Set aside. 

Use a blender or food processor to blend together 

raisins, dates, figs, almond milk, applesauce, 

pomegranate juice, and cinnamon until smooth. Set 

mixture aside. 

In a medium mixing bowl, whisk together eggs, olive oil, 

sugar, brown sugar, and vanilla extract. 

In a large mixing bowl, sift together flour, barley flour (or 

a flour you can find with barley in it), baking powder, 

bicarbonate of soda, and salt. 

Make a well in the middle of the dry ingredients (I used a 

cup/glass). Pour mixture from the blender into the well. 

Then add the egg mixture to the bowl. 

Fold the dry mixture into the wet ingredients until the 

dry ingredients are just moistened and a lumpy batter 

forms. Do not over mix. 

Mix the sugar and cinnamon together in a small bowl 

using a fork. Sprinkle about a ½ tsp of cinnamon sugar 

mixture evenly across the surface of each muffin. 

Place muffins in the oven and immediately turn heat 

down to 375 F/ 190C. Bake for 25 minutes until the tops 

of the muffins are golden brown and a toothpick inserted 
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in the centre comes out clean. Let muffins cool for 10 

minutes before removing from the tin and cooling on a 

rack. Serve warm. 

Seven Biblical Species Cookies (Miriam Edelman) 

Makes about 8 dozen medium cookies. 

 3 cups of flour 

 1 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda 

 1 teaspoon cinnamon (possibly more of this and 

the other spices if you like a spicier cookie) 

 1 teaspoon ground ginger 

 1 teaspoon nutmeg 

 1 teaspoon allspice 

 ½ teaspoon ground cloves 

Mix all of the above together in a large bowl, then add: 

 2 eggs, slightly beaten 

 2 teaspoons vanilla 

 2/3 cup caster sugar 

 1 cup brown sugar, packed 

 300g butter, melted 

 ¼ cup olive oil 

 2 tablespoons honey 

 ½ cup pomegranate juice 

Mix well with a wooden spoon until very well combined 

and brown sugar lumps are dissolved. 
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Stir in: 

 3 ½ cup barley flakes 

 ¾ cup chopped dates 

 ¾ cup chopped figs 

 1 cup sultanas 

Mix well.  Drop tablespoonfuls onto ungreased baking 

sheets.  Bake at 180C for about ten minutes, until light 

golden brown.  Cool 5 minutes then remove to rack to cool 

completely. 

Iced Pomegranate Grains (Claudia Camhi) 

I learned this delicious way to use the pomegranate whilst 

strolling around a little town in Israel called Kyriat Tivon. The 

hedges between houses were in fact pomegranate bushes 

and it was beautiful to see the ripe fruit hanging from the 

branches. It was not frowned upon to take a fruit to eat from 

any hedge and carry on walking. 

 2- 3 pomegranates 

Cut the fruit in horizontal halves. 

Whilst holding the pomegranate facing over a bowl, beat 

each half on the outside (skin) using a wooden spoon. This 

should allow the seeds to come off without having to go 

through the painstaking task of fishing for each grain, 

squeezing them in the process and getting your fingers 

stained for days! 
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Place the grains in a freezer bag and pop it in the freezer for a 

few hours. 

Eat these natural mini ice fruit lollies on their own, over ice 

cream in drinks or sprinkled over other fruits (melons are a 

good combination). 

My Mum’s Date and Walnut Bread (Rabbi Sylvia 

Rothschild) 

 ½ cup roughly chopped walnuts 

 ½ lb chopped dates 

 1 egg 

 1 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda 

 ¾ cup boiling water 

 ½ cup sugar 

 1 ½ cups self raising flour 

 Large knob of butter 

Put dates, bicarbonate and butter into a bowl and pour on 

the water. 

Add beaten egg, flour etc and mix together. 

Bake in a loaf tin for one hour, 180C. 

 

Banana & Raisin Loaf (Alison Kelin) 

Makes 1 full-sized loaf or 2 small loaves 

Preheat the oven to 350. 

In one bowl, combine: 
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 3 ¼ ozs butter, softened 

 2 eggs 

 2 or 3 very ripe bananas 

 5 ½ ozs sugar  

Use a potato masher, fork, or spoon to squish the 

banana and mix the ingredients together. It is alright 

for there to be small (1 centimetre) chunks of banana 

in the batter, but you want most of the banana to be 

reduced to mush.  

In another bowl, combine: 

 5 ½ ozs self raising flour 

 ¾  teaspoon salt 

 ½  teaspoon baking soda 

 ¼  teaspoon baking powder 

 ½  teaspoon cinnamon (optional)  

Combine the wet and dry ingredients and mix until the 

ingredients are blended together.  Then add 2 ozs raisins. 

  

If you like, stir in additional ingredients here in addition to or 

instead of the raisins, such as chopped walnuts or pecans, 

dried cherries, cranberries or apricots, or chocolate chips. A 

handful (about 2 ozs) is about right. 

Pour the mixture into greased baking tins and bake until a 

toothpick inserted in the centre comes out clean. Small 

loaves take around 30 minutes; a normal-sized loaf takes 

around 50 minutes. 

Remove from the oven. This loaf is great warm, but it is 
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excellent cold too.  

  

After they have cooled for 5 or 10 minutes the loaves can be 

removed from the pan to cool. Once they are cool they can 

be individually wrapped and frozen. Enjoy! 
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Wimbledon Synagogue Community Cookbook 

Project aka WimShul Cooks 

The Tu B’Shevat Kiddush was organised by WimShul Cooks. We 

have an active blog with articles written by and photos taken by 

members of the community; we have had a honey cake baking day 

for Rosh Hashanah; commissioned the building of an edible sukkah 

from one of our talented bakers; and found out how our Rabbi 

Sylvia Rothschild combines hallah making and sermon preparation. 

Our aim is to create a community cookbook together. 

Recipes can also be submitted via the blog (see below), in 

handwritten or typed form. 

Find out more at: 

http://wimshulcooks.wordpress.com 

or by emailing 

wimshulcooks@gmail.com 

Latke leaflet also available on request 

mailto:wimshulcooks@gmail.com

