A Global Women workshop on cooking with phyllo dough
Overview. The United States is famous for being
a melting pot that welcomes many ethnic groups
and their cultures. American English, for example,
borrows words from scores of languages, yielding
pronunciations and spellings that seemingly
follow no rational system. Although this diversity
in language may seem difficult, sharing foods from
many great cooking traditions is one of the most
exciting aspects of our melting pot. From pizza to
pirogies, enchiladas to éclairs, you can find most of
the world’s delicacies here in the U.S.
In the past few decades, the American palate
has expanded from meat and potatoes to a
sophisticated global awareness, as chefs and home
cooks embraced the cuisines of the many ethnic
groups who have made the U.S. their home.
Today’s workshop explores two of those cultural
traditions — Greek and Hindu — while adding
a home grown desert. We’re going to make
pies using a Greek dough called phyllo. In fact,
phyllo is found and used throughout the eastern
Mediterranean region to make a variety of savory

Spanakopita / spinach pie • Log roll

appetizers and entrées plus sweet desserts, such as
baklava.
The good news is, you can fill phyllo with almost
anything, then brush it with olive oil or butter,
pop it in the oven and serve it to applause.

What is phyllo?

Phyllo is a very thin dough made of flour and
water without yeast. Phyllo (pronounced fee low) comes from the Greek word for leaf. It refers
to the fact that most phyllo recipes stack several
layers of the dough that your hot oven turns into
flaky leaves.
It’s possible to make your own phyllo dough
but much easier to buy it. You can buy frozen
packages at any supermarket, but I recommend
against it. Frozen dough tends to stick together
then tears when you try to separate it.
Instead, I prefer to buy fresh dough at the
Bloomington Cooking School, 115 N. College
Avenue, Room 014. Near the northwest corner

Phyllo samosas • Triangle fold

of the Courthouse square, go in the entrance to Goods for Cooks. Walk all
the way to the back and go downstairs. You’ll find the cooking school. It
charges $4 for a pound of fresh dough. It will keep indefinitely while still
sealed in the package. Once open, use all the dough within two weeks.

Your notes

Today’s workshop

Today’s workshop will give you three recipes plus three techniques for
wrapping phyllo dough: 1) Greek spanakopita, or spinach pie. 2) Hindu
samosas, stuffed with potatoes, peas and onions. 3) Pastor Annette’s
raspberry, chocolate desert. Ingredients and instructions for these fillings
are included below. I will also demonstrate how to cook them.
Your major hands-on activity will be learning the techniques for handling
the dough: rolling the pies into logs and folding them into triangles
and circles. We are making small, individually-sized pies that work as
appetizers. You may find it easier to make a full-size pie for your family.
That is explained at the end of this handout.

Handling phyllo dough

Phyllo dough dries out very fast. When this happens, it crumbles, tears,
flakes apart and becomes extremely difficult to work with. Always keep
unused dough covered with a dish towel. Take out only one sheet of dough
at a time. Instead of lifting it, slide it from the stack to your work surface.
When baking, phyllo can scorch pretty easily. It’s good to line your cookie
sheet with parchment paper to prevent this.

Tools you will need

To work with phyllo dough you will need the following:
1. A large cookie sheet for baking.
2. Parchment paper to line the cookie sheet.
3. A damp dish towel.
4. A bowl for butter, olive oil or a mix of the two.
5. A pastry brush. An unused 1- or 2-inch nylon paint brush works fine.

Recipe for spanakopita
Ingredients

The proportions are very flexible. You can increase the amount of items
you like and decrease or omit those you don’t like.

1. 1 pound of frozen spinach; if you prefer, you may chop fresh spinach.
2. 1 medium onion
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3. 1 bunch green onions
4. 1 leek (optional)
5. Sun dried tomatoes
6. Feta cheese
7. Pine nuts
8. 1 stick butter or 1/2 cup olive oil or mix of both
9. Fresh parsley and other herbs such as thyme, basil, oregano, etc.
10. Optional. 1/3 cup dry white wine
11. 1 pound phyllo dough

Your notes

Additional tools for spanakopita

1. A large mixing bowl.
2. Knife and cutting board for onions, leek, etc.
3. A large skillet with wooden spoon.

Process

Spanakopita ingredients cooking

1. About three hours
before starting, put
the frozen spinach
in a strainer over
the sink to thaw and
drain. Squeeze out
all the water you
can.
2. Preheat the oven
to 350 degrees.
3. Chop leek and
onions and brown
them in a large

skillet in olive oil.
4. Add the drained spinach to the skillet with the browned onions, and
continue cooking until warm and all spinach water is evaporated.
5. Add sun dried tomatoes and the herbs to the skillet.
6. Season to taste with salt and pepper.
7. Optional. For extra flavor, add 1/3 cup white cooking wine, and/or a
little balsamic vinegar. Cook until these liquids are absorbed.
8. Remove from heat and let cool enough to handle.
9. Mix in feta cheese and pine nuts.
10. If using butter, melt it in a small bowl in a microwave oven. If using
oil, pour it into a small bowl. Or mix the two for savory pies.
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Assembly of spanakopita logs

1. Slide one sheet of dough onto your work surface and position it
horizontally. With a pastry brush, brush the right half with butter or
oil. Fold the left half over and brush it with butter or oil.

Your notes

2. Put 2–3 tablespoons of the spinach mixture about an inch or two
from the bottom; form it into a cylinder that’s centered on the dough
horizontally and about half its width.
3. Roll from the bottom just to cover the mixture. Then fold in both
sides of the dough. Continue rolling up into a log shape.
4. Repeat using up the rest of the filling and dough.

5. Arrange pies on cookie sheet lined with parchment paper with their
seams turned up and an inch or two of space in between. Brush tops
with remaining butter or oil.

6. Bake for 10–15 minutes then turn seam side down, brush with more
butter and continue cooking until the pies turn golden brown on top.
Serving suggestions: Serve with labneh, a Lebanese sauce; see below:

Labneh recipe.
1. Line a strainer with cheesecloth and set it over a bowl.
2. Put a container of plain whole milk yogurt into the strainer.
3. Set in the refrigerator several hours or overnight to drain and thicken.
4. Season with lemon juice and chopped fresh mint.

Additional details

Put any left-over pies in a plastic container and keep in the refrigerator.
They are okay if heated in the microwave, but the dough turns a soggy.
Much better to reheat in a regular oven or toaster oven.
If you have phyllo dough crumbles, put them on the baking sheet. Use
as garnish or eat as is.

Recipe for samosas

Confession. Indian cooks have their own recipe for the dough for this
savory pie. But I find it easier to wrap the filling in phyllo. This hybrid is
another example of our melting pot cuisine.
The fundamental cooking technique for most Indian dishes is to heat oil in
a skillet until very hot, then add spices—typically, whole coriander, cumin
and mustard seeds —and cook for 30 seconds to a minute to infuse the oil
with their flavors. Then add the meat or vegetables and cook in the flavored
oil. After they’ve browned, turn down the heat and cook until done. Cook
onions until they are very brown. This is called caramelizing, and it brings
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Your notes

out the sweet flavors.

Additional tools you will need for samosas
You will need the following additional tools:
1. A mixing bowl.
2. A large skillet with a wooden spoon.
3. A large pot.
4. A potato peeler.
5. A knife and cutting board.

Ingredients

1. 1 pound potatoes
2. 1 large or 2 medium onions
3. 1 cup fresh or frozen peas. If frozen, set out in a bowl to thaw.
4. 1 stick butter or oil for brushing the pies.
5. Extra oil for cooking the onions.
6. 1 pound phyllo dough

Process

Onions and peas cooking in Indian spices

1. Preheat the oven
to 350 degrees.
2. Peel the potatoes
and cut them into
1/2 inch cubes
3. Heat a large pot of
water to boiling and
add 1 – 2 teaspoons
salt. Cook the potato
cubes about 8 – 10
minutes until fork
tender. Drain them
in a colander, spray

with cold water and let cool.
4. Chop the onions and brown in a skillet in spice-infused butter or oil
5. Combine the potatoes, onions and peas in a mixing bowl.

Assembly of samosa triangles

1. Slide one sheet of dough onto your work surface and position it
vertically. With a pastry brush, brush the middle third with butter or
oil. Fold the left third over and brush it with butter or oil. Repeat with
the right third.
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2. Put 2 tablespoons, more or less, of the samosa mixture about an inch
or two from the bottom.

Your notes

3. Fold a bottom corner of the dough over the mixture. With your
fingers, push the ingredients into a triangle shape. Fold this triangle
upward. Continue folding the triangle to seal the mixture inside.
4. Repeat for the rest of the dough and filling.

5. Arrange pies, seam side up, on a cookie sheet lined with parchment
paper.
6. Brush tops with additional butter or oil.

7. Bake for 10–15 minutes then turn seam side down, brush with more
butter and continue cooking until the pies turn golden brown on top.
Serving suggestions: Serve with an Indian chutney.

Recipe for fruit deserts

When Pastor Annette learned we were doing this phyllo workshop, she
told me about a desert she and a friend created. She graciously agreed to
share it. If you like it, please thank Pastor Annette.

Tools you will need

1. A large cookie sheet for baking.
2. A damp dish towel to cover phyllo dough.
3. A small bowl for butter.
4. A pastry brush.
5. A potato peeler.
6. Mixing bowl.
7. A knife and cutting board.
8. A skillet.
9. Parchment paper.

Ingredients

1. 1 pound of phyllo dough
2. Red raspberries, one or more boxes depending on how many pies you
want to make
3. Sugar
4. Semi sweet chocolate chips
5. Solid dark chocolate at room temperature
6. Pecans or slivered almonds
7. Optional: whipped cream or icing
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Process

1. Preheat the oven to
350 degrees.
2. In the mixing
bowl, dust the
raspberries with
sugar; put in fridge.
3. With the potato
peeler, shave the dark
chocolate into curls.
4. Chop the pecans
Raspberry-chocolate desert • Circle fold and toast them
lightly in the skillet
to intensify their flavor.
5. Beat the whipping cream until stiff, adding sugar and vanilla.

Your notes

Assembly of fruit pies

1. Cut three phyllo sheets in half horizontally and again vertically.
2. Stack the quarter sheets, brushing each new layer with melted butter.
Turn each layer 45 degrees so the stack resembles an eight-pointed star.
3. In the middle of the sixth stack, make a small pile consisting of:
• seven to nine sugared raspberries
• a sprinkling of chocolate chips
• a sprinkling of chopped, toasted pecans
4. Turn the corners of each layer toward the middle, producing an
circular pie.
5. Arrange pies, seam side up, on a cookie sheet lined with parchment
paper. Brush tops with extra butter

6. Bake for 10–15 minutes then turn seam side down, brush with more
butter and continue cooking until the pies turn golden brown on top.
Serving suggestions: Dust pies with powdered sugar. Drizzle with white
icing. Or put a large spoon of fresh whip cream beside the pie on a saucer.
Garnish pies with chocolate curls and two or three raspberries.

Simple icing recipe. You can find hundreds of icing recipes on the Web,
but this one is simple and quick:
1. Combine 3 Tablespoons of milk or cream with 1 1/4 cup of powdered
sugar.
2. When thoroughly mixed, add 1/2 teaspoon of vanilla
3. Spoon or pipe over the pastry. I put it in a catchup-like container which
makes it easy to squeeze over the pastry.
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Additional thoughts

If you like to experiment in cooking, try wrapping any of your favorite
recipes in phyllo dough. As noted above, it can handle almost any kind of
ingredients. Just be careful that they are not so juicy they will leak out of
the dough onto your oven.

Your notes

Also, the three wrapping techniques will work for any recipe. For example,
you could make spanakopita triangles instead of logs.

Full pie

These individual-sized pies are like appetizers. As an alternative, you
might consider making a full size pie to serve your family or friends:
1. Lightly butter a nine-inch pie plate.

2. Overlap four phyllo sheets in the plate, letting the extra dough hang out
over the edge.
3. Stack five sheets in the middle of the plate, brushing each new layer
with melted butter.

4. Spoon in the filling.

5. Stack another five sheets on top, brushing each new layer with
melted butter.

6. Turn the original four sheets and any overhang inward to form a fluting.
7. Bake at 350 about 30 minutes or until the top is nicely browned.
It’s been great fun sharing these recipes with you today.
I wish you great luck in your cooking adventures. If you have questions or
want to share your successes with me, please feel welcome to email me at:
ccookman@indiana.edu
Warmest regards,

Claude Cookman
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