In a season rich with hope and miracle, Hanukkah has a special place. Observed by millions of Jews around the globe, it commemorates the victory of faith over tyranny and, more specifically, the triumph of Jewish rebels over their Syrian rulers more than 2,000 years ago. Although Hanukkah is technically a minor Jewish festival, it is the only holiday for which Jews exchange gifts. It also is celebrated in the Jewish month of Kislev, which usually falls in December. This combination has resulted in the misperception that Hanukkah is "the Jewish Christmas." In fact, this festival has a rich tradition and history of its own. 

The celebration of Hanukkah goes back to 165 B.C.E. (B.C.E. stands for "Before the Common Era," which is an alternative way of referring to the Christian-based calendar). At that time, the Jews of Judea had lived for many years under the oppressive hand of Syria, whose rulers outlawed Jewish worship and desecrated the temple in Jerusalem. Even though they were outnumbered, the Jews took up arms to defend their lifestyle and religion. They overwhelmed the Syrians in two decisive battles. Their leader was Judah Maccabees, whose mythic strength earned him the nickname "The Hammer." 

Legend has it that when the Jewish army entered the temple to reconsecrate it, their first task was to rekindle the Eternal Light, a sacred oil lamp that was left burning continuously. The Maccabees had one jar of oil, enough to keep the flame lit only for a single day. They sent out a messenger to find and bring back more sanctified oil, and it took the messenger eight days to return. Miraculously, the Eternal Light continued to burn those eight days. Hanukkah, which also is called the Festival of Lights, celebrates that wonder.
MORE THAN 2,000 years ago, a small jar of oil burned in the temple of Jerusalem for eight days, to the astonishment of the Jewish army that had just recaptured that city. Everything about Hanukkah recollects this miraculous tale--the eight menorah candles, the latkes fried in sizzling oil, the puppet shows some families like to stage--even the game of dreidel, where each spin of the top turns up a Hebrew letter from the saying "A great miracle happened there."

Families use a special, nine-pronged candelabra, called a menorah or hanukkiah, to light candles every night for the eight nights of Hanukkah. The ninth candle, which stands higher than the others, is the shammash or servant candle. It is used to light the other candles (so, technically, you light two candles on the first night, three on the second night and so on). It is customary for the candles to be placed in the menorah from right to left and lit from left to right. 
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Representing David, the Jews' greatest hero-king, the six-pointed star graces the Israeli flag and is Judaism's most recognized symbol worldwide.
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One of the most popular Hanukkah pastimes is playing the dreidel game. It is a form of an old German gambling game, and its name derives from the German word for top. The stakes are decidedly low-key during Hanukkah, however, with players betting their fortune in chocolates, buttons, pennies or nuts with each spin of a little wooden or clay top. The top has four sides, each marked with a Hebrew character: Nun, Gimel, Heh and Shin. The letters also stand for the words "Nes Gadol Haya Sham," or "A great miracle happened there.

[image: image3.wmf]
Hanukkah isn't Hanukkah without a steaming plateful of savory latkes (potato pancakes). They are fried in oil to remember that miraculous jar of long-burning oil. 

4 large potatoes, peeled
1 medium onion
2 large eggs
1 1/2 tsp. salt
1/4 tsp. white pepper
2 tbsp. all-purpose white flour or matzo meal
3/4 tsp. baking powder
Vegetable oil for frying (at least 1 cup; peanut oil works best) 

Coarsely grate potatoes and onion in a food processor, or by using the large holes of a grater. In a colander, squeeze the grated mixture to press out as much liquid as possible. In a large bowl, combine the potato/onion mixture, eggs, salt, pepper, flour or matzo meal, and baking powder. 

Heat about an inch of oil in a 12-inch skillet. When the oil is bubbling, gently drop about 2 tablespoons of the potato mixture into the pan. (The mixture should hold a round shape.) Gently flatten each latke with the back of a spoon. Fry over medium heat for about 3 or 4 minutes on each side, or until the latkes are golden brown and crisp. Use two pancake turners when flipping latkes so the oil doesn't splatter. Drain cooked latkes on paper towels and set them aside in a warm oven. Add more oil to the pan as needed for frying the rest of the pancakes. Serve them hot with applesauce, sour cream, jam or sugar. Makes about 4 servings.

These holeless, jelly-filled doughnuts, called "sufganiyot" in Hebrew, are an especially popular Hanukkah food in Israel. Like latkes, they also are deep-fried in oil to celebrate the Hanukkah miracle.

1 cup lukewarm water
2 envelopes active dry yeast
1/4 cup sugar
4 cups all-purpose flour, plus 2 tbsp. more if needed
2 large eggs
2 large egg yolks
7 tbsp. butter, at room temperature
1 tsp. vanilla extract
2 tsp. salt
1/4 cup apricot or strawberry preserves
Vegetable oil for deep-frying (at least 5 cups)
Confectioners' sugar for sprinkling 

Pour 1/2 cup lukewarm water into a small bowl. Sprinkle the yeast on top and add 1 teaspoon of sugar. Let this mixture stand for 10 minutes. 

Spoon the flour into a mixer bowl or another large bowl. Make a well in the center and add remaining sugar, eggs, yolks, butter, vanilla extract, remaining 1/2 cup water and salt. Mix with a mixer dough hook or with a wooden spoon until the ingredients are blended. Add the dissolved yeast and mix with the dough hook at low speed or with a spoon, until ingredients form a dough. 

Knead at medium speed, scraping down the dough occasionally, for 5 minutes. If you are kneading by hand, work on a dry, lightly floured surface for 5 minutes. If the dough is too sticky, add 2 tablespoons of flour. Knead for 5 to 10 minutes more to form a smooth ball. 

Put the dough in a clean, lightly oiled bowl and turn it to coat with oil. Cover the dough with a damp cloth and let it rise in a warm place for 1 to 1 1/2 hours, or until it has doubled in volume. 

On a lightly floured surface, roll out half the dough until it is 1/4 inch thick; add flour to the dough occasionally. Using a 2 1/2- to 3-inch cutter, cut the dough into 28 rounds. Put 1/2 to 1 teaspoon apricot or strawberry preserves in the center of half the rounds. Lightly brush the rim of each round with water, then set a plain round on top. With floured fingers, firmly press the edges all around to seal it. Transfer this "sandwich" immediately to a floured tray. If it has stretched out to an oval, plump it gently back into a round shape. Continue with the remaining dough. Cover the assembled pastries with a slightly damp cloth and let them rise in a warm place for 30 minutes. 

In a large, heavy skillet or deep fryer pan, heat the oil to 350 degrees or until it bubbles gently around a small test piece of dough. Carefully slide in four doughnuts or enough to fill the pan without crowding. Fry the doughnuts for about 3 minutes on each side or until golden brown. Drain on paper towels. Pat tops gently with paper towels to absorb excess oil. 

Serve the rounds warm or at room temperature, sprinkled with confectioners' sugar. Don't serve these immediately, because the jam is boiling hot. Makes 14 large doughnuts.
