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I come from a long line of pickle makers.
In the 19th century, my great-grandfather, Efraim Carbunaru Greenberg, made dill pickles in Dorohoi, Romania, near the Moldovian border.  So did his father, Mordechai.  As no one kept records of the exact origins of the recipe or which one of our ancestors first practiced this ancient craft, it is possible that the family tradition extends back even more generations. 
In the old country, pickling was a good way to preserve foods that would have otherwise spoiled quickly. It also added some flavor to a diet that could sometimes be pretty unexciting.  A Romanian treat like mamaliga (i.e., corn meal porridge) was rather bland on its own, but with a side dish of dill pickles it became a much more enjoyable culinary experience.
When Efraim’s children dispersed from Dorohoi in the early and mid-twentieth century, some to North America and others to Israel, they all kept this tradition alive in their own way.  My grandfather, Morris Greenberg, had eight siblings, each of whom was well schooled in the fine art of pickle making.  I knew from watching him practice his art regularly at our home in Montreal, that my grandfather was both a true devotee of the craft and a highly skilled artisan.  
Morris very much wanted his grandsons to acquire the pickling skill, so on many Sunday mornings in the summer my brother and I would spend time with him in the garage, soaking in the sights and especially the smells.  The fact that he purposely kept the recipe a family secret made the whole endeavor all the more mysterious and exciting. 
Having moved to Boston years later, I came to know by contrast what it meant to have grown up in a pickling town.  In Montreal, the appropriate spices can be purchased at most every grocery store.  More importantly, small pickling cucumbers are in ready abundance.  My grandfather used to buy them, not one by one as is my practice at the local farmer’s market on Thursdays, but by the bushel any day of the week at one of Montreal’s well-known produce markets.  And at the right time of year, you could buy bunches of dill that had started to flower at the end. This was known as dill that had “gone to seed” and it was the big prize, as the floral notes it would infuse made the pickles especially flavorful. 
My grandfather made about 200 gallons of pickles every year. The home garage was his main pickle factory but the back room of his shmata store downtown served as the branch plant of his production operation.  We always suspected that he sold lighter fluid in his retail store only because the cardboard box in which it came from the wholesaler was the perfect size to hold a gallon jar of pickles. 
This scale of activity was a lot of work to be sure, but it always seemed to energize my grandfather to be engaged in any stage of the pickle production and distribution process. He had 15-gallon plastic barrels in which he would combine all of the ingredients. But because these containers were so big, he used to roll them on the floor to mix the brine as the contents were pickling.  And he always seemed to know exactly when the pickles were ready to be transferred from barrels to gallon jars for wide distribution.  Having learned in the apprentice model in Romania, my grandfather did not follow a traditional recipe.  Instead, he did it all by look and feel, placing the right amounts of each ingredient into the pickling barrel.  At some point, we decided to measure exactly how much salt and spices he held in his hand so that we could keep an accurate record of the secret sauce for posterity.  
Morris gave away lots and lots of pickles, a gallon jar at a time.  He used to tell the story that his father was a better pickle maker than businessman, invariably giving away his ware to the residents of his poor village. When told that a would-be customer could not afford to pay for them, he would reply that with pickles this delicious, it didn’t matter if no payment was possible.  No doubt this family lore was the basis for Morris’s insistence on preserving his craft as a hobby and never turning it into a for-profit business.  The only thing that upset him in his prized role as the neighborhood pickle man was that only a few people ever returned those gallon jars. Nonetheless, he always seemed to have an endless supply.  
What did Morris pickle?  Just about anything that grew, including cucumbers, rose tomatoes, green tomatoes, carrots, and cauliflower. My personal favorite has always been pickled watermelon. It used to amaze me that no matter which vegetable or fruit ended up in the jar, the recipe was basically the same.   Oh sure, he would use heaping tablespoons of salt for rose tomatoes and level ones for all the other types of pickles, but with that small exception, the approach seemed impervious to variation in primary ingredient. (The only radical departure from the basic formula was pickled peppers, broiled on the barbeque, and soaked in a vinegar-sugar-garlic brine. But that very different technique and recipe is for another day.)
When he found an article in the newspaper that extolled the virtues of garlic for cardiac health, my grandfather made many copies.  From then on, he included this required reading with each delivery, alongside the pickles.  Conveniently, he never mentioned all that salt.  How those two competing ingredients netted out from a heart healthiness perspective was never clear -- and I think it is still unresolved in the medical journals -- but Morris always chose to accentuate the positive. He was, after all, a natural born salesman of his beloved pickles.  He would have been delighted to learn that natural pickling and fermentation is now touted for its back-to-basics health benefits. 
I visited Israel as a young boy in 1973, and I was surprised to find the exact same pickles being offered with each meal by my Romanian-Israeli family.  Had I fully appreciated the origins of the recipe, it would have seemed quite an unremarkable coincidence.  What made the biggest impression on me in this regard was not that the very same pickles were being made so far away, but that the Israelis actually drank the pickle brine in martini glasses. Of course, I was too young to inquire about the possibility that this elixir it might have been laced with vodka.  Nowadays, a “pickle-tini” would be a chic offering at a swanky club, but in those days, whatever drink they were consuming was just another reminder of the old country.  
Unfortunately, the next generation -- my immediate family in the Boston area -- not only has no interest in making pickles, it has only limited interest in eating them.  A couple of years ago, a friend asked if I would teach a class on pickle making.  Instinctively, I resisted, recalling my grandfather’s insistence that the recipe forever remain a family secret.  But as I thought about it, I recalled that the tradition of my great-grandfather was to emphasize the importance of sharing these pickles over paying for them.  And, in that same vein, I concluded that it is far more important for our pickling craft to find its way into able hands without regard to the longstanding family nature of the tradition.  It is for this reason that I am delighted to share the family recipe here.  
Keep in mind that half- sour pickles will be ready in no more than a couple of days, while fully sour pickles take about a week.  And remember that you can “read” the pickles: as they turn a lighter shade of green on the outside and the inside flesh goes from white to green, they become sourer (or spicier).  Just put them the refrigerator to stop the pickling process as soon as they look -- and taste -- best to you.  In my opinion, anyone who likes the taste of the finished product has a culinary sensibility that is firmly rooted in the old country.
Enjoy!

Materials
· gallon jar with wide mouth
· small plastic bag large enough to cover lid of jar
Ingredients
· 5 pounds small, crisp cucumbers (smaller the better; smaller also lets more fit into jar)
· 4 tablespoons salt 
· 1 tablespoons pickling spices
· 1 head garlic 
· 1 bunch dill (dill that has flowered or "gone to seed" is best but regular dill is OK too) 
Directions
Prepare
· Wash each cucumber by hand under cold water to remove any residual dirt from field
Combine
· Place salt, spices, some chopped dill and some chopped garlic at bottom of jar
· Place cucumbers in jar until half full
· Place more chopped dill and chopped garlic
· Place remaining cucumbers in jar with remaining dill and garlic on top of that
· As you combine ingredients, shake jar gently to let cucumbers settle so that more will fit 
· Fill jar with cold water 
Seal, Store, and Mix
· Cover top of jar with plastic bag to ensure tight seal
· Seal jar with lid
· Gently turn jar over and back until salt dissolves
· Store jar in cool dark place
· Gently turn jar over and back each day to allow spices and brine to distribute evenly
· Place in refrigerator when done pickling (to your preferred sourness/spiciness) 
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My grandfather, Morris Greenberg (left), together with his younger brother, Tzalic Carbunaru (right), making picked watermelon in the Laurentian Mountains north of Montreal (circa 1979).
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Homemade pickle lineup (L to R): Two gallons of half-sour pickles, half-gallon of char-broiled peppers, half gallon of three-quarter sour pickles, half gallon of pickled carrots, and quart of fully sour pickles.
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