






For Pedar B ozorg, m y grandfather,
w ho taught m e how  to eat.
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Introduction
A  taste of Iran
T he Persian store cupboard
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Persian ajil granola
D ate, alm ond and tahini energy balls
D ate and cinnam on om elette
T om ato and spring onion om elette
B aked eggs w ith spinach and sum ac
Scram bled eggs w ith feta and dill
Saffron and cardam om  verm icelli w ith fried egg
Spiced butternut squash preserve
C arrot, cardam om  and rose w ater jam

R A SH T  T ales of rice paddies and tea plantations
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M ixed herb platter
O lives m arinated w ith w alnuts and pom egranates
E asy naan bread
Persian flatbread
Y oghurt w ith spinach and garlic
Y oghurt w ith pom egranate and m int
Y oghurt w ith cucum ber and dill
Y oghurt w ith beetroot and m int
B urnt aubergine and w alnut dip



C hicken livers w ith pom egranate m olasses
G ilaki pinto beans
C orn w ith sum ac and zaõatar spiced butter
M ixed herb kuku
G reen bean and caram elised onion kuku
Saffron, potato and barberry kuku
H erby baked falafels w ith a fennel and w atercress salad

T E H R A N  T ales of coffee shops and counter-culture
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Salad Shirazi
C ucum ber salad w ith sekanjibeen dressing
Persian garden salad
N ew  potato salad w ith a dill yoghurt dressing
W aterm elon, m int and feta salad
C arrot and pistachio salad
R ed cabbage, beetroot and date salad
Persim m on, goatõs cheese and rocket salad
Fragrant m ixed herb and flatbread salad
B road bean, sour cherry and rice salad

ISFA H A N  &  SH IR A Z  T ales of saffron and rose w ater
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Legum e noodle soup
O nion and fenugreek soup
Pearl barley and vegetable soup
Spicy lentil and tam arind soup
H ot yoghurt and chickpea soup
B utternut squash and dried lim e soup
Pom egranate soup



Pistachio soup

T A B R IZ  T ales of m ilk and honey
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Persian rice
A ubergine and m ushroom  tahcheen
Sm oky aubergines w ith egg and tom ato
Stuffed aubergines
R ice w ith lentils, dates and w alnuts
G arlicky beans w ith dill and egg
G ilaki herb stew
B andari fishcakes w ith a tam arind and date sauce
G rilled m ackerel w ith a spicy pom egranate salsa
M ixed herb rice w ith baked salm on
Lem on and saffron baked sea bass
W hole baked fish stuffed w ith w alnuts and pom egranates
Praw n, coriander and tam arind stew
Lim e and saffron chicken kebabs
A pricot and prune chicken stew
C hicken stew  w ith spinach and prunes
C hicken w ith w alnuts and pom egranates
B arberry and saffron rice w ith chicken
R oast chicken w ith pom egranate and zaõatar glaze
Lam b m eatballs stuffed w ith barberries and w alnuts
Slow -cooked lam b shoulder w ith dried lim e and split peas
Lam b and m ixed herb stew
D r A safõs juicy lam b kebabs
R ice w ith lam b, tom atoes and green beans
Spiced beef w ith eggs and spring onions

B A N D A R  A B B A S T ales of spices and seafood
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C hocolate and pistachio torte
Pom egranate and sour cherry sponge cake
Y oghurt cake w ith poached figs
R hubarb and cardam om  cheesecake
Poached quince w ith m ascarpone and pistachios
A pricot and pistachio tart w ith orange blossom  cream
O range blossom  and date pudding
C ardam om  cr̄ m e caram el
Saffron, rose w ater and pistachio ice cream
C houx buns w ith rose w ater and pistachio cream
Sour cherry and dark chocolate cookies
D ate and w alnut squares
Persian love cake

Planning a m eal
Lists of gluten-free and dairy-free recipes







B EFO R E W E BEG IN , Iõd like to address a som etim es perplexing question:

Iran or Persia? Persia w as the nam e given to Iran by the A ncient G reeks
several thousand years ago. Since that tim e, the W est has used the term

to describe the em pire and the country w hose inhabitants w ere called Persians
and w ho spoke the Persian language. H ow ever, people inside the country have
alw ays referred to it as Iran, a place w here Iranians live, w ho speak their native
language, Farsi.

T his all changed in 1935 w hen the Iranian governm ent requested that all foreign
em bassies refer to their country as Iran.

T o Iranians, the nam e Iran is inseparable from  their countryõs rich and ancient
cultural traditions, w hich gave rise to one of the w orldõs m ost influential
civilisations ð pioneering advances in astronom y, science and m edicine, as w ell
as exquisite art, beautiful carpets and architectural prow ess. For m ost non-
Iranians, how ever, ôIranõ has no such cultural connotations and these days is
m ore com m only associated w ith the countryõs recent political history. Because
of this, som e Iranians prefer to refer to their country as Persia w hen talking to
non-Iranians, particularly w hen they are discussing som ething cultural, such as
food. I use the w ords Iranian and Persian interchangeably in this book.
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W hen I w as little and living in Iran, I used to sob m y heart out each m orning as
m y m other got ready to leave for w ork. C linging to her legs, I w ould beg her
not to go, and, to appease m e, M um  w ould explain that she needed to go to
w ork to earn m oney so she could buy m e som e pom egranates. I practically
pushed her out the door w hen I heard this.

M y obsession w ith pom egranates started early, nurtured by visits to m y
grandparentsõ farm  w here I could pick the fruit fresh from  the trees. I had a
knack for vigorously rubbing the leathered skins of the fruit betw een m y hands,
listening to its ruby seeds quietly pop and crunch beneath m y fingers, until the
pom egranate w as soft and pulpy enough for m e to tear a hole in one end and
squeeze its scarlet juices into m y m outh. I donõt even w ant to think about the
num ber of outfits I ruined over the years by being too hasty or clum sy in m y
efforts.

I w as born in C roydon, south London, but m y m otherõs side of the fam ily
com es from  the sub-tropical shores of the C aspian Sea in northern Iran.
G row ing up in 1980s Britain, I w as alw ays acutely aw are of the gulf that existed
betw een the Iran I knew  and loved and the Iran depicted on the new s. A s I got
older, this gulf turned into a chasm  and m y frequent trips to Iran to visit m y
m aternal fam ily w ere greeted w ith surprise and intrigue from  friends and
colleagues alike. W ith raised eyebrow s, people w ould ask probing questions,
fascinated to know  how  an independent W estern w om an such as m yself could
take so m uch pleasure in visiting a country fraught w ith controversy and
turbulence.

M y answ er w as sim ple. I loved the exuberance, w arm -heartedness and
affection of the Iranian people; I loved the dram atic m ountains and dazzling
scenery of Iranõs landscapes; and I loved the garlic and herb infused food that
harm onised sw eet and sour flavours so perfectly.

Shortly after I w as born, m y grandparents m oved to a sm all piece of land



outside A staneh-e A shrafieh, a sm all tow n in the G ilan province of Iran, and
began w orking the land, grow ing rice and vegetables for sale in the local
m arkets. T hey grew  pum pkins, squash, aubergines, tom atoes, potatoes, peppers,
chillies, garlic, spinach, half a dozen different varieties of beans and countless
fresh green herbs, as w ell as apples, oranges, quinces, blackberries, straw berries,
w aterm elons, cantaloupe, kiw is, greengages, persim m ons and loquat. N eedless
to say, no one ever w ent hungry at our house.

I rem em ber sitting w ith m y grandm other, cross-legged on the kitchen floor,
m aking jar upon jar of pickled garlic, and being sternly lectured by m y uncle,
also a rice farm er, on how  im portant it w as to cook rice properly so that all the
grains stayed separate. But it w as m y grandfather, A hm ad R abiee, w ho really
nurtured m y love of good food. Pedar B ozorg (w hich m eans grandfather in Farsi)
w as the kind of m an w ho w ould drive for several hours just to buy a kilo of his
favourite oranges w hen they w ere in season, or em bark on solo hikes through
the m ountainous terrain of G ilanõs forests to source pots of his favourite organic
honey. O ne tim e he poked m e and m y cousins aw ake w ith his w alking stick at
6am  to share a basket of figs heõd just picked from  the tree in the front garden.
A nd w e knew  if w e w erenõt up and at the table by 6.05am , heõd have eaten the
lot.

T he inspiration behind this book cam e from  m y desire to share the Iran I
know  and love. A rm ed w ith little m ore than a notepad and a bottle of
pom egranate m olasses, I traversed m ore than 3000 kilom etres of the countryõs
rugged landscapes searching for recipes and stories that captured m odern
Iranian life.

I travelled from  the snow y m ountains of T abriz to the cosm opolitan caf®s of
T ehran, via the rice paddies of the C aspian Sea and the m ajestic deserts of
central Iran, ending up at the tropical fishing ports of the Persian G ulf. O n m y
journey I visited saffron farm s and pom egranate orchards, artisan chocolatiers
and ancient tea houses, cooking and eating w ith farm ers, artists, electricians and
school teachers. A s w e ate together, the people I m et shared the stories behind
the food they love and the country they call hom e, and it is their stories that are
interw oven w ith the recipes in this book.



Som e of the recipes are for dishes that have been cooked the sam e w ay for
thousands of years, others are m odern interpretations of Iranian classics, and
others still take inspiration from  Persian ingredients. M any reflect m y personal
preference for m oving tow ards vegetarian and plant-based food. A t the heart of
all of the recipes though is a com m on thread: a celebration of a side of Iran that
never m akes the headlines but that is central to its story ð its am azing food.
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Persian cuisine w eaves together a m yriad of delicate spices and elegant flavours
gathered from  Iranõs position at the heart of the old Silk R oad.

T hose unfam iliar w ith the food often com e to the sofreh (the patterned
tablecloth on w hich dishes are served) expecting spicy, fiery flavours, perhaps
m ore befitting the countryõs clim ate and politics, and are often surprised to find
that the cuisine is gentle and soothing ð a poetic balance of subtle flavours such
as dried lim es, saffron and orange blossom .

Slow -cooked stew s know n as khoresht and elaborate rice dishes layered w ith
herbs, vegetables, legum es, m eat, nuts and fruit are the bedrocks of Persian
cuisine, creating a dazzling m osaic of scents, textures and colours at the dining
sofreh. T here are innum erable different types of khoresht, w ith regional and
seasonal specialities, but each w ill be sure to have a sour and sw eet balance ð
Iranõs m ost dom inant taste.

O utside the hom e, kebabs are king and on every street corner you w ill find
succulent cuts of m eat or fish, often m arinated w ith yoghurt and spices,
threaded onto skew ers and barbecued over hot coals. K ebabs are served
sprinkled w ith sum ac (a tart red spice m ade from  the dried berries of the sum ac
bush) and are either piled high on w hite rice or tucked into large flatbreads,
and are alw ays accom panied by som e grilled tom atoes, fresh herbs and crunchy
pickles.

Iranians adore fresh fruit, w hich accom panies breakfast, lunch and dinner,
and those in-betw een tim es w hen you m ight w ant to take a break from  eating.
T he m om ent you w alk into an Iranianõs house you w ill be presented w ith tea,
sw eets and a large platter of assorted fruit, and failure to eat at least three
different varieties risks causing serious offence to your host. T he countryõs fertile
soil and diverse clim ate nurtures peaches, apricots, grapes, persim m ons, m elons,
kiw is, figs, cherries, quinces and, of course, the m ighty pom egranate ð Iranõs



national fruit, shrouded in m ythology and celebrated through the ages in
Persian art and poetry.

U sing fruit to flavour savoury dishes is another defining feature of Persian
food. Pom egranates, plum s, greengages, sour cherries and apricots are salted,
dried and pounded into flat fruit leathers or cooked dow n into pastes or
m olasses to be added to savoury dishes such as khoresht and soups. W hen no
one is looking, Iõve been know n to sneak a teaspoon of hom em ade
pom egranate m olasses from  m y grandm otherõs fridge, relishing its pucker-your-
lips sharpness. Lem on juice, pom egranate m olasses and verjuice are all used to
sharpen dishes, along w ith the bitter and piquant juice of Seville oranges (narenj).

Iran is a vast country and the regional differences are striking, not only in
culture, language and clim ate but also in cuisine. D epending on w hich part of
the country you are in, the dishes that are found on the sofreh w ill vary.
M eatballs stuffed w ith prunes and w alnuts m ight feature in the T urkish-
influenced north-east of the country. G arlicky aubergine dips m ight appear by
the C aspian Sea. Sw eet rice dishes, layered w ith fruit and nuts, abound in
central Iran; w ith perhaps som e spicy fried squid in the south. In each region,
the sofreh celebrates the best local and seasonal produce, in dishes that have
been perfected over centuries to suit the local clim ate ð but there are also som e
nationw ide com m onalities.

E ating the Persian w ay
T raditionally the m ain m eal of the day is eaten at lunchtim e and is often a



leisurely affair, follow ed by a short siesta. (W ell, it is hot.) T he sofreh is likely to

hold a couple of larger dishes ð a stew , a rice dish or a kebab ð alongside
sm aller plates of salads, yoghurts, pickles and platters of fresh herbs, and diners
help them selves to as little or as m uch as they like. M eals are eaten w ith a fork
and spoon (perfect for scooping up those m ounds of steam ed rice) and w ashed
dow n w ith w ater, juice or doogh, a cool and refreshing savoury drink m ade w ith

yoghurt and m int.
D inner is often m ore casual: perhaps som e bread, cheese and herbs or sim ply

a glass of w arm  m ilk. O ne of m y grandfatherõs cherished sayings w as ôEat
breakfast on your ow n, share your lunch w ith your friends and give your dinner
to your enem ies.õ T his proverb encourages us to take tim e to quietly savour
breakfast and contem plate the day ahead, take joy in our lunch and use it as a
tim e to connect w ith our loved ones, and to eat lightly at night, a tim e w hen our
digestive fire is at its w eakest and the body is beginning to w ind dow n for the
day ð a practice that is now  advocated by m ost nutritionists.

M odernity is certainly inescapable in Iran today. It is an incredibly young
country, w ith tw o thirds of the population aged under 35. T his new  generation
of Iranians has enthusiastically em braced fast food; ham burgers, fries and pizza
are ubiquitous throughout the country. A t the sam e tim e, just as in m any
W estern countries, vegetarianism  is gaining in popularity am ongst Iranõs m iddle
class youth, as the social, environm ental and health im plications of eating too
m uch m eat becom e a w ider cause for concern.

Y oung Iranians are developing their ow n contem porary food culture,
creatively fusing the ingredients and cooking styles of Persian and W estern food.
T his m erging of the old and the new  is one of the defining features of
contem porary Iranian cooking, and m any of the recipes in this book reflect this,
offering a selection of ancient dishes from  the Persian sofreh, reinterpreted for the
m odern kitchen.



Food to feed a crow d
A s w ith m any cultures, food plays an im portant role in social custom s and
traditions in Iran. A t the heart of this is the concept of sharing food, w hich is
central to the Iranian approach to eating. A n Iranian w ould never sim ply reach
into the fruit bow l and take a bite of an apple; instead, they w ould cut the apple
into slices and offer it around the w hole group, even if that m eant there w as
only one slice left for them  at the end. If that happened, they w ould sim ply start
again w ith another apple from  the bow l. Som etim es w hen Iõve been travelling
on m y ow n on a bus or a plane in Iran, people sitting nearby have offered m e
fruit and nuts, or som e of their lunch ð anything they have. Even if you have
very little, it is im portant to share w hat you can, w herever you are eating, and
this is one of the nationõs m ost charm ing traditions.

T he com m unal spirit cultivated through food is found in other areas of
Iranian life too. O n the anniversary of the death of a loved one it is custom ary
to m ake vast pots of a certain dish, perhaps a soup, or a sw eet saffron and
cinnam on rice pudding know n as sholehzard, and deliver portions to all of your
neighbours as nasri (a religious and sym bolic food offering).




