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Flower Man, Isfahan, Iran (April 2017)
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INTRODUCTION

In Iran, everything is about food, and people take great pride in the dishes they prepare, offering at least two or three at every meal. Growing up in Iran I took all this for granted. My mom is an amazing cook and was always very particular about using the best ingredients, even if it meant driving out of the city to the farms or village markets on the outskirts of Isfahan to get the ingredients she needed. This meant that we always had good food on our table.

I was born in the city of Shiraz in south-central Iran, but at the age of four I moved with my family to Italy, where my father worked for several years as an engineer in the cities of Genoa, Massa and Reggio Emilia. We all enjoyed the new flavours that Italian cooking offered. After that, discovering new kinds of food and experimenting with cooking became a big part of the way I experience each new country I visit.

When we returned to Iran, I rediscovered the pleasures of traditional Persian food. I spent the rest of my childhood and teenage years in Isfahan in central Iran, and when I left Isfahan to attend university in the city of Tabriz (north-west Iran), without my mom to cook for me, I began to recreate her dishes for myself. Soon, I was cooking for all my friends, and making and sharing food became an important part of the community we formed; I would cook and we would talk about our studies, our lives and our futures. For me, eating Persian food has always been a social act, a coming together of the people I love, enjoying a meal in each other’s company.

Going out into the real world after university meant there was less time for cooking. After completing my MBA I worked in the import and export business in Tehran, eventually establishing my own company. Life wasn’t always easy and I missed the simple sense of happiness that cooking gave me and so I decided that something needed to change. In 2007, I relocated to London, working for an Iranian steel company while studying for my ACCA accountancy qualification. I have never felt so welcome anywhere as I have in London and it is a place where I feel truly at home. When I became a British citizen in 2014 it was one of the proudest moments of my life. It is a real privilege to live in the great city of London and I feel compelled to give something back to my adopted country by sharing my love of Persian cooking.

I was first inspired to write this cookbook after a summer party at my home in London. There were approximately 60 guests, most of whom grew up in Europe and the US and had not tasted Persian food before. I served mostly Persian food because I wanted to introduce my friends to the cuisine of my country. Both during and after the party, my guests commented on how wonderful the Persian food was, with its astonishing range of flavours and textures. Some of them requested recipes and after a few months I had compiled a collection of recipes, many of which have made their way into this book.

What makes Persian cuisine so special is the variety and combinations of ingredients, including spices, fresh and dried herbs, saffron, rose water, aubergines, dried fruits and nuts. The history of Persian cooking can be traced back to the sixth century BC, when Cyrus the Great established the first Persian empire. At its height, the empire stretched from India to Egypt and parts of Greece. Persian ingredients, such as saffron and rose water, spread throughout the lands of this vast empire. Persians also conducted trade with the kingdoms of the Far East; caravans travelling along the Silk Road from China to presentday Syria brought not just silks, but also spices, citrus fruits, aubergines and rice from Asia to the Middle East. When I cook Persian food, I feel a sense of connection to this long and fascinating history and I take comfort in knowing that despite changing geographical and political boundaries, Persian cuisine has survived and thrived, and is increasingly enjoyed in the west.

In this book, I have included many of the most popular Iranian dishes and some of my own personal favourites. The recipes reflect regional differences, from the garlic, fresh herbs and pomegranate molasses of northern Iran by the Caspian Sea to the spicier palate of the south. Many recipes combine Persian rice, lamb, chicken or fish with a wide variety of herbs. There are also plenty of dishes suitable for vegetarians. I have tried to make the recipes as authentic as possible, but I am aware that certain ingredients, such as kashk (a thick white dairy product with a strong umami flavour), can be difficult to find in the UK and I have suggested alternatives.

The recipes are organized into nine sections: Mezze, Starters and Sides is a collection of small dishes that can be served singly or as mixed mezze, where three or more dishes are served together as an attractive appetizer; most of the Salads could also be served as starters or side dishes; Kookoo and Kotlet covers some of Iran’s best-loved egg-based dishes; Persian Soups are substantial affairs that make a meal in themselves, rather than being served as a first course; there is a huge variety of Rice dishes in Iranian cuisine – their distinguishing feature is the tahdig, the delicious crispy layer that forms at the bottom of the pan; Stews are typically slow-cooked dishes based on lamb or chicken, often combined with fruit, vegetables or herbs; Kebabs, Roasts and Grills are some of Iran’s most popular dishes; Persian Bread, Pizza and Pasta have their own unique personalities; and the Desserts and Drinks are subtle and scented.

When I began working on this book I decided to style and shoot all the photographs myself. Drawing on my lifelong love of stilllife painting helped me to capture the wonderful textures of Persian food as well as the atmospheric bazaars in the cities of Isfahan, Yazd and Shiraz.

My mother instilled in me a passion for Persian food, which she and her sister inherited from my grandma. They still live in Iran and while researching this book I consulted them all: their guidance made this collection of recipes possible. I hope that this book will contribute to the growing interest in Persian cuisine in the UK, and that you, the reader, will be inspired by all the things I love about Persian food.

Atoosa Sepehr
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With my father at Maharloo lake in Shiraz, Iran (March 2017)


PERSIAN INGREDIENTS & TECHNIQUES

While there are traditional ways of preparing ingredients, they are often time-consuming, and younger generations of cooks have embraced technology in the kitchen to make cooking more convenient. Many of the recipes require lots of fresh herbs, and a food processor or blender saves time and effort when chopping. A food processor or blender has many other uses in the modern Persian kitchen, from chopping vegetables and nuts, to puréeing soups and sauces. I use a stand mixer with a dough hook for making bread, and in the summer I love my ice-cream machine. To finely grind dried ingredients such as rose petals and dried mint, you can use a mortar and pestle, but it’s a time-consuming process so I often use a spice grinder. Saffron is easier to grind in a mortar and pestle; I add a pinch of coarse sugar to help the grinding process.

Aubergines

Aubergines can usually be used without further preparation, but some may need to be briefly soaked to remove any bitterness: if you slice the aubergine and the seeds are brown, it’s a good idea to soak them. Cut the aubergines into 1cm-thick slices, half-fill a large bowl with water, add 3 tablespoons of salt and stir well. Add the aubergines (making sure all the slices are submerged) and leave for 20 minutes. Rinse and dry thoroughly with a clean tea towel.

Smoked aubergines The most authentic way to achieve a smoky flavour for aubergines is to barbecue them whole, in their skins, on an open fire or char them directly over a gas flame. Using a skewer, pierce each aubergine all the way through. Place the aubergines on the barbecue or on the flame of a gas hob on a high heat and char for about 15 minutes, turning them occasionally with metal tongs until the skin is completely burnt, flaky and blackened all over and the flesh is softened through to the centre. Set the aubergines aside to cool completely. Then, holding each aubergine by the stalk, peel off the skin (wet your fingers in a bowl of water to avoid the skin sticking to your fingers).

Alternatively, turn the oven on to its highest setting. Pierce the aubergines as above, then grill or bake for 50 minutes in the centre of the oven, turning the aubergines halfway through. Set aside to cool completely before slicing lengthways and spooning out the flesh.

Barberries

Barberries are small red berries with a sweet and sour taste, packed with vitamin C (see picture on page 68). Dried barberries are used in various Iranian dishes and you can find them in Middle Eastern shops, good supermarkets and online. They are usually rinsed before use.

Fenugreek leaves, dried

The leaves have a strong yet sweet aroma and a bitter taste, and give a unique flavour and aroma when added to a recipe. You can sometimes find fenugreek under its Indian name of methi.

Golden prunes

Golden prunes, or aloo bokharah, are similar to regular prunes but they are sweet and sour, and so sugar or honey is usually added to dishes that include golden prunes.

Golpar

Used as a spice, golpar is the seeds of Persian hogweed (sometimes sold as angelica seeds): you can see the seeds in the photo on page 14. Golpar is aromatic with a slightly bitter flavour and a lovely citrusy aroma. it can be found online or in Iranian supermarkets. The seeds are usually ground to a powder and added to pickles and some salads, or sprinkled on cooked broad beans and enjoyed as a snack.

Kashk

Kashk or Persian whey is a creamy thick liquid made from fermented sour yoghurt; it has a strong umami flavour and is used both as a flavouring and a topping for ash (thick soups) or dips. You can buy it from Iranian stores, Middle Eastern supermarkets or online. If you can’t find it, you can blend equal quantities of sour cream and feta cheese in a food processor until they form a paste. You can also find kashk in dried form, which you can either reconstitute with water and use for cooking or just eat it dry as a snack.

Mint, dried

Dried mint is a really common ingredient in Iran, and is used in many dishes and toppings. Before using dried mint in a recipe, place the mint in the palm of one hand and then bring both hands together and rub the mint between your palms to finely grind the mint; the natural oils in your hand and the heat of your skin combine to bring out the scent of the mint.

Nuts

In almost every Iranian house you will see some fresh fruit and nuts on the table. Mixtures of different kinds of nuts – such as pistachios, walnuts, almonds, hazelnuts and cashews – with dried fruits and raisins are commonly served in Iranian homes. Nuts can be eaten plain, roasted with salt and lime or saffron. Nuts also play a big part in Iranian cuisine. Walnuts, pistachios and almonds are used in a wide range of dishes, both savoury and sweet. It is important to use fresh nuts, as old nuts often have a strong rancid taste, so taste them before using them.

Persian dried limes

Persian dried limes, also known as noumi basra or limoo amani or omani lemon, are limes that have been dried until they are rock-hard. They have a sharp flavour and are very aromatic. They can be used whole or ground to a powder and sprinkled over dishes or salads. In my recipes I have used them whole, but they need to be pierced five or six times before being used in a recipe: if you find them too hard to pierce, soak them in hot water for 5 minutes before piercing them. Before serving, to bring out the flavour of the dried lime further, press the limes against the side of the pan to release the lime juice into the dish. Then either throw the limes away or leave them in the dish. You can find dried limes online or in Iranian or Middle Eastern supermarkets. If you cannot find dried limes you could use lime juice, but you will not get the smoky, earthy flavour.

Persian rice

Persian rice looks similar to basmati rice: the uncooked grains are slightly shorter but they get longer and fluffier when they are steamed, and the aroma and flavour of Persian rice is incomparable. It’s not always easy to buy Persian rice in the west, but it is not impossible. Iranian stores sometimes have rice deliveries during the year, or try online Iranian stores.

Pomegranates

The juicy, crunchy red seeds of pomegranates provide a jewel-like garnish to many Persian dishes. You can sometimes buy the seeds ready prepared, but if you have a whole pomegranate you can remove the seeds yourself. Using a sharp knife, cut a circle, at a shallow angle, 2cm around the crown of the pomegranate, and discard the crown. Cut along the ridges to mark the pomegranate into quarters, cutting just through to the red part of the pomegranate skin. Use your fingers to gently prise open the pomegranate, exposing the seeds. Hold a pomegranate quarter over a bowl, seeds-side-down, and hit the back firmly with a wooden spoon. The seeds pop right out! Repeat with the remaining quarters.
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Pomegranate molasses is pomegranate juice that has been reduced until it thickens. It varies in sourness, so taste before adding too much.

Reshteh

Reshteh is a type of Persian noodle that you can buy in Iranian or Middle Eastern supermarkets or online. If you cannot find reshteh then you can use udon noodles instead.

Rose water

Rose water, known as golab in Iran, originated in Persia, more than 1000 years ago. It is made by steeping rose petals in water then distilling the liquid. It is used in many sweets and drinks in Iran.

Saffron

Saffron is the dried threads (steams) of a type of crocus, and has been used in Iran since ancient times to add a golden colour and a distinctive flavour to both savoury and sweet recipes. If possible, use high-quality saffron, preferably Iranian, which has a deeper colour and richer flavour than many types of saffron found in the West. Iranian saffron can be found in most Iranian supermarkets or online. Saffron is usually ground first and soaked or combined with liquid before use. In my recipes I use saffron water.

Saffron water Using a pestle and mortar, grind the saffron threads together with a pinch of granulated or demerara sugar to form a fine powder. Add 2 tablespoons of boiling water and leave to infuse for at least 10 minutes. Alternatively, after grinding the saffron with sugar, sprinkle it on top of an ice cube in a small bowl and leave the ice to melt: although this is a lengthy process the flavour of saffron is preserved better.

Sumac

Sumac is a flowering shrub whose red fruits are dried and ground as a spice with a tart lemony flavour. In Iran, sumac is used commonly with various meat kebabs, as it cuts through the fat of the meat. It is used in salad dressings and sauces and is available in many supermarkets, as well as online.
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Tomb of Cyrus the Great, Fars Province, Pasargadae, Iran (March 2016)
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