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Cooking lavash bread on a saj in tribal Iran.
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Tehran

An aerial view of Tehran at night from the Milad Tower.
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A Little History
Tehran was not always the capital of Iran. Once, it
was just an obscure village whose inhabitants apparently lived in dugouts underneath their gardens.
Some say that the name Tehran comes from “tah,”
meaning “the end of,” or “below” in Persian. About
50 kilometers to the south was a much more
impressive town called Ray (or Raghes or Ragha in
European references). It was a major stop on the Silk
Road, a network of trade routes that connected
China to Italy in medieval times. When Ray was
attacked by Mongols around 1220, many people
fled to Tehran and took refuge there.
In 1786, the founder of the Qajar dynasty, Aqa
Mohammad Khan, moved his capital from Isfahan
to Tehran as part of his efforts to subdue rival
powers in the south and east of Iran and to unify the
country under his tribe and family. Nevertheless, it
remained a provincial town until Naser al-Din Shah
launched a building and expansion program after
his visit to European capitals in the 1870s. Today,
greater Tehran is a cosmopolitan city with a
population of sixteen million.

Opposite: Street vendor selling fresh figs in Tehran circa 1900.
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Shabdolazim Shrine in Ray, which was once a major city on the Silk Road but is now a part of greater Tehran.
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The Tajrish
Bazaar
As soon as I stepped into Tehran’s
Tajrish bazaar, the atmosphere, aromas,
people, and sights of all the fresh fruit
and vegetables almost overwhelmed
me, but in the most pleasant way
imaginable. Here I was with my
backpack, wearing a Nike hat and a
light blue cotton scarf around my neck,
iPhone camera in hand, talking like a
mad person to every vendor and taking
pictures of them and whatever they
had to sell. When I asked an old lady
with a purple scarf and a beautiful
smile what she was going to do with
the cardoon/kangar stalks she was
buying (they taste like a cross between
artichoke and celery), she smiled and
said, “Cardoons are now in season,
and they are local to this area; they
grow in the foothills of the mountains.”
Then she patiently gave me a cardoon
braise recipe in detail. I hugged her
and thanked her.
What kind and warm people Iranians
are. Everyone seemed to be happy to
go out of their way in their busy lives to
help and share their culinary secrets
with a total stranger.

Opposite: Entrance gate to the Zahir Dowleh cemetery in Darband, a mile north of the Tajrish bazaar. I
went there to put some flowers on my mother-in-law Lila joon’s grave. The cemetery is run by Sufis, and
many Iranian poets, such as Forough Farrokhzad and Malek-o Sho’ara Bahar, are buried there.
Above: Cardoons sold in the market in Tajrish.
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The daily market in the Tajrish bazaar.
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I had been writing about the food, ingredients, and ceremonies of Iran
for the past thirty-nine years while living in France and America. Now I was
here, in Iran, and I felt like a child in a candy store.
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I started to buy all kinds of ingredients and delicacies that tempted me
with their tasty freshness: softly sweet fresh white mulberries/toot, baby
greengages sprinkled with salt/gojeh sabz, tiny green fresh almonds in
their shells/chaghaleh badam, large Isfahani cherries, and tasty, thin barley
bread sprinkled with delicious cumin, sesame, and poppy seeds. After a
few hours, still excited but exhausted, I left the bazaar—but in my heart,
I wanted to spend days there, basking in the abundance. 

An early-1960s photo of stacked trays of rice and fillet kababs/chelow kabab being
delivered, under cloches, in Tehran by a very acrobatic bicycle delivery man.
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Ladies' lunch at a Dizzy
restaurant in down
town Tehran.
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Iranian Soups
and the Kitchen
Iranians love their soups—watery-cold
yogurt soup/abdugh khiar, onion and
egg soup/eshkeneh, walnut and kashk
soup/kaleh jush, flour and spinach soup/
omaj; much thicker soups with legumes,
herbs , and dr i ed fr u i t / osh ; thi c k
porridges/halim; and more. These soups
are made throughout Iran with similar or
varying names, with each region
changing some of the ingredients.
Just as in English, the word for supper
comes from "soup." In Persian, the cook
is called the "soup cook"/osh paz, and
the kitchen is called the "house where
the soup is cooked"/osh paz khaneh.
The iconic Iranian lamb shank soup/ab
gusht "meat broth" was traditionally
called dizzy, from the name of the
ceramic or stone dish in which the soup
was often made. These days, the name
dizzy and the traditional cooking method
has become popular once again, and
restaurants specializing in it as a kind of
fast gourmet food have cropped up all
over the country. Dizzy is always served
with trimmings that include pickles,
salads, and a fresh herb platter (recipe on
page 39). 

Right: I'm standing at the entrance of the
Dizzy Restaurant.
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Lamb Shank and Chickpea Soup
abgusht-e nokhod/dizzy

Serves: 6
Prep: 10 minutes + overnight soaking
Cooking: 3¼ to 3¾ hours
chickpeas

1 cup/200g dried chickpeas, soaked in
water with 1/2 teaspoon sea salt
overnight, drained and rinsed (if using
canned chickpeas, drain and add in
step 2, and reduce water to 10 cups)
soup

2lb/900g lamb shanks
1lb/450g breast of lamb
2 large onions, peeled and quartered
2 cloves garlic, peeled and sliced
4 teaspoons fine sea salt
1 teaspoon freshly ground pepper
2 teaspoons turmeric
2 large/1kg russet potatoes, peeled,
and halved
3 cups/600g peeled tomato puree
(about 3 large tomatoes; see page
88), or canned peeled tomatoes
1 tablespoon tomato paste
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
1 teaspoon ground cardamom
1 teaspoon ground cumin
6 whole dried Persian limes, pierced
½ teaspoon ground saffron threads
garnish

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
1 large white onion, peeled and sliced
trimming

1. For the soup: In a large enameled cast-iron pot, bring 12 cups/2.9l
water to a boil. Add the lamb and bring back to a boil, skimming the
froth as it forms. Add the onions, garlic, chickpeas, salt, pepper, and
turmeric. Cover and let simmer for 2½ to 3 hours over low heat, until
the lamb is tender.
2. Add the potatoes, tomatoes, tomato paste, cinnamon, cardamom,
cumin, dried limes, and saffron. Cover and continue to simmer for
45 minutes over low heat. Test, using the tip of a knife, to see if the
lamb and potatoes are tender. Adjust seasoning to taste.
3. Use a slotted spoon to remove all the solid ingredients and transfer
them to a mixing bowl. Debone the lamb (reserve the bones for
later use). Mash the lamb and vegetables together to make a paste,
called gusht kubideh. It should have the consistency of lumpy mashed
potatoes. Iranian cooks would use a masher to pound the lamb to
just the right consistency. A handheld mixer can also be used, but
do not overdo it and take care not to let the paste get too smooth.
4. To serve: Taste the lamb and vegetable paste and adjust seasoning
by adding more salt and pepper to taste. Arrange on a serving platter.
Pour 3 tablespoons of the hot broth over the paste. Garnish with the
cinnamon and fresh slices of raw onion.
5. Scoop or push out the marrow from the bones, add it to the broth
and serve in bowls. The broth can be sipped on its own, or, the
bread can be toasted (or use stale bread), broken up, and added
to the soup/tilit. Serve the paste separately with a Persian pickle/
torshi, as well as Shirazi-style tomato and cucumber salad; a platter of
spring onions, radishes, fresh tarragon, basil, and mint (sabzi khordan).
Sangak, lavash, or pita bread should accompany this soup. Pieces
of bread can be used to scoop up the lamb paste and place some
of trimmings on top before popping it in your mouth. Nush-e joon!
Regional variations are overleaf (page 40).

Tehran

Pickled pickle/torshi (pages 163, 673)
Shirazi-style tomato and cucumber
salad (page 523)
Sangak, lavash, or pita bread
Fresh herb platter/sabzi khordan
Yogurt and Persian Shallot Dip
(page 416)

This soup, long popular as a teahouse favorite, is called dizzy, from
the name of the ceramic or stone pot in which it is traditionally
cooked. Dizzy is popular throughout Iran but varies from region to
region (see page 40 for some of the variations). In downtown Tehran,
I visited the renowned Dizzy Restaurant with friends, which inspired
me to adapt this recipe.
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Regional Variations for Abgusht (Dizzy)/Meat Broth
based on master recipe on the previous page (39)
Abgusht-e kashk, kashk meat broth is popular in Arak. They add 3 sautéed
Chinese eggplants and 1 tablespoon ground coriander seeds in step 2 of
the recipe, and replace the tomatoes with 1 cup/240g kashk (see page 278).
Abgusht-e chahar maghz, four-hearts meat broth is popular in Azarbaijan.
They replace the kidney beans with white beans and add ¼ cup/30g each
of four kinds of nuts, including almonds, pistachios, hazelnuts, and walnuts.
Abgusht-e qormeh sabzi or boz bash, meat broth with herbs is popular in
Hamadan and Azarbaijan (no one really knows where the word boz bash
comes from but this variation seems to have appeared in the 1800s Qajar
period). They eliminate the chickpeas and add plenty of fresh herbs (4
cups/340g), including parsley, mint, and spring onions, as well as 3 tablespoons dried fenugreek leaves.
Abgusht-e beh, meat broth with quince is popular in Kashan. They replace
the kidney beans with white beans, and the potato with 1lb/450g quince,
cored and diced into 1in/2.5cm cubes. The tomato is replaced with
¼cup/60g pomegranate molasses.
Abgusht-e miveh, meat broth with fruit is popular in Kerman. It is often
made on memorial days. They replace the tomatoes with 1 cup/200g of a
combination of fresh or dried fruits such as apricots, plums, and prunes.
Abgusht-e gandom, meat broth with wheat is popular in the Kurdish region.
They add ½ cup/100g wheat berries that are soaked together with the
legumes (red beans are replaced with white beans). They also add 1 tablespoon dried fenugreek leaves and 1 tablespoon mint.
Abgusht-e qonbid, meat broth with kohlrabi is popular in Qom. It is made
by replacing the potatoes with kohlrabi and replacing the kidney beans with
white beans. It is served with a mint garnish/na`na dagh (page 185) and a
drizzle of verjuice.
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Tehran in the 1900s
This photograph of an abgusht/dizzy seller with his pots and
sangak bread (and most of the photos of 1900s Iran in this
book) was taken by Antoin Sevruguin, who ran a successful
commercial photography studio first in Tabriz, and then in
Tehran on what is now Ferdowsi Street. Sevruguin had
grown up in Tiblisi, Georgia, where he trained as a painter.
He was honored by Naser al-din Shah Qajar (late 1800s),
but his photographs were confiscated by Reza Shah Pahlavi
(1930s), because they did not represent the modern Iran
that the shah was trying to portray. 
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Lamb’s Head, Feet + Tripe Soup
kaleh pacheh-o sirab shirdun

Serves: 6 to 8
Prep: 30 minutes
Cooking: 4½ hours’

1 sheet or lamb’s head with the
tongue
4 lamb or lamb's feet (2 lb/900g)
1lb/450g calf or lamb's tripe, dressed
by your butcher and cut into small
pieces
3 large onions, peeled and quartered
4 cloves garlic, peeled and crushed
4 bay leaves
2 teaspoons turmeric
1 tablespoon fine sea salt
1 teaspoon freshly ground pepper
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
garnish

Croutons of toasted sangak bread
kashani variation

Tehran

Add 1/2 cup dried chickpeas, soaked
overnight, drained and rinsed. And
increase water by 2/480ml cups.
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In Iran, as in many other countries in the past,
dressed lamb's head, feet, and tripe soup
has traditionally been regarded a popular,
nutritious, and cheap dish for the working class.
Aqa-ye Aqdassy, a friend of my cousin, took us
to a typical tripe restaurant in Tehran. It’s always
served very early in the morning. I was surprised
I could enjoy this soup at 6 am, but I did. They
served it with homemade, hot-from-the-oven
sangak bread.
1. Sear the sheep head and feet over an open
flame to burn off any hairs. Scrape and wash
thoroughly. Remove the nose completely. Split
the head in half vertically, with the tongue in
one half, unless your butcher has already done
so. Rinse with cold water.
2. Bring 12 cups/2.9l water to a boil in a large
enameled cast-iron pot and add the head
(including the tongue), feet, and the tripe, as
well as the onions, garlic, and bay leaves. Bring
back to boil. Skim froth as it forms. When the
broth stops forming, reduce the heat to low, add
the turmeric, cover, and simmer for 4 hours or
until the meat separates easily from the bones.
Skim the broth occasionally while cooking.
Add more warm water, if necessary, to keep
the water level at a minimum of 3 cups/720ml.
(Do not add the salt until the soup has finished
cooking. This prevents discoloration.)
3. Remove the head from the soup and peel the
tongue and the skin off the bones. Separate the
meat and brains from the skull and cut into bitesized pieces. Remove the bay leaves. Return
the meat to the broth and add the salt, pepper,
and cinnamon. Keep warm until ready to serve.
4. Adjust the seasoning to taste. Add a few
croutons to serving bowls before ladling out
the soup. Serve with Persian pickles/torshi, fresh
vegetables, and herbs/sabzi-khordan (page 42).
Nush-e joon!
At the Tabbakhi-e Lux-e Talai restaurant.
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Onion, Egg + Spinach Soup
eshkeneh-ye tehrani

Serves: 4 to 6
Prep: 20 minutes
Cooking: 1 to 1½ hours
soup

1/4 cup/60ml oil
2 large onions, peeled and thinly
sliced
1 tablespoon fine sea salt
1/2 teaspoon freshly ground pepper
1 teaspoon turmeric
2 tablespoons wheat or rice flour
2 tablespoons fenugreek leaves, or
savory
2 cups/110g chopped fresh or frozen
spinach
1 cup/150g pitted dried tart cherries
or 2 tablespoons fresh lime juice
3 russet potato (about 2lb/900g),
peeled and quartered
4 eggs
trimmings

Drained yogurt or labneh
Persian flat bread
note

Tehran

In the photo on the facing page, I
have hardboiled the eggs, peeled,
halved and added them to the
soup. I've also used some fresh
herbs as a garnish.

pV
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VEGETARIAN

When the Mongols invaded Ray in the thirteenth century, many of its
inhabitants fled to Tehran, then a rural village in the foothills full of
gardens. Today, with a metro population of sixteen million, much of
the city’s best fruit and vegetables are still supplied by its surrounding
gardens and farms. This simple winter soup is also made in other parts
of Iran, including Khorasan, Isfahan, and in Azarbaijan, where it's called
ojez. In some regions, it is made without potatoes or sour cherries. I
had it in Arak made with unripe plums. Here, I've given a vegetarian
version that is my favorite.
1. For the soup: Heat the oil in a medium-sized enameled cast-iron
pot over low heat and sauté the onions until golden brown (30 to 40
minutes). Add the salt, pepper, turmeric, flour, fenugreek, and spinach.
Sauté for 1 minute.
2. Add 7 cups/1.7l water with the cherries, and potato and bring to a
boil. Reduce heat to medium-low, cover, and allow to simmer for 35
to 40 minutes until the potatoes are tender (add more warm water if
the soup is too thick).
3. Add the eggs and stir for a few minutes to combine them with the
soup. Bring back to a boil. (An alternate method is to add the eggs
one by one and allow them to poach in the soup, keeping them whole,
without stirring for 8 minutes.) Adjust the seasoning to taste by adding
salt or lime juice.
4. To serve: Pour the soup into a tureen and serve with yogurt and
bread. Nush-e joon!

Tehran
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Rice with Spring Ramps
valak polow

Serves: 6 to 8
Prep: 45 minutes
Cooking: 1¼ hours

2 cups/400g basmati rice, soaked for
30 minutes, drained, and rinsed
1/2lb/225g ramps, trimmed, soaked
in water for 5 minutes, drained,
rinsed and patted completely dry
then coarsely chopped (about
2 cups)
8 baby green garlic, trimmed,
washed, and coarsely chopped
1 cup/240ml oil or ghee
1/2 teaspoon ground saffron threads
dissolved in 4 tablespoons warm
water
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
2 tablespoons sumac powder
(optional)

Ramps, also known as wild leeks (valak in Persian, see photo opposite),
are wonderfully strong-flavored bulbs that are available fresh in the late
spring. They grow in the foothills of the mountains near Tehran. Nowadays
they have become popular in the U.S. and are available at farmers’
markets in the spring. This dish is popular in Tehran and Kermanshah,
where it’s often served with tiny meatballs or with lamb shanks.
1. Fill a large nonstick pot with 8 cups/1.9l water, add 2 tablespoons fine
sea salt, and bring to a boil. Add the rice and boil briskly for 8 minutes,
gently stirring twice to loosen any grains that may have stuck together
or to the bottom of the pot. Add the ramps and garlic, and continue to
boil for 1 minute. Drain the rice mixture in a large fine-mesh colander
and rinse with 3 cups/700ml water.
2. Place ½ cup/120ml of the oil, 2 tablespoons water, and a few drops
of the saffron water in the pot. Use a rubber spatula to mix thoroughly.
3. Use the spatula to carefully transfer the rice mixture back into the pot
and form it into the shape of a pyramid (the shape allows room for the
rice to expand). Sprinkle the cinnamon and sumac (if using) on top. Cover
and cook for 10 minutes over medium heat.
4. Pour the remaining oil, ½ cup/120ml water, and the rest of the saffron
water over the rice pyramid. Wrap the lid with a clean dish towel and
cover the pot firmly to prevent steam from escaping. Cook for 50 minutes
longer over low heat.

Tehran

5. Remove the pot from heat and allow to cool for 5 minutes on a damp
surface (I use a rimmed sheet pan covered with a damp dish towel)
without uncovering it (this frees the crust from the bottom of the pot).
Unmold the rice onto a serving platter. Serve with thick yogurt and fried
eggs. Nush-e joon!

pV
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VEGETARIAN
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