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TO RICHARD,

who opened my eyes and rekindled my connection with Iran in ways previously unimagined. Without your unwavering support, this book would have remained a mere dream.

    







“She knew how to swing her legs on that hyphen that defined and denied who she was: Iranian-American. Neither the first word nor the second really belonged to her. Her place was on the hyphen, and on the hyphen she would stay, carrying memories of the one place from which she had come and the other place in which she must succeed.”

—MARJAN KAMALI, AUTHOR OF TOGETHER TEA, THE STATIONERY SHOP, AND THE LION WOMEN OF TEHRAN
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FOREWORD

To anyone else whose existence also dances on the proverbial hyphen—the core of who you are composed of many disparate influences—this comprehensive sensory adventure will feel like a homecoming. Like sitting down to tea with a kindred spirit, drinking in Bitter & Sweet is to be seen and nourished just as you are.

My own heritage stems from a father who immigrated to the United States from Hong Kong and a mother whose family is part of the Chinese diaspora in Latin America. I myself was born and raised in California, bouncing back and forth between sunny San Diego and my grandparents’ house in Tegucigalpa, and eventually growing into an adult life that sent me around the world before landing in the greenery of the Pacific Northwest.

Occupying an amalgam of Chinese-Honduran-American cultures and having set roots in many different places, I understand the bittersweetness of always feeling both home and homesick. This beautiful cookbook is a pure encapsulation of this.

Candidly, prior to meeting Omid, my personal connection to Iranian cuisine didn’t extend much beyond an appreciation of saffron-scented crispy tahdig. I know, it’s terribly cliché of me. I’ve since had the privilege of attending one of his cooking classes and have replicated a number of his recipes in my own home kitchen. In spite of my limited expertise, I still feel deeply connected to this book and Omid’s unique brand of Iranian-inspired fare clearly shaped by his lived experiences.

Bitter & Sweet is a fully engaging journey. Generously filled with detailed recipes complete with time-saving suggestions and accessible substitutions, this book also provides essential tips for cooking intuitively. Dishes like khoresh hulu, a wonderfully fragrant peach and saffron chicken stew, and ash jo, a hearty barley and bean soup, have become instant favorites in my household. To say nothing of the za’atar herb sauce I’ve adapted to what I have in the fridge at any given moment and which I slather over everything.

But more than sharing comfort foods that are sure to appeal broadly, Omid also shares intimately from his childhood experiences, divulges his stories of subsequent transformation and self-reinvention, and notably sheds any veneer of fairy-tale narratives. His vulnerability is paramount. The recipes in this cookbook are rich with flavor and meaning, the stories vibrant and complex, and by melding everything together, Omid offers us all a way home.

This book inspired me in myriad ways, and I know it will do the same for you. What Omid has created here is a gift of exploration and discovery.

Here’s to finding and being found. And feasting on the most delicious Iranian and global food along the way.

—LAUREN KO, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF PIEOMETRY AND FOUNDER OF @LOKOKITCHEN
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INTRODUCTION

It’s been forty years since I moved from Iran to the United States as a teenager. Forty years of adaptation, integration, learning, loss, gain, discarding my origins, and finding them again. Forty years of becoming the person I am today: an Iranian-American.

Even before it became my profession, food was a constant in my life. Food defined the daily schedule of my childhood in Iran. As a newly arrived immigrant in the United States, I enthusiastically adopted typical American foods as a way of fitting in. As a young professional in the biotech industry, I relieved my work stress by indulging in PBS cooking shows and cooking classes. And for well over twenty years now, I’ve been sharing my passion for food with others: as a personal chef; as a culinary instructor; as a food writer, photographer, and videographer; as a recipe developer; and as an advocate for Iranian cuisine (not to mention as the primary cook in a very foodie family).

This book is a natural next step for me, but it took me a long time to determine what exactly I wanted to say. I knew that I didn’t want to produce a picture-perfect volume of cheerful stories and scenes featuring a joyful child perched on a kitchen counter, dusted with flour, absorbing family traditions from a smiling grandparent. I’m also not the right person to create a comprehensive book of historical research on Iranian cuisine, presenting dishes in their most authentic, traditional form.


[image: Image]
With my best friends in Daryakenar, Iran, around 1975. We had no idea how our bond would be disrupted by unforeseen forces.



Perhaps unsurprisingly, what emerged is largely a reflection of the way I teach Iranian food and traditions in my cooking classes. I want to provide more than a set of rigid instructions and cultural facts. Rather, I want to inspire curiosity, tell stories, teach you how I approach cooking, and encourage you to experiment, not only with Iranian ingredients and techniques but also with the range of cuisines that I’ve been fortunate enough to explore during my culinary career. This is the most genuine and authentic book I could produce. I hope it will make you feel as though I’m standing beside you, guiding you thoughtfully through each step.

Most of the recipes in this book showcase Iranian dishes, some well known and some less familiar, and often with my personal twists. As I teach and demonstrate the techniques and nuances of this cuisine, I often encounter students who are unfamiliar with it or are intimidated by its perceived complexity. My mission has always been to make Iranian cuisine more inviting and accessible to my non-Iranian students.

I intentionally refrain from labeling any dish as strictly “authentic” or “traditional.” The food I grew up with in Iran was undoubtedly authentic, but leaving as a teenager and learning to cook from the books available to me in the United States led to new interpretations. Additionally, living far from Iran meant that my access to certain ingredients was limited, further challenging the concept of authenticity. Therefore, I fully embrace flexibility and improvisation in cooking, skills honed through years of self-teaching, culinary education, and exploration.

I often compare Iranian cooking to weaving a Persian rug: both involve a rich tapestry of colors, textures, balance, design, patience, and, above all, love. Iranian cuisine is a symphony of flavors and aromas, rarely spicy, instead characterized by a delicate interplay of sour and sweet elements. Sourness often takes the lead, with bitterness, sweetness, and salt as supporting notes.

Food is an integral part of Iranian culture, with meals served family style. Expect generous portions of light, fluffy basmati rice, prized for its crispy layer, known as tahdig, at the bottom. The rice is accompanied by vegetables, herbs, or meticulously simmered stews. Saffron, tomatoes, and herbs in abundance form the foundation of Iranian stews, providing a canvas to showcase various meats and vegetables.

In addition to the Iranian-inspired dishes you’ll find here, I’ve included some highlights from my exploration of other cuisines and cooking styles. These range from products of my formal training in plant-based, improvisational cooking to favorites I’ve accumulated during my travels.

All of these recipes, be they Iranian rice dishes or stews, braised tofu, or Scottish smoked fish soup, connect me to my heritage and to my identity today. My aim is to take you on a journey of flavors and stories, to share knowledge and spark curiosity about how humanity grapples with disconnection and strives for belonging.

This is, of course, at its heart a cookbook. But writing it has also been a deeply personal journey of self-discovery. In the hope of shedding more light on the Iranian-American experience, I have interspersed each section of recipes with short chapters about my own story. These are not all lighthearted anecdotes or happy experiences, though I hope they properly reflect my appreciation for the many opportunities and privileges that have come my way. Overall, I have tried to be honest and thoughtful.

Mine is not a story of destiny, but one of unexpected circumstances that shaped my identity through my connection with food. Instead of dwelling on what could have been, my story now revolves around resilience and determination to build human connections through the transformative art of food and cooking.
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THE ART OF COOKING IMPROVISATION AND INTUITION


At first glance, including a chapter on improvisation and intuition in a recipe book might seem, well, counterintuitive. After all, recipes typically contain precise instructions that you might feel compelled to follow carefully. However, I’ve come to understand that sticking closely to a recipe doesn’t guarantee a perfect outcome. There’s an art to cooking, and I firmly believe that viewing recipes as flexible guidelines rather than rigid rules is essential.

My approach to food started to be shaped as I used multiple sources to teach myself to prepare Iranian cuisine. The flexibility I gained during that process was then reinforced in my culinary education, which emphasized the importance of improvisational and intuitive cooking.

There are several reasons why deviating from a recipe can be beneficial. Sometimes, certain ingredients may be unavailable or hard to find, or perhaps you want to cater to your own preferences or dietary needs. In such situations, improvisation becomes crucial as you explore and learn to skillfully substitute ingredients.

Also, cooking inherently involves variability: in freshness and intensity of ingredients, in stove temperatures, in kitchen equipment, and in skills and approaches of the cook, to name just a few factors. These can all materially impact the outcome of a dish. Therefore, I encourage you to liberate yourself from the strict confines of recipe instructions and use your intuition, letting your senses take the lead.

Flexibility is not simply an appropriate response to availability of ingredients and variability in the cooking process. It is also an opportunity. I relish the experience of surveying my pantry and fridge and crafting a meal with the ingredients at hand, rather than starting with a long grocery list and a shopping trip. In some ways, it’s like paying homage to how previous generations used to prepare their meals.

Throughout this book, I’ve suggested substitutions when you find yourself missing an ingredient. You can still create a delicious outcome using another protein, vegetable, or herb. Don’t confine yourself to my suggestions, though. There’s nothing I’d like better than to know that a recipe in this book was the starting point for a dish you created that I never even contemplated.

Intuitive cooking involves delving into the depths of our senses, offering profound knowledge from within that can be used to guide our decisions in the kitchen. Engaging our sight, smell, touch, hearing, taste, and emotions is a skill that can be developed and nurtured through practice and dedication.

From the nerve endings in my fingertips to the taste buds on my tongue, from my interpretation of cooking sounds to my strong sense of smell for rich spices and my visual adoration of fragrant herbs, all these senses intertwine, forming a direct connection to my central nervous system and emotional core. Each sensory input evokes a unique set of emotions and responses, thereby influencing my culinary decisions.

Imagine picking up a bottle of strong distilled vinegar. How would you react upon visually examining it? And when you open it and smell it? How different would that experience be with, say, a bottle of rose water, cayenne pepper, or ground cinnamon? Try this at home, and you’ll quickly notice that your instinctive reactions reveal valuable information. Some ingredients might pull you in with a smile; others might lead you to push them away with concern or distaste.

Aromas, in particular, offer invaluable insights into the potency of ingredients and their potential impact on a dish. In intuitive cooking, the sense of smell becomes a powerful guide, helping us understand the potential effect of each ingredient on the final outcome. Our instinctive reactions to different scents shape our culinary decisions and influence the overall taste of our creations.

To determine the appropriate amount of an ingredient, I use my senses of touch and sight rather than relying on precise measurements. For example, I pick up coarse sea salt with my fingers and crush dried herbs in the palm of my hand before adding them to any dish. Sounds, such as sautéing vegetables or simmering stews, provide essential cues about the cooking process. And arguably the most crucial aspect is that I taste the dish repeatedly from start to finish.

To assist you on this journey, I’ve included as many sensory cues as possible in the recipes. When you try them out, I encourage you to approach them as opportunities for exploration and creativity. Embrace the art of intuitive cooking, and let your senses guide you in crafting delightful and personalized dishes.






THE INGREDIENTS

Setting up a pantry to help you venture into Iranian-inspired cooking may initially appear a bit daunting. But augmenting what’s already in your kitchen with a relatively small number of new items, and using substitutes where necessary, will allow you to prepare the dishes in this book.

This section includes a few ingredients that I think of as essentials in Iranian cuisine. Don’t be discouraged if you want to try a recipe before you’ve added a specific item to your pantry. Many have good substitutes, which I’ve included extensively in the recipes. Give the alternatives a try, and then pick up the specific ingredient the next time you have the chance. Many of them are available in the “international” or “ethnic” aisle of your nearby supermarket, and the more obscure items can be located at a local Iranian or West Asian market or ordered online.

Between new ingredients and appropriate substitutes, I hope to give you the foundation to be creative and improvise as you venture out into the world of Iranian cuisine.

Āb ghureh (verjuice or verjus) is produced by harvesting and juicing grapes before they ripen. It’s used as a souring agent in soups and stews. In mid-spring, unripe grapes can be purchased and stored in the freezer.

Barberries are exceptionally tart dried red berries that offer a uniquely sharp flavor, particularly in rice and kuku (Iranian-style frittata) dishes. When combined with saffron, sugar, and butter, they also become a standard topping for numerous dishes.

Fenugreek leaves are grown and used all around the world, but are embraced particularly by Iranians, Indians, and Pakistanis. Fenugreek emits a potent yet pleasantly sweet aroma. When added to rice dishes or stews in the right quantities, it imparts a unique depth and flavor, but be careful not to use too much, which can result in an undesirable harshness. There are no really good substitutes for fenugreek, but celery leaves have some similarities.

Golpar (Persian hogweed) is a flowering plant native to Iran, with small pods that are intensely aromatic with a slightly bitter, citrusy taste. Ground to a fine powder, golpar is used as a topping for stews, spreads, and cooked beans. It also adds an enticingly contrasting element when sprinkled on fresh watermelon and pomegranates!

Kashk (fermented whey) is a thick, sour sauce made from yogurt that’s available in sealed jars. It’s used either as a main component of soups and stews or as a topping for them, and in either case it adds a rich and salty umami kick, a little like sour cream but much more robust.

Limu omāni (Persian dried limes) are small limes that are simmered in brine before being left out to dry in the sun. This lengthy process creates a somewhat intimidating dark, wrinkled skin, but it also gives the limes an unmatched flavor that is intensely citrusy and tart yet musky and earthy. Limu omāni are pierced with a knife or sliced in half before being added to stews for a highly distinctive sourness.

[image: Image]

Pomegranate paste/molasses is a highly concentrated paste made by simmering and reducing fresh pomegranate juice. Used in soups, stews, and spreads, it adds a rich maroon color and a unique blend of tart and sweet flavors. In my experience, no two bottles of pomegranate molasses taste alike, and their sweet-tart balance can be unpredictable. Before settling on your favorite brand, examine the label for added sugar or other ingredients. Ideally, choose a brand that lists pomegranates as the sole ingredient.

Rose water and orange blossom water are potent floral essences used throughout Iranian cuisine in both sweet and savory dishes. They are frequently used in baking—a little like vanilla and other extracts in Western culinary traditions—and to add playful floral aromas to stews.

Saffron, the crown jewel of Iranian cuisine, refers to the deep red threads of the crocus flower. It imparts a bright, golden-yellow color; a sweet, floral scent; and a rich, earthy flavor. Saffron threads are typically ground into a fine powder and bloomed in a small amount of hot water. This is added toward the end of the cooking process to preserve its aroma and color. Saffron is best stored in an airtight container in a dark, cool location; I keep mine in the fridge.

Sumac, the ground-up dried berries from the sumac shrub, has a deep burgundy hue and a tangy, lemony taste. It’s a versatile addition to a variety of dishes, from kababs and salads to soups and dressings. Sprinkled atop rice, sumac’s unique flavor adds depth and brightens the taste profile.

Tamarind paste, most commonly found in dishes from the southern region of Iran, is an intensely tart product made from the pods of the tamarind tree. Diluted with water, it’s used in rice, stews, and soups, adding a distinct and potent sour taste.
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CHAPTER 1 SALADS AND STARTERS


Lettuce Cups with Cucumbers and Yogurt Sumac Dressing • V GF

Citrus and Beet Salad with Fennel Dressing • V GF

The Pantry’s Iranian-American Salad

Beet Salad with Tarragon Dressing • VG GF

Pomegranate and Cucumber Salad • V GF

Sālād Anār-o Khiār

Minty Cucumber and Tomato Salad • VG GF

Sālād Shirāzi

Kale and Crispy Chickpea Salad • V GF

Feta Pesto on a Crispy Baguette • V

Iranian Bruschetta

Fried Potato and Bulgur Kibbeh

Kibbet Batata bil Lahmeh

V • VEGETARIAN   VG • VEGAN   GF • GLUTEN FREE








A CAREFREE CHILDHOOD TEHRAN AND DARYAKENAR, IRAN | PRE–1979


Rice dishes, whether simple or elaborate and saffron-infused. Aromatic, colorful, and complex stews. Delicate traditional pastries and desserts. All of these remind me of who I am and where I come from.

The flavors of Iran permeated my early years, to an extent that I didn’t really understand until much later in life. The aromas of vibrant herbs and intoxicating spices, and the sounds of sautéing onions and simmering stews, were the backdrop to my childhood. Now I see clearly how food was so much more than just sustenance: It was a component of my sense of stability and security, a symbol of continuity and connection, a taste of my heritage. Eating Iranian style meant abundance, sharing, and generous hospitality governed by tārof, a tradition of elaborate rituals by both host and guest.

Food was a source of consistency and predictability in our household, dictated by gender roles and division of labor. My father took responsibility for shopping and gathering ingredients, while my mother prepared the meals. As a child, I would hover in the kitchen, hoping to snatch some cooked chicken or fried potatoes before they were added to the meal. Now I wonder whether my mother took her son’s mischievousness into consideration when planning the dishes.

Food guided our daily schedule, which revolved around when meals were served. We almost always ate family style in the kitchen, often sharing meals with extended family and other guests. Infrequently, as a treat, I would be permitted to eat my food in front of the TV, watching Friday morning cartoons (Friday is the primary weekend day in Iran).

While we lived in Tehran, both of my parents had strong preferences for the traditional dishes of the Caspian Sea region, where they had grown up. I, too, had distinct preferences; though I never considered myself a picky eater, there were certain foods I welcomed on my plate and others I skillfully managed to avoid.

Tomatoes, celery, spinach, zucchini, and eggplant topped my list of dislikes. Whenever we ate hamburgers, I would slyly pass my tomatoes to my dad, who loved them. Cooked tomatoes were slightly more tolerable; fortunately so, since at least half of traditional Persian dishes contain tomatoes or tomato products.

When it came to celery, particularly in dishes like khoresh karafs (celery stew), I assiduously avoided serving myself this unpleasantly strange-tasting vegetable. Instead, I loaded up on beef or chicken pieces, while strategically ensuring that the quantity of meat didn’t earn disapproving glances from family members.

Spinach was a lost cause, with its finely chopped leaves blended seamlessly into dishes, leaving no room for escape. As for zucchini, I could tolerate it, but I still wanted my protests to be acknowledged.

Eggplant was an absolute no-no in any form, and I refused to yield to pressure to consume it. My persistent opposition eventually paid off, and my parents became more flexible with their culinary rules. Occasionally, I was even allowed to raid the freezer, thaw some hot dogs, and substitute them for eggplant in an Iranian-style omelet. To this day, I associate eggplant with hot dogs and a feeling of triumph!

The Caspian Sea, known as Darya Khazar in Iran, was another influence that shaped my childhood. Since my parents came from the beautiful city of Babol, we frequently embarked on trips from Tehran to visit our family there. Eventually, we acquired a villa in a suburb called Daryakenar, right on the shores of the Caspian Sea. Our visits became increasingly frequent, often accompanied by large groups of friends and family members. I spent my summers building sandcastles, flying kites on the beach, and embarking on countless adventures on my high-handlebar banana-seat bike.

The route from Tehran to Daryakenar first crosses the Alborz Mountains, passing Iran’s highest peak, Mount Damavand, before dropping down into the coastal plain. My mother always prepared picnic food for the long drive, but we would also stop at roadside stalls to buy kababs and—as we approached the sea—balāl (sweet corn), grilled and then plunged into salt water.

Family meals in Daryakenar were adapted to feature the outstanding local produce: I still remember the fresh squash, incredibly flavorful eggs, and abundance of herbs. In otherwise familiar stews, duck would often replace chicken. And on special occasions my mother would prepare a showstopping dish of duck stuffed with vegetables, nuts, and dried fruits and glazed with pomegranate molasses.


“When you are displaced from a place against your will, your appreciation for the way that place shaped you and the role it played in your life is magnified.”

—DR. CLINT SMITH



Just thinking of this quaint suburb still evokes an intense sense of homesickness and nostalgia. It’s not so much the visuals that flood my mind, but rather the scents and the climate that define this place. I can still recall the fragrance of the rice paddies and the sensation of the moist, humid air against my skin.

I have had to say good-bye to the Caspian Sea twice now: once shortly before I left Iran, and a second time when the house in Daryakenar was finally sold to finance my education in the United States. To this day, I long to immerse myself in that water again and savor its touch and taste. The yearning to reunite with the sea persists, an unfulfilled desire.
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LETTUCE CUPS WITH CUCUMBERS AND YOGURT SUMAC DRESSING

MAKES 6 SERVINGS • V GF

For me, the star of this salad is the yogurt sumac dressing, taking the crunchy vegetables nestled inside lettuce cups to a whole new level.


	½ cup (120 ml) whole milk Greek yogurt

	2 tablespoons red wine vinegar

	1 small shallot, finely minced

	2 cloves garlic, minced

	1 teaspoon sea salt

	½ teaspoon ground black pepper

	1 tablespoon dried mint

	1 tablespoon ground sumac

	8 Persian cucumbers (about 1 ¼ lb/570 g total), thinly sliced

	4 radishes, thinly sliced

	1 head Bibb lettuce, cut into 6 wedges

	2 tablespoons olive oil

	¼ cup (30 g) walnuts, coarsely chopped



Blend the yogurt, vinegar, shallot, garlic, salt, pepper, mint, and sumac in a medium mixing bowl to make the dressing.

Add the sliced cucumbers and radishes and mix until they are nicely coated.

Take the Bibb lettuce wedges and arrange them like little cups on a serving platter. Scoop the yogurt-dressed cucumber and radish mixture into the lettuce cups, drizzle with the olive oil, and sprinkle the chopped walnuts on top of the salad.


NOTES

Napa or red cabbage leaves make excellent substitutions for Bibb lettuce. You can also replace the vinegar with lemon or lime juice, along with the zest, to add extra flavor to the dressing.
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The Pantry’s Iranian-American Salad CITRUS AND BEET SALAD WITH FENNEL DRESSING


MAKES 4 SERVINGS • V GF

The Pantry in Seattle is a gathering place that unites people through food, classes, and shared meals with an emphasis on storytelling and social justice. I’ve been part of The Pantry family since 2019, and it’s where I’ve focused my teaching efforts in recent years.

In January 2023, I hosted two special dinners at The Pantry to bring attention to the Woman, Life, Freedom movement in Iran. At each event, my colleagues and I served an Iranian feast to forty guests from diverse backgrounds. Our aim was to unite people, raise awareness, and highlight the ongoing events in Iran. Alongside traditional dishes, we created this salad to blend Iranian and American ingredients and flavors.

FOR THE PICKLED BEETS


	1 large red beet, peeled and cut into irregular bite-size pieces

	1 ½ cups (360 ml) water

	½ teaspoon sea salt

	½ cup (100 g) unrefined cane sugar

	½ cup (120 ml) distilled white vinegar

	2 tablespoons olive oil

	1 tablespoon pickling spice

	1 teaspoon red pepper flakes

	Honey (optional)



FOR THE DRESSING


	½ head fennel, cored and cut into small pieces

	2 cloves garlic

	2 tablespoons white wine vinegar

	2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh mint

	2 teaspoons dried mint

	2 teaspoons honey

	½ teaspoon sea salt

	½ teaspoon ground black pepper

	¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil

	¼ cup (60 ml) safflower oil



FOR THE SALAD


	1 orange, preferably Cara Cara or navel

	1 blood orange

	4 Persian cucumbers, sliced diagonally

	2 on-the-vine tomatoes, quartered and seeded

	½ cup (15 g) coarsely chopped fresh parsley

	1 shallot, finely minced



To make the pickled beets, place all of the ingredients in a small saucepan and bring to a gentle simmer. Cover and cook over low heat until the beets can be easily pierced with a knife, 30–40 minutes. Remove from the heat and let the beets cool in the pickling liquid. Once cooled, strain the beets through a colander, transfer to a small bowl, and set them aside. Discard the pickling liquid.

To make the dressing, combine the fennel, garlic, white wine vinegar, fresh and dried mint, honey, salt, and pepper in a high-powered blender. Blend until coarsely mixed.

With the blender running at high speed, drizzle in the oils to create an emulsified dressing. Taste and adjust the seasoning with more salt and honey if necessary. Set aside.

To make the salad, cut off the ends of the oranges and, using a paring knife, supreme them by removing the peel and pith. Slice into the sections between the membranes and remove the seeds. Place the orange segments in a small bowl along with their juice.

In a mixing bowl, combine the cucumbers, tomatoes, parsley, and shallot. Add the pickled beets and enough of the mint-fennel dressing to lightly coat all of the vegetables, ⅓–½ cup (80–120 ml). Stir gently.

Arrange the mixture on a large serving platter, place the orange segments on top, and drizzle with the remaining orange juice.


NOTES

This recipe yields about 1 cup (240 ml) of dressing, providing extra for other salads. Store in a sealed container in the fridge for up to a week.








BEET SALAD WITH TARRAGON DRESSING

MAKES 4 SERVINGS • VG GF

This salad celebrates my unwavering love for the vibrant beet and my years of teaching plant-based cooking classes, where I emphasized improvisation. Though I experimented with many ingredients, I consistently showcased a beet salad and converted many non-beet enthusiasts into fans!


	4 beets (about 1 ¼ lb/570 g total), scrubbed

	1 ½ teaspoons sea salt, divided

	¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil

	¼ cup (60 ml) aged balsamic vinegar

	1 small shallot, minced

	2 cloves garlic, minced

	1 tablespoon chopped fresh tarragon

	¼ teaspoon ground black pepper

	2 green onions, thinly sliced

	2 tablespoons roasted pepitas



Trim the roots and stems of the beets and place them in a large saucepan. Cover with water, add 1 teaspoon of the salt, and bring it to a boil. Once boiling, reduce the heat to a simmer, cover, and let the beets cook until they are tender, about 45 minutes. You can check their readiness by inserting a paring knife into the beets—if it goes in smoothly, they’re good to go!

While the beets are cooking, we can prepare the dressing. Grab a large mixing bowl and whisk together the oil, vinegar, shallot, garlic, tarragon, pepper, and remaining ½ teaspoon of salt. Set aside.

Once the beets have cooked, we need to cool them down quickly. Prepare a large bowl of ice water and, using a slotted spoon, remove the beets from the pan and immerse them in the ice water. Discard the cooking liquid. Now, peel the beets and slice them into ¼-inch (6-mm)-thick slices.

Add the sliced beets and the green onions to the mixing bowl with the dressing. If you have them on hand, chop a couple of beet stems and leaves and add them as well. Give everything a good toss and place it in the fridge to marinate for at least an hour.

Transfer the beets to a serving platter and top with the roasted pepitas.


NOTES

If you buy your beets with stems and leaves attached, add a few to the salad for some extra color and crunch.
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Sālād Anār-o Khiār POMEGRANATE AND CUCUMBER SALAD


MAKES 4 SERVINGS • V GF

Pomegranates take center stage in the dinner spread celebrating the winter solstice, shab-e yaldā in Persian. This salad is a personal favorite of mine for this holiday.

FOR THE DRESSING


	¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil

	¼ cup (60 ml) red wine vinegar

	1 teaspoon sea salt

	½ teaspoon ground black pepper

	¼ teaspoon ground golpar (Persian hogweed)



FOR THE SALAD


	6 Persian cucumbers or 1 English cucumber (about 1 lb/450 g total), thinly sliced

	1 cup (175 g) pomegranate seeds, from 1–2 pomegranates

	¼ small red onion, thinly sliced

	½ cup (15 g) thinly sliced fresh mint

	½ cup (70 g) crumbled feta cheese



To make the dressing, in a small mixing bowl, combine the ingredients and whisk them together until blended.

To make the salad, in a serving bowl, mix all of the ingredients except the feta cheese. Drizzle the dressing over the salad just before serving, and sprinkle the feta cheese on top.


NOTES

Golpar, Persian hogweed, is a small, thin seedpod that adds a highly aromatic, pungent, and slightly bitter touch, and a small amount goes a long way. There really is no good substitute for golpar, but you can leave it out altogether or use some minced garlic to replace at least some of its complexity.








Sālād Shirāzi MINTY CUCUMBER AND TOMATO SALAD


MAKES 4 SERVINGS • VG GF

Whether you’re dining casually at home, at a formal dinner, or in a restaurant, sālād shirāzi is a common sight in Iran. Its simplicity and refreshing taste complement any meal.

FOR THE SALAD


	6 Persian cucumbers or 1 English cucumber (about 1 lb/450 g total), finely diced

	2 tomatoes, finely diced

	½ small red onion, finely diced



FOR THE DRESSING


	¼ cup (60 ml) āb ghureh (unripe grape juice)

	¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil

	1 tablespoon dried mint

	½ teaspoon sea salt

	½ teaspoon ground black pepper



To make the salad, toss the cucumbers, tomatoes, and onion together in a mixing bowl.

To make the dressing, combine the ingredients in a separate mixing bowl and give them a good stir.

Pour the dressing over the vegetables, toss, and serve.


NOTES

You can find āb ghureh, unripe grape juice, in Iranian markets; otherwise, freshly squeezed lime juice is a great alternative.

You can also add veggies like radishes, peppers, and leafy greens to customize the salad according to your liking.

For optimal freshness and crispness, it’s best to serve sālād shirāzi shortly after dressing it. If you want to make it in advance, keep the vegetable mixture and the dressing separate until just before serving.
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