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The art of Persian cooking is often shrouded in a myth of complexity. Many believe that the perfect saffron rice or a complex herb stew requires a lifetime of intuition to master. While the flavors are indeed sophisticated, the techniques are accessible to anyone with a passion for quality ingredients and a little patience.

This collection, 20 Essential Persian Dishes, was designed to strip away the intimidation while preserving the authenticity of the flavors. Each recipe has been carefully selected to represent a pillar of the Iranian culinary identity. We focus on the "Big Three" of the Persian kitchen: the precision of parboiled rice, the slow-building depth of the Khoresht (stew), and the delicate use of aromatics like rosewater and sumac.

By following the structured outlines and ingredient guides provided, you will learn not just how to follow a recipe, but how to master the fundamental rhythms of the Persian kitchen. These twenty menus are your foundation—a starting point for a lifelong exploration of one of the world's most vibrant and healthful cuisines.


Cara Logan
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Menu 1

Chelow Kebab Koobideh
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Iran’s beloved national dish, featuring hand-molded skewers of seasoned minced lamb and beef, grilled over glowing charcoal until smoky and succulent. Served atop fragrant saffron-steamed basmati rice, accompanied by blistered tomatoes, a melting pat of cultured butter, and a dusting of ruby sumac. Finished with fresh Persian herbs and warm flatbread for an authentic, comforting dining experience.

Ingredients (Serves 4)

For the Koobideh (Kebabs):

	1 lb (450g) ground meat (traditional: 70% lamb, 30% beef)

	1 large yellow onion, finely grated

	1 tsp ground turmeric

	½ tsp freshly ground black pepper

	1 tsp fine sea salt

	¼ tsp baking soda (optional, aids binding)

	2 tbsp ice-cold water

	¼ tsp ground saffron, bloomed in 1 tbsp hot water


For the Chelow (Saffron Rice):

	2 cups long-grain basmati rice

	3 cups water + 2 tbsp salt (for parboiling)

	2 tbsp unsalted butter or ghee

	1 tsp bloomed saffron liquid

	Optional: ¼ cup plain yogurt or 2 thin potato slices (for tahdig/crispy bottom)


For Grilled Tomatoes & Serving:

	4 medium firm tomatoes, halved crosswise

	1 tbsp olive oil

	Pinch of salt & black pepper

	Sumac, for finishing

	Fresh herbs (basil, mint, tarragon, or cilantro)

	Warm lavash or sangak flatbread


Step-by-Step Cooking Instructions

1. Prepare the Rice (Chelow)

	Rinse basmati rice under cold water until runoff is clear. Soak in lightly salted water for 30–60 minutes.

	Bring a large pot of water to a rolling boil. Add 2 tbsp salt, then drain and add soaked rice. Parboil 5–7 minutes until edges are soft but centers still firm. Drain immediately.

	In the same pot, melt butter/ghee over medium heat. Line the bottom with potato slices or yogurt (optional, for tahdig). Gently layer rice over it. Poke 3–4 steam vents with a wooden spoon handle.

	Cover tightly with a lid wrapped in a clean kitchen towel. Steam on low heat 30–40 minutes. Before serving, mix 2–3 spoonfuls of rice with the bloomed saffron for garnish.


2. Make the Koobideh Mixture

	Place grated onion in a fine mesh strainer or cheesecloth. Press firmly to remove all liquid (this is critical for binding).

	In a large bowl, combine meat, drained onion, turmeric, pepper, salt, baking soda (if using), ice water, and bloomed saffron.

	Knead vigorously with your hands for 5–7 minutes until the mixture becomes sticky, glossy, and pulls away from the bowl.

	Cover and refrigerate at least 1–2 hours (overnight yields best results). Cold meat adheres better to skewers.


3. Skewer the Kebabs

	Use flat, wide metal skewers (wooden or round skewers will cause the meat to slip).

	Wet hands with cold water. Divide meat into 4 equal portions (~4 oz / 115g each).

	Press and stretch each portion evenly onto a skewer, forming a uniform log ~6–7 inches long. Leave 1–2 inches of skewer exposed at both ends for turning.

	Place skewers on a tray and chill 15 minutes to firm up.


4. Grill

	Heat charcoal grill or gas grill to medium-high. Clean and lightly oil grates.

	Place skewers over direct heat. Turn every 30 seconds for the first 2 minutes to set the meat and prevent dripping.

	Continue grilling, rotating occasionally, until deeply charred and cooked through (~6–8 minutes total). Internal temperature should reach 160°F (71°C).

	While kebabs cook, brush tomato halves with olive oil, season, and grill cut-side down until blistered and tender (3–4 minutes).


5. Plate & Serve

	Slide each kebab off the skewer onto a warm plate or flatbread using a piece of bread or a knife.

	Top each with a small pat of butter and a generous sprinkle of sumac.

	Serve alongside fluffy saffron rice, charred tomatoes, grilled green peppers, and a generous handful of fresh herbs. Traditionally paired with doogh (Persian yogurt drink) or mast-o-khiar (cucumber-yogurt dip).


Chef’s Notes for Success

	Moisture control is everything: Squeezing the onion thoroughly and chilling the meat are non-negotiable for koobideh that stays on the skewer.

	Charcoal > Gas: Authentic smoky flavor comes from live coals. If using a broiler or indoor grill, place a drip tray below to catch fat and minimize flare-ups.

	Don’t skip the saffron: Bloom saffron in hot (not boiling) water for 10 minutes to unlock its aroma and golden hue.

	Food safety: Ground lamb/beef must reach 160°F (71°C). Use a probe thermometer for consistency.
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Menu 2

Joojeh Kebab
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Tender, boneless chicken cubes bathed in a fragrant blend of Persian saffron, fresh lemon juice, and sweet minced onion, then grilled to golden perfection. Finished with a hint of char and served alongside smoky grilled tomatoes, a dusting of sumac, and your choice of warm flatbread or saffron rice.

Suggested Ingredients

(Yields ~4 servings)

For the Chicken & Marinade:

	1.5 lbs (700g) boneless, skinless chicken thighs or breast, cut into 1.5-inch cubes

	1 large yellow onion, finely grated or minced (grating releases more flavor and tenderizes better)

	¼ cup fresh lemon juice (about 1 large lemon)

	2 tbsp olive oil or neutral vegetable oil

	1 tsp kosher salt (adjust to taste)

	½ tsp freshly ground black pepper

	¼ tsp premium saffron threads, crushed and bloomed in 2 tbsp hot water for 10 minutes


For Serving & Garnish:

	6–8 Roma or cherry tomatoes, halved

	Sumac powder (for sprinkling)

	Lemon wedges

	Fresh parsley or mint, chopped

	Warm Persian flatbread (Lavash or Sangak) or Chelo (saffron steamed rice)


(Optional traditional touch: 2 tbsp plain full-fat yogurt for extra tenderness, though the classic version relies solely on lemon, onion, and oil.)

How to Cook

1. Bloom the Saffron
Crush saffron threads with the back of a spoon. Steep in 2 tbsp hot water for 10 minutes until the liquid turns a deep golden-orange. This unlocks the full aroma and color.
2. Prepare the Marinade
In a large non-reactive bowl, combine the grated/minced onion, lemon juice, oil, salt, pepper, and bloomed saffron. Stir well.
3. Marinate the Chicken
Add the chicken cubes to the bowl and toss until evenly coated. Cover and refrigerate for at least 4 hours, ideally 8–12 hours for maximum flavor and tenderness.
4. Prep Skewers
If using wooden skewers, soak them in water for 30 minutes to prevent burning. Thread chicken onto skewers, leaving a small gap between pieces for even heat circulation. Let excess marinade drip off.
5. Grill
Preheat your grill (charcoal preferred for authentic smokiness, or gas) to medium-high (~400°F / 200°C). Place skewers on the grill and cook for 10–12 minutes, turning every 2–3 minutes, until the exterior is lightly charred and the internal temperature reaches 165°F (74°C).
Tip: For extra shine and flavor, brush with a mixture of melted butter and 1 tbsp of the boiled marinade or extra saffron water during the last 2 minutes.
6. Rest & Serve
Remove from heat and let rest for 2 minutes. Slide chicken off skewers onto a warm platter. Garnish with sumac, grilled tomatoes, lemon wedges, and fresh herbs. Serve immediately with rice or flatbread.

Chef’s Notes for Menu/Service:

	Best Cut: Chicken thighs stay juicier under high heat, but breast works well if not over-marinated or overcooked.

	Food Safety: Never baste with raw marinade. If reusing, bring it to a rolling boil for 2 minutes first.

	Presentation: Serve on a copper or ceramic platter with a side of fresh herbs, grilled tomatoes, and a small dish of extra sumac and lemon wedges for interactive seasoning.
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Menu 3

Tahdig
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Persian Crispy Rice Gold

A cherished centerpiece of the Persian table, Tahdig is the gloriously crunchy, golden layer that forms at the bottom of the rice pot. Paired with fragrant, saffron-kissed basmati rice, each crackling bite delivers a perfect balance of buttery richness and satisfying crunch. Served your way: classic rice crust, paper-thin lavash bread, or caramelized potato slices.

Suggested Ingredients (Serves 4)

For the rice & saffron base:

	2 cups long-grain basmati rice

	4 tbsp neutral oil, ghee, or clarified butter

	½ tsp ground saffron, bloomed in 2 tbsp hot water

	1½ tsp sea salt (for parboiling water)

	2 tbsp plain yogurt or 1 egg yolk (optional binder for extra crispness)


Choose your Tahdig style:

	Lavash: 4 thin sheets of lavash or tortilla-style flatbread

	Potato: 2 medium russet or Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled & sliced ⅛" thick

	Classic Rice: No extra layer; just rice, oil, and saffron


How to Cook (Traditional Persian Method)

	Rinse & Soak: Rinse rice under cold water until it runs clear. Soak in 1 tbsp salt + 4 cups warm water for 30 minutes. Drain well.

	Parboil: Bring a large pot of heavily salted water to a rolling boil. Add rice and cook 4–6 minutes until the outer layer is tender but the center remains slightly firm. Drain immediately and rinse gently with cool water to stop cooking.

	Prepare the Pot Base: In a heavy, non-stick or well-seasoned pot (2–3 qt), heat oil/ghee over medium. Swirl to coat the bottom evenly. 	If using yogurt/egg: Whisk with 2 tbsp of the parboiled rice to make a paste, then spread evenly over the hot oil.

	If using lavash/potato: Arrange in a single layer, slightly overlapping to cover the bottom.



	Layer & Steam: Gently mound the drained rice over the base in a shallow pyramid. Use a wooden spoon handle to poke 4–5 steam holes straight down to the bottom.

	Cover & Cook: Wrap the pot lid tightly in a clean, dry kitchen towel (this traps steam and prevents soggy rice). Secure the lid. Cook on medium-high for 2–3 minutes until steam rises, then reduce to the lowest possible heat. Steam for 35–45 minutes. Do not lift the lid.

	Release & Serve: Remove from heat. Place the bottom of the pot in a shallow tray of cold water or run cool tap water around the base for 60–90 seconds. This contracts the metal and releases the crust. Place a large serving platter upside-down over the pot, then confidently flip. Tap the bottom gently if needed. Serve immediately while hot and crackling.


Chef’s Tips for Success

	Pot matters: Heavy-bottomed, non-stick, or well-seasoned cast iron yields the most reliable release.

	Oil is key: Don’t skimp on the bottom layer; it’s what fries the crust to golden perfection.

	Low & slow: High heat burns the bottom before the rice steams through. Patience = perfect Tahdig.

	Serving suggestion: Garnish with a light drizzle of melted ghee, toasted barberries (zereshk), or a sprinkle of sumac for brightness.
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Menu 4

Baghali Polo
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A cherished Persian classic, Baghali Polo features fragrant basmati rice delicately layered with fresh dill and sweet fava beans, gently steamed to preserve every aromatic note. Traditionally paired with slow-braised lamb shanks, this dish captures the warmth and elegance of Iranian home cooking.

Suggested Ingredients (Serves 4–6)

	Ingredient

	Amount

	Notes

	High-quality basmati or Persian rice

	2 cups

	Rinse thoroughly


	Fresh dill, finely chopped

	1 ½ cups

	~½ cup dried dill if fresh unavailable


	Fava beans (peeled)

	1 cup

	Fresh, frozen, or canned (drained)


	Unsalted butter or neutral oil

	3 tbsp

	Divided for sautéing & tahdig


	Salt

	1 tsp (plus extra for boiling water)

	Adjust to taste


	Saffron threads

	¼ tsp

	Bloomed in 2 tbsp hot water


	Ground turmeric (optional)

	½ tsp

	Adds traditional golden hue


	Water

	As needed

	For parboiling & rinsing



How to Cook (Traditional Persian "Dam" Method)

1. Prep the Rice & Beans

	Rinse rice under cold water until it runs clear. Soak in lightly salted water for 30 minutes, then drain.

	If using fresh fava beans, blanch in boiling water for 2–3 minutes, shock in ice water, and slip off the outer skin. Frozen peeled beans work beautifully and save time.


2. Parboil the Rice

	Bring a large pot of water to a rolling boil. Add 1 tbsp salt, then the drained rice.

	Cook for 4–5 minutes until the grains are tender on the outside but still firm at the center. Drain immediately and rinse briefly with cool water to halt cooking.


3. Sauté Dill & Fava Beans

	In a skillet, melt 1 tbsp butter or oil over medium heat. Add chopped dill and peeled fava beans. Sauté 2–3 minutes until fragrant. Remove from heat and let cool slightly. Gently fold into the parboiled rice.


4. Layer & Steam (Form the Tahdig)

	In a heavy-bottomed pot, heat 2 tbsp oil or butter over medium-high heat.

	Sprinkle a thin, even layer of rice on the bottom to create the tahdig (crispy crust).

	Gently mound the dill-bean rice mixture over it, shaping into a slight dome. Poke 3–4 vertical steam vents with a wooden spoon handle.

	Cover the pot with a lid wrapped in a clean kitchen towel (traps steam, prevents sogginess). Reduce heat to low and steam for 35–45 minutes. Do not lift the lid.


5. Saffron Finish & Serve

	While steaming, bloom saffron threads in 2 tbsp hot water for 10 minutes.

	In the last 5 minutes, drizzle 2–3 tbsp of saffron water over the top layer of rice for aroma and color.

	Remove from heat. Let rest 5 minutes. Gently scoop onto a serving platter, or invert onto a plate to showcase the tahdig. Serve alongside tender lamb shanks, mast-o-khiar (cucumber yogurt), and fresh herbs.


Chef’s Tips:

	Tahdig success: Ensure the pot bottom is evenly coated with oil/butter before adding rice. A non-stick or heavy Dutch oven works best.

	Make-ahead: Parboil rice and prep dill/beans up to 4 hours ahead. Combine just before layering.

	Vegetarian swap: Omit lamb and serve with roasted vegetables or a rich lentil stew (adas polo style).
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