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Introduction

Sabzi سبزی noun

Meaning: Herbs or leafy greens

Origin: Persian

IF THERE IS one word that defines the food I love to eat, it’s sabzi – the Persian word for fresh greens and herbs.

Sabzi in my home isn’t a casual afterthought, a small sprinkling of chopped parsley to garnish a stew or a few sprigs of coriander to brighten a noodle soup. No, sabzi is the cornerstone of most of the meals I cook and the bedrock of so many khoreshts, curries, soups, salads, breakfasts, and sandwiches my mother prepared for us when I was growing up. Sabzi is the scent of my main cultural holiday – Nowruz, the Persian New Year – in which fresh greens take on a ritualistic, symbolic significance as we grow them in the weeks before the spring equinox and place them on our Nowruz altar to represent rebirth and renewal. If cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves are the comforting and ambrosial scents of Christmas, then freshly chopped dill, ribbons of tarragon, pungent fenugreek leaves, and peppery stalks of chives are what transport me home.

From the plate of Thai basil (hung quế) and coriander (ngò gai) served alongside bowls of Vietnamese pho to the piles of finely chopped parsley and mint used to make Lebanese tabbouleh, many cuisines around the world embrace sabzi (even if they don’t call it by that name). But I have yet to find a food culture that so enthusiastically and without abandon feasts on fresh herbs as Iranians do. In Persian cuisine, fresh sabzi is chopped into frittatas, minced into thick pastes that are then used to stuff chicken and fish, and simmered by the pound to make thick, hearty stews. Most days sabzi will be eaten simply and unadorned, by the handful, with fresh feta cheese, walnuts, and bread for breakfast or a snack.

Sabzi also means vegetables in Urdu, the language of my Pakistani father, and it is used in Pakistan to describe cooked vegetables. These include some of my favourite Punjabi dishes that I grew up on, from bindi, braised okra in a spicy masala, to kerala, pungent bitter melon sautéed with sweet onions, or my dad’s favourite aloo matar gajar (potatoes, peas, and carrots) that we would scoop up enthusiastically with warm rotis.

All of which has meant that when the idea for a vegetarian cookbook first planted its seed in my mind (driven in part by the many requests that came in from my readers), I knew straight away that I would call it Sabzi and that it could be an opportunity to share the food I most often cook at home, which for a multitude of reasons – social, political, health, and economic – is primarily vegetable focused.

It also felt fitting, given that sabzi represents new beginnings in Iranian culture, that I wrote this book while embarking on a new chapter of my life – my journey to motherhood. While pregnant, I predominantly craved the Iranian food my maternal family cooked, perhaps not surprising, as these are the foods I most commonly associate with nurture. From mint and parsley celery stews that felt like clouds parting on a bright spring day, to sour cherry and saffron fragranced rice pilafs that looked as ornate as Persian carpet, and endless bowls of ruby red pomegranates that glistened and crunched, bringing a smile to my face and deep satisfaction to my ever-expanding belly.

As I thought about the meals I would cook for my daughter, the desire to share with her the culture and cuisine of my mixed heritage – Iranian and Pakistani – took on a greater significance and made me think about ancestry, lineage, and the power of our ancient traditions. I knew I wanted to pass on these food memories to my new family, but to do so in a way that was fresh and reflected our contemporary way of eating.

It felt, therefore, like an appropriate time to explore a different type of cookbook for me, one that focuses wholeheartedly on the ingredients and recipes I instinctively turn to – and away from the travel reportage that has driven my food writing so far. The food I cook in my North London flat is influenced by memories and stories from the many countries I’ve lived, worked, or travelled in over the course of my life. My kitchen is filled with the sweet scent of saffron, the sharp zest of lemons, and the brightness of fresh herbs – ingredients that define the meals I most commonly prepare. I’ve loved bringing these recipes together and am thrilled to invite you in, to share a more intimate slice of my life and the food I love.

I hope you’ll join me in feasting on these recipes and come to agree that whatever is placed on the dining table, most meals can be improved with a big bowl of greens, or sabzi, on the side.
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Eating the Rainbow

FOR AS LONG as I can remember, I have loved to eat. And vegetables just may be my first love.

Charred aubergine, sweet and smoky, pounded with garlic and pomegranate molasses. Sautéed chard, smothered in tahini and sprinkled with scarlet chilli flakes. Fresh broad beans, popped from their pods, simmered with dill and turmeric. Pumpkin, roasted with sugar and cinnamon, to accompany a cup of tea. Loving vegetables was easy when I was growing up, because the meals my family cooked firmly celebrated them.

Vegetables were also how my grandparents earned a living.

My mum’s side of the family is from an agrarian region of northwest Iran, a lush province full of dense forests, sparkling rivers, and craggy mountains, with soil so fertile that almost half the land is used for agriculture. It’s an area known for its tea plantations and rice paddies, and my grandparents had the latter, a small rice farm where they grew almost all the food they needed to be self-sufficient and enough to make a humble living selling produce in local markets.

Visiting my grandparents on holidays from England meant being uprooted from industrial and concrete inner-city Birmingham and replanted in an abundant, vibrant paradise. Salads of buttery lettuce, crunchy cucumbers, and sweet tomatoes came from the vegetable patch mere metres from the kitchen window. Hearty stews were made with pink and white speckled beans, newly popped from their pods, whole bulbs of fresh young garlic, and handfuls of herbs that my aunts sent us out to harvest from the land. Best of all, for me, was the abundance of fruit that grew all around us – pomegranates, quinces, and persimmons in the winter; strawberries, watermelons, and figs in the summer. Our milk and yoghurt were locally sourced, too, coming straight from the ten dairy cows that lived on my family’s farm. My grandmother taught me how to milk my favourite cow, who I affectionately had named Parisa, and then hand-churn butter from this milk as we sat cross-legged on a woven Persian carpet on her kitchen floor.

If that all seems too idyllic, well, the reality was far from a fairy tale.

The fraught political situation in Iran in the 1980s and the Iran-Iraq war enveloped every aspect of my family’s life and, as anyone who has been around small-scale agriculture will tell you, the life of a small-scale farmer is hard. It takes a huge amount of toil to grow crops from seed, to keep soil healthy, and to harvest produce in hot fields under a scorching sun. You live with a constant sense of precarity, your livelihood in the hands of elements you can’t control. Too much rain – or too little – and your crop can be ruined, and along with it a whole year’s income. Rigged global trade rules and cheap imports from multinational corporations push prices down and you can’t compete. Soil erosion, plant diseases, and the availability of seeds fluctuate each year, vastly affecting your yield. It wasn’t hugely surprising, then, when one of my uncles took over the farm after my grandfather passed away and changed the focus of the farm from plants to livestock. This change reflects a more general shift in farming over the last few decades, as small-scale farming communities around the globe have been forced to change their traditional food-growing practices because of an unjust global food system that favours corporate profit over sustainability and human rights, as well as the ever-increasing extreme changes in weather patterns. Instead of growing fruits and vegetables for local consumption, as has been commonplace for most of human history, food production is increasingly dominated by cash crops and growing food that can compete with the demands of a global supply chain.

[image: ]
While the traditional method of how my family grew food has changed, the legacy of how they cooked and ate food continues to shape my eating habits. As does the influence of my mother, who when I was three months old, whisked me off to Iran as she finished her PhD fieldwork in nutrition and dietetics. Later, my mum worked as a community health professional before eventually becoming a professor of public health. The food I ate as a child was what you would imagine for someone whose mother’s career was dominated by teaching people about healthy eating. Our meals were prepared with whole foods and whole grains. We snacked on dried fruits and nuts and picnicked on summer days with small boats of chilled romaine lettuce that we dunked into a herb-flecked sweet and sour Iranian vinegar dressing known as sekanjabeen.

When I was six years old, I remember my mum describing in intricate detail how most commercial sausages were made, what went in them and how the animals were kept, instilling in me a lifelong aversion to processed meat. She fed me every fruit and vegetable under the rainbow that she could afford, not an easy feat back then, having only recently arrived in the UK as a new immigrant and subsisting on a very low wage. She cooked from scratch every day, making us healthy, home-made meals despite working a demanding job – something, as I’ve got older, I’ve marvelled at – and taught me to truly enjoy the food I eat. No food was ever forbidden either – be it deep-fried or drenched in sugar – but I learned that such treats were something to be savoured on special occasions, and that nothing needed to be off-limits in a varied and balanced diet.

She also taught me, through the endless stream of guests we had to stay at our family home and through the regular, and often raucous, parties that my parents would throw, feeding 20 or 30 people, that eating communally could do more to nourish body and soul than being overly dogmatic about the specific nutritional content of a meal. This, perhaps, has been the biggest legacy of my childhood eating: the idea that gathering to share
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