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CELEBRATING THE SEASON

In Los Angeles, actor and food blogger Naz Deravian hosts a holiday
party, Persian-style. By Meg J. Mateo
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A Tehran native
who spent part of
her childhood in
Canada, Deravian
balances blogging
with roles on shows
like Homeland and
Criminal Minds. Her
recipes fuse the ancient flavors of Iran
with local ingredients. Below: The
Yalda table holds
symbolic foods, including watermelon
(said to ward off illness), pomegranates
(representing the
light of dawn), and
nuts and dried fruit
(thought to bring
prosperity). After
dinner, poems from
a 14th-century tome
by Hafez, still Iran’s
most popular poet,
are read aloud.

“I

t’s all about the rice,” says Naz Deravian as she turns a pot upside down onto a platter. Saffron scents the air as she lifts the
pot, revealing the tahdig, a dome of crunchy golden rice. Her
mother, Monir Taha, claps happily. “Tahdig is never guaranteed, but when it happens, it’s magic,” says Deravian, who is
so enamored of the delectably crisp shards of rice that she named
her food blog Bottom of the Pot.
The ta-da moment comes just as guests gather at Deravian and
husband Drew Wicks’s Los Angeles home for Yalda, a Persian celebration of the winter solstice, the longest night of the year. “Traditionally, you tell stories and jokes, dance to music, and read poetry until
dawn,” Taha, a poet and lyricist, explains. Tonight, the couple are
throwing their own version of the holiday, with plans to get to bed at
a reasonable hour, keeping daughters Luna, 10, and Soleil, 7, in mind.
It’s a warm day in L.A., so the party starts outside. Deravian sets
the rice on the table, along with a rose- and mint-flecked cucumber
yogurt and a platter of fresh herbs. The girls reach for the tahdig, and
then everyone devours the pomegranate and lamb soup. Dusk ushers
the crew into the living room, where a small table is set with symbolic
snacks, a nod to the classic blanket-covered, heated korsi table. Suddenly inspired, Taha begins singing a Persian love song, a friend joins
with a hand drum, and a different kind of magic happens.
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BARBERRY RICE with SAFFRON CHICKEN
(ZERESHK POLO)

SERVES 6 TO 8 / 3 1⁄ 2 HOURS

When warmed, tart barberries—popular in
Persian dishes—turn a jewel-like red. Don’t
let the many steps here dissuade you; they
fit together for maximum efficiency.
3 cups basmati rice
7 tbsp. kosher salt, divided
1⁄4 tsp. saffron, ground with a mortar and
pestle or in an electric spice grinder
3 tbsp. Greek yogurt
8 tbsp. melted unsalted butter, divided,
plus more as needed
1 cup dried barberries*
2 tsp. sugar
1 batch Saffron Chicken (page 92)

deravian with her
mother, monir taha,
a pioneer persian
songwriter and poet

1. Put rice in a large bowl of cold water.
Swish with your hands to release starch,
then drain. Repeat until water runs clear.
In a medium bowl, dissolve 3 tbsp. kosher
salt in 2 cups cold water. Add rice and
soak at least 1 hour and up to 8 hours.
2. While rice soaks, microwave 2 tbsp.
water until hot (not boiling). Add ground
saffron; set aside to steep.
3. Fill a pot with 3 qts. water and 1⁄4 cup salt
and bring to a boil, covered. Drain rice
and add to the pot. Stir once gently. Bring
back to a gentle (not rolling) boil, uncovered, and cook rice, skimming off any
foam, until softened but still with a bite to
it, 4 to 6 minutes. Drain rice in a colander
and rinse quickly under lukewarm water.
Let sit in colander to drain fully.
4. Put yogurt in a medium bowl, add 1/4 tsp.
saffron water, and stir to mix. Stir in
3 cups drained rice and set aside. Heat
another 2 tbsp. water until hot (not boiling). Add 2 tbsp. melted butter; set aside.
5. Set a 10- to 11-in.-wide dutch oven with
a tight-fitting lid over medium heat. Add
3 tbsp. melted butter, swirling it around
to cover bottom of pot and up sides by 1
in. With the back of a large spoon, spread
rice-yogurt mixture evenly across bottom of pot. This will be the tahdig (crispy
rice) layer. Spoon in remaining rice to

form a cone, with rice at sides of pot only
1/2 in. deep over tahdig layer. Using handle of a wooden spoon, poke several
holes in rice cone (without disturbing
tahdig layer) so steam can escape. Drizzle
butter–hot water mixture over rice.
6. Set pot lid on a large clean kitchen towel,
fold edges of towel up over lid, and cover
pot with lid. Cook over medium heat (to
set the tahdig) until steam starts to escape from beneath lid, 10 to 12 minutes.
7. Turn heat as low as possible and cook
rice, rotating pot a few times for even
cooking, until rice is tender and tahdig
is golden and crisp (check by lifting with
a rubber spatula), 50 to 60 minutes.
8. Meanwhile, soak barberries: Sort
through berries, picking out any stems
and small stones. Put in a small bowl,
add 2 cups cold water, and soak 15 minutes to rehydrate. Drain.
9. Heat 1 tbsp. melted butter in a small pan
over medium-low heat. Add barberries
and 1 tsp. reserved saffron water. Cook,
stirring, 2 minutes to just warm through.
Stir in sugar; remove from heat.
10. Microwave 1 more tbsp. water until hot
but not boiling. Pour into a medium
bowl. Add remaining 2 tbsp. melted butter and remaining 1 tbsp. or so saffron
water. When rice is ready, add 1 cup rice
and 1/3 cup barberries, toss, and set aside.
11. Gently spoon about 1 cup cooked rice
from pot (without disturbing tahdig) and
arrange on a platter. Scatter 2 tbsp. berries and a quarter of Saffron Chicken (including onions) on top. Repeat with same
amounts of rice, berries, and chicken to
form three more layers. Top with saffron
rice and barberries. Using a rubber spatula, gently lift out tahdig, break into pieces,
and place around edges of rice.
*Find dried barberries (zereshk) at Middle
Eastern stores and online. They should be
bright red; darker ones are usually old.
PER SERVING OF RICE 422 Cal., 32% (133 Cal.) from fat;
6.8 g protein; 15 g fat (8 g sat.); 68 g carbo (3.2 g fiber);
1,149 mg sodium; 32 mg chol.
SUNSET
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SAFFRON CHICKEN
SERVES 6 TO 8 / 1 1⁄ 2 HOURS

Deravian layers this golden chicken into
her rice, but it also works as a stand-alone
main course, with plain rice or pita bread.
8 bone-in chicken thighs (41⁄ 2 to 5 lbs. total),
skin and extra fat removed
About 2 tsp. fine sea salt
1⁄ 2 tsp. saffron, ground with a mortar and
pestle or in an electric spice grinder
1 tsp. rose water (optional)
1⁄4 cup extra-virgin olive oil
1 large onion, sliced into 1⁄4-in.-thick rounds
4 large garlic cloves, finely chopped
1⁄4 tsp. pepper
About 3 tbsp. lemon juice
1. Sprinkle chicken all over with salt at
least 30 minutes and up to 1 day ahead
(chill, covered, if more than 30 minutes).
2. Put ground saffron in a small glass or
bowl with 2 tbsp. hot (not boiling) water
and the rose water, if using. Stir to combine, then let steep 5 minutes.
3. Heat a 12-in. frying pan over medium
heat. Add oil, then arrange onion slices
in a single layer; sprinkle with a pinch
of salt. Scatter garlic over onions. Place
chicken thighs on top in one layer if possible (a little overlap is okay since they’ll
shrink as they cook). Sprinkle with pepper, then lemon juice, then saffron water.
If any saffron remains in bowl, add a bit
of hot water, swirl, and add to chicken.
4. Bring to a simmer, partially cover, and reduce heat to medium-low. Cook, turning
a few times to coat in juices, until cooked
through, 45 minutes to 1 hour. Season
with salt and lemon juice if you like.
5. Lift cooked chicken to a cutting board.
Holding each thigh steady with tongs, cut
meat off bone into bite-size pieces. Meanwhile, reduce juices in pan over high heat
to about 1/2 cup. Return chicken to sauce
and set aside, covered, until ready to use.
MAKE AHEAD

Up to 2 days, chilled.

PER SERVING 325 Cal., 55% (179 Cal.) from fat;
32 g protein; 20 g fat (4.7 g sat.); 3 g carbo (0.4 g fiber);
488 mg sodium; 15 mg chol. GF/LC
92

FRESH HERB PLATTER
(SABZI KHORDAN)
A heaping platter of herbs and vegetables is
served with the main dish to deliver the perfect bite. • Rinse and trim several sprigs each
basil, dill, cilantro, mint, parsley, and tarragon. Add trimmed radishes and green onions, walnuts (soaked for 4 to 6 hours in cold
water first, to make them tender, sweet, and
more digestible; dry before using), and cubed
feta. Sprinkle feta with crushed dried rose
petals (see Cucumber Yogurt recipe footnote,
page 94; optional) and crushed dried mint.
Drizzle feta with extra-virgin olive oil.
MAKE AHEAD Herbs may be prepped and
chilled several hours in advance.
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Sprinkle

MAGIC

a little
into your Holidays.

Deravian (right) with friends Oscar and Martha Romero.
Red, symbolizing the glow of life, permeates the festivities.
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CUCUMBER YOGURT with MINT and ROSE
(MAST-O KHIAR)

Client: Domino
Media: Sunset

SERVES 6 TO 8 (MAKES 3 CUPS) / 10 MINUTES

Deravian always serves this cooling, delicate yogurt with barberry rice. If you like,
add raisins, chopped walnuts, dill, minced
garlic or green onions, or chopped chives.

•

•

Learn more at
chsugar.com/ ip-top-sugars

THIS ADVERTISEMENT
PREPARED BY
enCore Marketing LLC

Try these and our other
convenient sugar canisters:
Pourable Brown Sugar
Super ne Quick Dissolve Sugar

2 cups plain, whole-milk yogurt*
1 scant tsp. sea salt
1 tbsp. dried mint, rubbed between your
palms to release flavor and fragrance
Scant 1⁄ 2 tsp. ground dried rose petals,
plus more for garnish (optional)*
Small pinch of pepper
11⁄4 cups shredded peeled English
cucumber or unpeeled Persian
cucumber (with juices)
Fresh mint leaves for topping
94
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Mix all ingredients in a bowl except fresh
mint. Adjust seasonings to taste. Top with
fresh mint leaves, and, if you like, a sprinkle of ground dried rose petals.
MAKE AHEAD Up to 3 days, covered and
chilled (top with fresh mint and dried rose
just before serving).

*If your cucumber is especially juicy, replace a
few spoonfuls of the yogurt with thicker Greek
yogurt. Find dried rose petals at Middle Eastern markets, Latino markets, spice shops, or
online. Grind to a powder in a spice grinder
before use.
PER SERVING 40 Cal., 45% (18 Cal.) from fat;
2.2 g protein; 2 g fat (1.3 g sat.); 3.6 g carbo (0.1 g fiber);
200 mg sodium; 8 mg chol. LC
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