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Introduction
In the northeast of Iran, where desert, mountain, and fertile plain converge, lies a city
pulsing with history, faith, and fragrance: Mashhad. To Iranians, it is a city of
pilgrimage, the resting place of Imam Reza and a spiritual center of profound
significance. But Mashhad is also a living crossroads—a place where ancient caravans
once paused on their journey along the Silk Road, where the scents of saffron and
spice mingle in bazaars, and where every meal carries the imprint of centuries-old
rituals, migrations, and heartfelt hospitality.

This book invites you to explore Mashhad not just as a destination, but through the
daily lives, tables, and tales of the people who call it home. As we wander its bustling
markets, family kitchens, and festive gatherings, we discover a cuisine shaped by
geography and faith, trade and tradition. We’ll uncover the secrets of signature dishes
like the legendary Sholeh Mashhadi, saffron-laden Digcheh, and Shishlik kebabs grilled
to perfection in the countryside’s famed eateries. Alongside recipes, you’ll meet
saffron farmers, spice merchants, home cooks, and festival chefs—each with their own
story, each a keeper of Mashhad’s edible heritage.

Mashhad’s food is inseparable from its identity as a city of welcome and devotion.
Here, hospitality is a cherished art, and the offering of food—whether simple bread
and tea or intricate feasts for thousands—binds stranger to guest, neighbor to
neighbor, and family to sacred tradition. Religious holidays and secular celebrations
alike are marked with generous tables and communal cooking, rites that reaffirm not
only faith but a sense of belonging and continuity.

Much more than a cookbook, Saffron & Silk Roads is a vivid travelogue, a cultural
portrait, and a gateway to a world still little known in the West. Each chapter blends
firsthand accounts, evocative descriptions, regional recipes, and practical tips for
sourcing ingredients or tasting Mashhad’s flavors—whether from your own kitchen or,
one day, in the shadow of the golden shrine.

Mashhad stands at the meeting point of past and present: Persian, Arab, Turkic, and
Central Asian influences swirl through its dishes and language, just as ancient trade
routes brought both saffron riches and waves of new ideas. As the city adapts to the
demands of a modern pilgrim economy, its traditions endure, reinvented daily in
kitchens, markets, and festivals.

Come taste the city where saffron is gold, stories are served with every meal, and
strangers are always welcome at the table. Here begins our journey along Mashhad’s
roads of flavor and friendship.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mashhad Through the Ages: From
Sanabad to Pilgrimage Capital
Every city has a genesis, a moment when a collection of dwellings transforms into
something more, something imbued with a distinct character. For Mashhad, this
transformation is inextricably linked to a dramatic event in the early 9th century.
Before it became the bustling pilgrimage hub we know today, Mashhad was a modest
village named Sanabad. This small settlement, situated about 24 kilometers from the
ancient city of Tus, was a quiet place, a far cry from the vibrant spiritual capital it
would later become.

Sanabad's destiny took a pivotal turn in 808 AD when Harun al-Rashid, the Abbasid
caliph, fell ill and died while on an expedition to quell a rebellion. He was buried in
Sanabad, within the palace of Humaid bin Qahtabah, the governor of Khorasan. A few
years later, in 818 AD, an even more significant event unfolded. Ali al-Ridha, the
eighth Shia Imam, was martyred and subsequently buried alongside Harun al-Rashid.
This singular occurrence laid the foundation for Sanabad's metamorphosis.

The presence of Imam Reza’s tomb quickly drew the attention of Shia Muslims from
across the globe. The name "Mashhad" itself, derived from Arabic, means "place of
martyrdom" or "place where a martyr has been buried," a direct reference to Imam
Reza's burial site. This new name began to enter common usage by the late 10th
century, a testament to the growing significance of the shrine. By the end of the 9th
century, a dome had been built over the Imam's grave, and markets and various
structures began to spring up around this sacred core, marking the initial urban
growth of Mashhad.

Through the centuries, Mashhad's fortunes ebbed and flowed with the rise and fall of
various dynasties. In 993 AD, the Ghaznavid ruler Sebuktigin, for a time, devastated
Mashhad and restricted pilgrims' access to the shrine. However, just over a decade
later, Mahmud of Ghazni initiated significant expansion and renovation of the holy site,
even building protective walls around the burgeoning city. Later rulers, such as Sultan
Sanjar of the Seljuk dynasty, also contributed to the shrine's development.

Paradoxically, the destructive Mongol invasion of 1220 AD, while wreaking havoc
across much of Khorasan, indirectly spurred Mashhad's growth. Many who survived
the onslaught sought refuge near the sanctuary of Imam Reza, contributing to the
city's expansion as Tus, the once prominent city, was ultimately abandoned after
being sacked by Miran Shah, a son of Timur, in 1389. Those who escaped the
devastation found shelter in Mashhad, which then took Tus's place as the regional
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capital.

The Timurid era brought a period of prosperity to Mashhad. Shahrukh Mirza, who ruled
from 1405 to 1447, regularly visited the shrine, and in 1418, his wife, Goharshad,
commissioned the construction of the magnificent Goharshad Mosque adjacent to the
shrine. This grand mosque stands as a lasting testament to the city's elevated status
during the 15th century.

However, it was the Safavid Empire, established in 1501, that ushered in a golden age
for Mashhad. With the Safavids declaring Shi'ism as the official state religion,
Mashhad's importance as a pilgrimage destination surged, making it the most
significant city in Greater Khorasan. Safavid rulers, including Shah Tahmasb and Shah
Abbas I, actively promoted and patronized the shrine, undertaking extensive
architectural embellishments and institutional expansions that cemented Mashhad's
role as the preeminent spiritual center of the Safavid Empire. Shah Abbas I, in
particular, recaptured Mashhad from Uzbek forces in 1598, further solidifying Safavid
control and initiating a period of significant urban development around the shrine.

Despite its burgeoning religious significance, Mashhad's location as a frontier province
made it vulnerable to repeated invasions, particularly from Uzbek forces throughout
the 16th century. Yet, each time, the city, and especially its resilient shrine, managed
to recover and rebuild, a testament to its enduring importance.

Later, between 1736 and 1796, Mashhad even served as the imperial capital under
Nader Shah Afshar, a powerful ruler whose tomb is also located in the city. His rule
brought considerable wealth and further improvements to Mashhad, though the city
was besieged by Ahmad Shah Durrani in 1753. Eventually, the Qajar dynasty, which
came to power in 1794, reincorporated Khorasan and Mashhad into the Iranian state.

Throughout this long and often tumultuous history, Mashhad has steadily grown from
a modest village to Iran's second-most-populous city, drawing millions of pilgrims
annually. Its journey from Sanabad to the revered pilgrimage capital is a story of faith,
resilience, and the profound impact of a single burial that transformed a quiet
settlement into a vibrant spiritual and cultural heartland. Today, the city continues to
expand, bearing the marks of its diverse past and its enduring spiritual identity.
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