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FOOD & DRINK

The Mouth

By Nanci Tangeman

It’s all Farsi to me
Restaurant Caspian
Marnixstraat 198, 620 5566
Open daily 17.00-23.00
Cash only
I cannot read my own handwriting. It’s
one of the hazards of writing about
restaurants. I try to jot notes surreptitiously, under the table or when the
waiter’s back is turned, but usually
when I reread my comments I can’t tell
a stealthily written ‘tasty soup’ from
‘tastes like soap’. Add a couple of glasses of wine, there really is no hope.
Some food writers get around this
by sneaking off to the lavatory stall
with their pads and pencils. Others rely
on their memories. I’m usually lucky if
I remember where my table is after I
visit the loo, so neither of these methods works for me.
I sense I’m in trouble as soon as we enter Restaurant Caspian.
Our host is Iranian, speaking in Dutch. I’m American, listening in
Dutch, remembering in English. I don’t recognise a single dish on
the menu. When Partner-in-all-things-investigative begins to pour
the wine, I know I’m toast (one of the few legible foodstuffs I can
make out in my notes later—even though I don’t remember being
served any). What I do remember is that all ﬁve people at our table
loved Caspian’s food.
One of the few scribbles I can read says: feta, mint, radish,
basil, parsley, anise, walnut on traditional Iranian bread (€3.50).
Suddenly I recall the Iranian toftoon, a bread plumper than lavash,
but thinner than Indian naan. The next indecipherable scrawls

turn out to be mirza ghasemi (€5), a
dish from the shores of the Caspian in
Northern Iran made from roasted
aubergine, tomatoes, garlic, eggs and
onions; then kashk bademjan (€4.50),
another grilled aubergine dish, this
time with mint.
Somewhere in my notes I learn
that ‘sabzi’ means green and it all
begins to make sense: koekoe sabzi
(€4) is a sort of egg soufﬂe with roasted
leek, parsley, spinach and dill; koekoe
sibzamini (€4) has potato and eggs; salad olwiese (€5) is a sort of Iranian
huzaren salad. A plate of naan with the
Iranian cheese pannier sabzi (€3.50),
along with plates of spicy pickles,
rounds out our starters.
I’m certain I’ve jotted down that
the Caspian is turning out to be a vegetarian’s paradise. (I just can’t read it.)
Then comes the parade of kebabs.
In my notes I can decipher dish
#24 (€30 for two people). Its name on
the menu begins with a G, but I seem to have written the rest in
Farsi. The combo includes kebab koebideh (minced meat) and
kebab barg, a common kebab pairing in Iranian cuisine called
soltani. The meat is served off the stick on a bed of saffron rice.
Other combos include the Persian favourite kebab djeoedje:
chicken marinated in onion, saffron and lemon juice. The kebabs
are accompanied by mounds of rice with saffron and sumac
strips and a fragrant plate of grilled onions and lemons.
The last sentence in my notebook claims that Caspian serves
a ‘completely cat-free side dish of fava beans and lemon.’ Maybe
I’m just being lazy, but I decide to leave that line as it stands.
My guess is, it’s probably true.
__

What I do remember is that all
ﬁve people at our table loved
Caspian’s food.

A night in the life...

By Sarah Gehrke

Hard to get
Canvas
Wibautstraat 150 (Volkskrantgebouw)
Open Sun-Thur 12.00-01.00,
Fri, Sat 12.00-03.00
Cash, PIN
‘I think you are a marvellous woman,’ says the guy behind us to his
companion. ‘Just marvellous. I mean in
the sense that you have integrity—you
are very honest; not in the sense that
I’m trying to ﬂirt with you. I just think
that you really have a lot of integrity.’
The marvellous integrity woman
smiles, but her answer is drowned in
the general noise of the room. We will
never know if she smiled because she’s
happy about the fact that she has so
much integrity, or that the guy is ‘not trying to ﬂirt’. But at our end of the table,
the conversation has been enough to
spark a lively discussion about compliments that are worse than insults.
While not the ultimate place for
delivering chat-up lines, Canvas is a
good place for chatting about them.
Also, there’s the seventh floor view:
Oost is all lights and streets and beauty. If we get tired of watching the view,
we can watch everyone else.
The people that we watch are hard
to classify. One would expect an arty
pack, since Canvas is located in the former Volkskrant building, now a

Beer price: €2 for a (funny-looking) glass (Heineken).
Emergency food: The longish menu of snacks with fancy
names concludes with an entry that shouts heartily and
contentedly: ‘Portie bitterballen’.
Special interior feature: Art, some cool, some not.
Predominant shoe type: Trainers, the feminine sort:
Gola and Onitsuka Tiger.
Typically ordered drink: Glasses of wine, glasses of beer.
Smoking situation: Round the corner in the hallway. That
feels cool, because it reminds us of school parties and of
hiding in a back corner to smoke. And the black burn
marks make a funny dotted pattern on the linoleum floor.
Tune of the night: ‘Numb’ by Portishead, remixed in
some way by the DJs.
Mingling factor: Medium-low.
State of toilets near closing time: They are highly reminiscent of school. It must be the linoleum.

broedplaats ﬁlled with designers and
artists. The bar itself is large, white and
stylish in a slightly messy way. But the
crowd here is quite mixed. There’s a
borrel of international students, who are
talking about the difference of cafeteria
food in Valencia and Amsterdam. There
are couples twice their age who are
talking about their colleagues at what is
obviously a civil service job. There’s the
non-ﬂirty guy, who doesn’t look particularly arty either (but you never know).
All in all, it’s an interesting mixture.
There’s one thing, though, that
everyone here has in common—their
seat on the sofa is well-deserved, as it
has not been easy to acquire. Firstly,
of course, there’s the way to Wibautstraat, which is a trial for every
Amsterdammer who doesn’t actually
live in Oost. This town is too small for
people to be willing to cover distances
that take them longer than 10 minutes,
so coming here takes stamina. Secondly, the way inside isn’t easy. You
have to walk around the building, ﬁnd
a side entrance, ring a mysterious bell
and then spend a few minutes
crammed in a neon-lift that seemingly
hasn’t been checked since the 1970s.
Not your usual bruin cafe entrance.
But it’s well worth it. As we
leave, we pass by a girl looking outside the window in the hall. She
turns around, saying to her friend:
‘Look. From up here, Amsterdam
looks almost like a real city.’
__
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