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A mish mash of mezedes, food and drink, myths (old and new), tall stories, the odd joke, gardening tips, and basically whatever comes to mind!

None of the tales in here are to be taken as Gospel. Some may be true, some may not be, and some might be complete fabrications!

Enjoy!

This is a complement and follow up to my autobiography:

“Lucky to be here”

which you can find online.

It is based on Skiathos, where I found the island of my dreams.
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1. Forward

Skiathos is a very cosmopolitan place.

Some time ago, on a beautiful, sunny, winter's day, three of us went to one of our favourite tavernas for some tsipouro. We were joined by two other friends, so we were a company of English, Dutch, half Dutch/half English, a lady from Sweden, and her friend, a Greek man born and raised in North Macedonia. 

At other tables were lot of Greeks, a table of Albanians, a table of (I think) Bulgarians, and a table of four women all speaking English, two with Greek accents and two with North American accents. All of us on our table had deep connections to Skiathos. 

Some of us started drinking tsipouro and then moved on to wine, while myself and our Greek friend stuck to tsipouro, albeit different brands. Mezedes kept coming; three kinds of small fish rolled in flour and deep fried in very hot oil, fried shrimps, tuna salad, horta (wild greens), yigantes (butter beans in a tomato sauce), little filo parcels containing shrimps, and dips of all kinds. In other words, a feast. 

Every time we ordered another round, more delicacies appeared. We talked for hours about life in general, how we had met (some of us 55 years ago, some 40 years ago, and the Swedish lady, just that day). 

Other conversations included reminiscing of those old times, the Ukraine war, immigrants, US politics, European politics, Greek and local Skiathos politics. Health and aging were also discussed. Opinions differed on various subjects, but our friendship survived those without any problems. We talked about our recent travels and compared notes on wine, tsipouro, and hospitality. 

English was the common language, with some Greek thrown in, but between us we spoke six languages. We sat from 2pm until 7pm, until it got dark and the temperature started to drop. We called for the bill and were pleasantly surprised at how reasonable it was.

When we arrived home, our cats were complaining bitterly about the lateness of hour and where was their supper? You just can't get good staff these days! 

We lit the fire, warmed ourselves up, and watched the first episode of Lonesome Dove (again) in memory of Robert Duvall, a great actor.

Just another great day in Skiathos.
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2. Introduction
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I have mentioned tsipouro many times in my Skiathos Newsletters and my autobiography, but some (many?) of you may not know exactly what tsipouro is.

It is a distillation of either wine, or a secondary fermentation of grape skins after the wine has been drained off. The more famous “Ouzo” was also originally made like this, but nowadays ouzo is made from any commercial alcohol and then flavoured with anise and sugar. 

In my mind, a beverage to be avoided!

Tsipouro is still made in the traditional way, and is purer than ouzo, and is always drunk in combination with food. This is the famous “tsipouro and mezedes”, which is a specialty of dining out in the Central Greece area. Mezedes are small plates of food, usually (but not confined to) seafood, and in combination with tsipouro can make for a long lasting and satisfying afternoon or evening. Eating while drinking is a great way to prolong a good time and will not give you a hangover unless (of course) far too much is consumed.

Almost the most important part of Greek life is eating, drinking, and good conversation (good company). Of these the most important is good company but is nearly always accompanied by food and drink – thus tsipouro and mezedes.

Tsipouro can be flavoured with anise, but purists like me only drink it without anise. Some people say the anise helps digestion, and others say it gives you a hangover. There is only one way to find out – drink lots of both types at different times and compare!

But why “Tsipouro Tales”? Well, as I mentioned above, apart from mezedes, tsipouro is always accompanied by good company. Herein lies the “tales”, as people relate their ups and downs, family problems and delights, tall stories, banter and ribbing, and everything in between. You will never see a table of quiet Greeks, especially in a “Tsipouratheko” (where you drink tsipouro, formerly known as an “Ouzeri”).  Mobile phones are not usually on the table, except to answer phone calls (whilst continuing a conversation with your companions, at the same time!).

A note:

A tsipouratheko is one business, tsipouratheka are several businesses.

A meze is one plate of food. Mezedes are several plates of food.

3. Tsipouro

Many years ago, when there was really only ouzo available, it was mostly served in the evenings at the local kafenions. A kafenion was where you took a small cup of Greek coffee in the morning before work, or hung around in whilst waiting for someone to hire your truck, etc. In the evening, work for the following day was set up and ouzo was taken. Even then a tiny plate of food was brought with every ouzo. Sometimes a small fish, sometimes two slices of tomato and cucumber, sometimes a slice of feta and three olives. You get the picture. Each empty plate was left on the table, and at the end of the evening the plates were simply counted up to see what the bill was.

Unfortunately, slowly over time, these kafenions disappeared to be replaced by more sophisticated cafes, Starbucks, and the like. I miss them sorely. During this period food was not being served with ouzo anymore. Maybe you got a glass of water and a handful of peanuts, but not even that everywhere.

In Volos, the seaport of Thessaly, around the mid 1980’s, someone started distilling their own tsipouro and serving it up with a small plate of seafood (a meze). This tradition, it is said, came from Asia Minor (now part of Turkey) in the early 20’s, when many Greeks fled from there after the Turks took over what had been Greek cities. These refugees also brought their silkworms with them, planted Mulberry trees, and started a thriving silk industry in Volos, and throughout the Pelion Peninsular. They also brought rembetika, songs that were sung in the poor quarters of Smyrna, Istanbul and the ports of Greece in the late nineteenth century. They became the popular bouzouki music of the 1930s to 1950s, having many parallels with American blues. Like the blues, the rembetika were the music of outsiders, who developed their own slang and their own forms of expression. These ‘rembetes’ smoked hashish and danced the passionate introspective zebekiko to release their emotions. 

The tsipouratheko became so popular with the locals, who suddenly realised that part of their culture had been missing, that two or three other small tsipouratheka started up. The culture slowly spread. Now Volos is renowned for its tsipouro and mezedes businesses, and the rivalry between them means that the mezedes are getting bigger and always improving in quality. Someone on Skiathos opened a tsipouratheko which became very popular. Soon, more sprouted up. Now in the summer, we have a choice of many of them. (Not so much in the winter as a lot of them close down. Fortunately, not all of them.)

––––––––
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Tsipouro with a meze is my favourite way of eating. You only order the tsipouro and the plate of food comes automatically with it. You never know what you are going to get, and with every new order of tsipouro, you get a different plate of food. For example, when we are a company of six, we get six different mezedes, and with the following round, six more different plates. We have been up to forty tsipoura before the plates start to repeat. Quite an amazing culinary feat! Because food comes with the tsipouro, you do not get anywhere near as inebriated as you would if you are only drinking spirits, and sessions can last several hours.

As mentioned in the Introduction, tsipouro is a distillation of either wine, or a secondary fermentation of grape skins, after the wine has been drained off. The wine, or must, should be left to attain anything between 10 and 13% alcohol. Like all distilling processes, the first alcohol that comes out (the “heads”) is of a very high alcohol content and is not alcohol that you should drink (at its best, it can contain unpleasant flavours, at its worst it can make you blind!). This is thrown away (it must break bootlegger’s hearts to do so and sometimes it is included!!).

The distillation is usually done in a “pot still”, which is the same kind that is used in making whiskeys, cognacs, and the like. The liquid is heated to around78 to 85 degrees centigrade, and at that point, the alcohol starts to evaporate. it is directed into another tube around which cold water is constantly flowing. After the gas travels through the cold tube, it is condensed back into a liquid and collected in a separate vessel. The alcohol percentage starts to be collected at around 65 to 70%. Once the alcohol percentage drops to around 30 to 35%, the process is stopped. What is left is called the “tails” and can be added to the next batch, but many people also throw this away. The leftover liquid is great for the compost heap! 

Like most spirits, the longer you leave it, the more flavour it develops (it matures), but these are subtleties that most tsipouro aficionados don’t wait for. It is a colourless spirit, as are all distilled spirits. Whiskeys, cognacs and the like get their colour and flavour from the barrels they are matured in. Often these are old barrels from port wine, sherry, rum, and sometimes American whiskey (!).

The best tsipouro (to my mind) is the pure unadulterated kind, but anise can be added, either during distillation or afterwards to give it a more “ouzo like” flavour. Finally, the alcohol is mixed with water to bring its percentage down to around 40 to 43%. Column stills can also be used and tend to make the tsipouro a bit smoother at the expense of losing a bit of flavour from the original wine or must.

At last, we are ready to drink our tsipouro. Traditionally, it is poured over an ice cube in a smallish glass, and extra water is added according to individual taste. Don’t pour the tsipouro first and then add ice – it can slop over the top of the glass (a terrible waste!). When starting a “tsipouro session”, it is probably wise to pour a little olive oil on to your plate and sop it up with the fresh bread that is always provided. Some people add salt and/or pepper to the oil, but I like mine straight. The oil coats the lining of your stomach and inhibits the take up of the alcohol, thus allowing a longer session!

There are still many places in Greece which do not have tsipouro, and you will be offered ouzo instead. I don’t drink ouzo and prefer wine in that case. In Crete, tsipouro is known as “Raki”, or “Tsikoudia”, which I believe are Turkish words for this distillation. As a rule, if you don’t know the producer of the tsipouro, it is wiser to stick to well known, bottled brands. These usually come in small bottles of 50 milliliters, and each bottle is considered as one shot with which you get one meze plate. Some tsipouratheka will give you a bigger bottle of 20 ml, and four mezedes, but given the choice, I prefer the small bottles as it is easier to keep count of just how much is consumed. 
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