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Praise for Under the Olive Tree


‘Glorious and sumptuous. From the simplest dishes through to the more complex, Irini totally captures the gastronomy of Greece.’ Victoria Hislop


‘You can learn cooking technique. What you cannot put into somebody is absolute love and passion. And Irini is just bursting with it! It's from the heart, every time she cooks.’ Gregg Wallace, MasterChef episode, 2019


‘Greek food has a very special place in my heart as I spent some very enjoyable early years of my career working in a Greek restaurant in Southampton! Under The Olive Tree is a treasure trove of personal and factual information about the food of Greece and its islands. Irini's love and passion for Greek ingredients as well as for values associated with food such as nurture, sharing and hospitality are infectious.’ Simon Rogan


‘The 2019 MasterChef champion has created a stunning book full of delicious family friendly recipes. Ideas for breakfast, quick meals, salads and dinner are included. Moussaka, baklava and slow-roasted lamb are some of the tastiest dishes on the menu.’ The Sun


‘Irini's modern take on her native cuisine as well as that of her home in Cartmel, Cumbria.’ Radio Times
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About the Book


Under the Olive Tree is a stunning collection of Greek family food from Irini Tzortzoglou, the 2019 champion of MasterChef UK.


Including accessible, everyday dishes for the home cook, this book also contains recipes for entertaining, plus Irini’s tips and tricks for when you have a little more time or want to impress.


With over 80 recipes from her beloved homeland, from breakfasts to quick dinners, via salads full of sunshine, and on to feasting for Easter, Christmas and dinner parties, this cookbook is Irini’s celebration of Greece
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I would like to dedicate this book to my mamá, the woman who, though only 4 9in, a er a hard day’s work, on a dark, stormy night and with the rain coming up above her knees, carried me along Leoforos Alexandras in Athens on the way to the doctor and back.˚I was eight years old.˚She was my heroine then, and this will never change.
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This book is a collection of recipes using my favourite Greek ingredients and cooking methods, to be enjoyed by the curious, ambitious and playful 21st-century cook. I hope you find inspiration in all the chapters that follow.


This is Greek food as I enjoy it today, with its flavours deeply rooted in the food of my grandparents but with a feel and look that appeals equally to me and to younger family members.


Use the recipes in the first half of the book for a quick meal during the week, and try those in the second half for weekend entertaining and special occasions. Whatever you cook, however, make sure you infuse it with lots of love and serve it with abundance. Everyone will love your food, and you for it!









[image: image]







[image: image]







[image: image]





Introduction


The idea for this book was born while I was taking part in MasterChef UK 2019. I began writing about memories associated with food, recording small and big disasters as well as small and big successes, and I found myself being reminded powerfully of my childhood in Crete: my grandmother’s busy household, and our small home, poor but always full of people, as well as life in the outdoors.


I realised how much I had been missing my childhood connection with food. So many of us today buy in bulk from supermarkets, cooking and even eating without much thought. We hardly ever share meals with other people, unless we plan well in advance. What happened to the joy of cooking and eating that I had known as a child?


When I was preparing food in the kitchen of our home in Cartmel, in Cumbria, I realised how fortunate I had been to experience those aspects of food and eating, in childhood but also every time I went back home to Crete as an adult. The fresh produce I found there would be different each time, and on each trip I would discover yet another little artisan food shop or village taverna.


I decided I would reclaim some of the joy associated with food preparation and presentation and that I would share this in a book. We all yearn for better, fresher ingredients, for a responsible attitude to what nature gives us and to what we grow or produce. And we want to have fun with our cooking and to enjoy treating others to our food.


I also rediscovered the joy that can come from offering hospitality, a quality which is ingrained in Greeks and one that surrounded me as I was growing up. Cooking for others on MasterChef gave me a sense of pride and pleasure that I imagine my mother (and her mother before her) must have felt when cooking for visitors.


It is an extension of this feeling that is the sentiment behind this book. I want to share everything I know and love about Greek food, which has not been widely explored yet. I know it is impossible in just one book to cover the food of the whole country and how it has been influenced by climate, land and history, but I hope to give a broad idea of the kind of food I am most familiar with and have always loved eating.
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My life journey began in the tiny village of Ano Akria, in Crete. When I was born the population was probably about thirty-five and, if anything, it is now even less, as young people desert the villages for provincial towns, such as Heraklion. Farming can no longer support large families in small villages, and in Crete, as in many other regions, the development of the tourist industry means that many jobs are now in coastal resorts.


Family history had it that my great-great-grandfather on my father’s side was an Irish civil engineer called George, who travelled to Asia Minor (latter-day Turkey) in the nineteenth century to work on infrastructure projects. His surname is lost in the mists of time, but he was said to have married a local Greek lady and their male offspring became known as the sons of George or ‘George-oglou’, which we transliterate today into Tzortzoglou. I recently discovered, through a DNA test, that there is no blood link to suggest the story is true. It is a great shame, as I thought it was quite romantic! Still, I discovered that I have 32% Italian lineage and I find that terribly exciting, as I’ve always loved anything associated with Italy. As for my paternal grandparents, they arrived in Crete and were given a home in Ano Akria in 1922, when large numbers of Greeks were expelled from Turkey. My mother’s family, who lived two kilometres away in Atsipades, were well-respected local farmers, and when my father took a fancy to her, tensions ran high. The pair eloped and married, eventually returning to the village to make a home.


In the late 1950s, when I was born, thirty-five years had passed since the Tzortzoglou family had arrived in Ano Akria, but in many ways little had changed. The lifestyle was basic, so a Cretan village like ours was an unlikely starting point for a future MasterChef winner. We did not have sophisticated, stylish food (never mind needing tweezers to add edible flowers), although the diners were probably just as much critical judges of what they were served as John Torode and Gregg Wallace are today.


I think there is a big misconception about the qualifications you need to appreciate good food. People who work the land – tending fruit, vegetables, olives and grapes on a daily basis – know the difference between ‘not-quite-ripe’, ‘perfectly-ripe’ and ‘ever-so-slightly-over-ripe’. My brother Yiorgos, who works a smallholding, will sometimes go out in the morning to gather tomatoes for a lunchtime salad only to return without them because they need a few more hours in the sun. And I would not dare to tell my uncle Minas that he had left his cucumbers a day too long before picking them! These people may not eat in sophisticated establishments, but they appreciate a well-cooked meal and the need for quality ingredients as well as any big-city restaurateur.


So, in Ano Akria, we had the fundamentals. Our food was fresh, often gathered just before being put on the plate. The Cretan climate gave our fruit and vegetables an intensity of flavour that I have never known anywhere else. We had olive oil, so pure that it could be drunk. We were organic without knowing that there was an alternative. The building blocks were there. How fortunate I was!
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Pappoús Plevris, tending his hundred beehives.


Yiayia Irini, serving guests as usual.


My brother Yiorgos has always grown his own food.


My brother Vassilis – he loves foraging.


Yiayia Stavroula, about to share her freshly made cheese.
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My father, Orestis, the bon viveur who taught me the value of good ingredients.
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My father was a social animal. He loved to entertain friends (and strangers!), wining and dining until the small hours while making music on his bouzouki. In those days, every farming family in Crete would grow olives and grapes, so we had our own supplies, which my father would draw on liberally when we had visitors. And my mother’s family house in Atsipades, where I would also spend many hours, was no different, although for other reasons. My mother was one of seven, so feeding the family was a large-scale enterprise and the production line was in constant action. Her father, my grandfather, was the village priest, so there was also a regular stream of needy visitors, none of whom left hungry. I have vivid memories of waking up to the aromas of my grandmother’s cooking and going to sleep to the sounds of eating and drinking. I was always drawn to the kitchen, where my mother or grandmother would be creating wholesome and healthy meals from whatever was available.


The Cretan climate consists of long hot summers and short mild winters. Even in winter, meals would involve fresh ingredients. Cauliflower, cabbage, beetroot and spinach would be in season, while pulses (lentils, chickpeas and various types of beans) would also be available. My mother would make pies; barley and wheat were grown locally and my grandfather, who was also the village mill-owner, would mill the grain to produce flour. Local farmers would bring their harvest to his mill, where he would process it for a fee, and this mill also doubled as an olive press!


Olives are believed to have been grown in Greece since 4,000 bc. The olive harvest each year was a gruelling task, and everyone would take part. Pieces of cloth would be spread around the trees and the branches would be shaken until the ripe olives dropped to the ground, together with leaves and twigs, which had to be separated by hand. The olives would be transferred into hessian sacks, which were loaded on to a donkey cart and taken to the village oil press. On a cold, wet winter’s day, gathering up the olives by hand was back-breaking, while a large sack of olives seemed to weigh a tonne. There were times when I wished I need never see another olive!


By the end of February, the olives would all have been harvested, and the oil decanted into huge pytharia (ceramic pots), which sat in our storehouse with equally large pytharia containing wine, flour, vinegar, pork in aspic and those olives which had been set aside for eating.


Baking was another community activity. Our small house in Ano Akria did not have a wood-fired oven, but a relative of ours who ran the kafeneion had one which was available for communal baking. My mother and the other housewives would prepare the dough at home and take it to the oven to be baked. Most of them would bake more than was needed for immediate consumption because the oven was only fired up once a week or so.


Of course, in spring and summer we had plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables. March would bring wild asparagus and greens, followed in April by spring onions, courgettes, artichokes and broad beans. By May, fruit would appear – apricots, cherries, early
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melons, strawberries, early figs and medlars. And for the rest of the summer there was very little that wasn’t available. However, for a Mediterranean island with a coastline dotted with fishing villages, there was very little fish in our diet. We almost never went to the coast and I can only think that there was little incentive for fishermen and fishmongers to bring their catch inland. What fish we did eat was invariably in the winter and was usually bakaliaros (salted cod). I had to wait until later in life to discover the joys of fresh fish!


When I was eight, my family moved to Athens, primarily because my father believed he could provide a better standard of living for us there. Athens was experiencing a population influx from all over the country, as people made their way to what they hoped would be a prosperous future. Of course, this is hardly a uniquely Greek phenomenon – for millennia the lure of the big city has proved as irresistible as it has often been disappointing for the majority of immigrants. My father found work as the caretaker of an apartment building in the Plaka area of Athens, a maze of small, winding streets in the shadow of the Acropolis. My school was close by, and for the first time I came into contact with children from all over Greece. The contrast with Crete could not have been greater! The pupils at my school in Ano Akria had all been local to the village or the immediately surrounding area, but at my new school there were girls from all over the country.


My fellow pupils and I would visit each other’s homes all the time. The domestic activities were always the same: meals were being prepared by the housewife/mother in anticipation of the return from work of the husband/father. But visiting the homes of my friends was an eye-opening experience as far as the food was concerned. There were some similarities with the food I had grown up with in Crete, but there were also a lot of differences, and I soon realised that if I was invited, for example, to the home of my friend from Epirus, I might be treated to one of the many different varieties of pítes (pies) for which the region is rightly renowned. Zoe’s mum made the best filo I have ever eaten anywhere! I loved learning about the different ingredients (often brought from a ‘home village’) and culinary techniques that would be used, but it is only with hindsight that I realise how important those memories became when my interest in the food of my homeland was reignited.


Athens was very different in other ways too. At home in Crete, if my mother was making a salad she would send me into the garden for tomatoes, cucumbers and onions. In Athens, all produce had to be bought. The central market was a wonderful place – the range of produce was far wider than we had in Crete, and there were also exotic ingredients imported from overseas. But although the fruit and vegetables were mainly trucked in from the farming areas of the Attiki region, in which Athens sits, they seemed to me to lack the genuine freshness that I was used to at home. That focus has never left me, and still today I would rather have a simple dish with vegetables just gathered from a local allotment than a sophisticated dish using ingredients from
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Uncle Yiorgos, the chef (with whom I have spent many an hour discussing food).


Cousin Rouda and me, sharing grapes.


Yiayia Stavroula and me – I will never forget her chips, cooked over the olive wood fire.
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My step-grandchildren, Noah and Ava, beating cream with great gusto.


A very special day on the very special Spinalonga island.









[image: image]





the local supermarket. Where I live in Cumbria, we are just five minutes’ walk from the farm where Simon Rogan, who has two Michelin-starred restaurants in our local village of Cartmel, grows as much produce as he possibly can to meet the demands of his exceptional menus. Other restaurants do the same, and I applaud them.


Living in the apartment block that my father managed was a stylish and elegant lady whom I knew as Mrs Mirka. She gave frequent dinner parties, where I would sometimes help out, and through her I came to realise for the first time how important initial impressions are. The table would be laid with the best bone china and the silver cutlery would gleam. Wine and water glasses would be polished endlessly. And when the food was served, the presentation was all-important. Looking back, I have no doubt about how important the food education I received courtesy of Mrs Mirka was when I took part in MasterChef.


Sadly, my father died at a cruelly young age while we were living in Athens, and my mother was left with no choice but to return with her children to Crete. By then, however, I had realised how much more to life there was than what Crete could offer me. I love my home island and would gladly spend much more time there than I am able to at the moment. But then, as now, it presented limited opportunities.


In 1980 I married my first husband, Ian, and moved to England with him. I was determined to be a good wife and set about ensuring that he had a three-course meal every evening. It didn’t take long before he was complaining, good-naturedly, that he was putting on weight as a result! Fortunately, this coincided with my finding work at the London branch of the National Bank of Greece, so the time (and energy) I had available for cooking was suddenly much more limited. We were both working long hours and I lost touch with my passion for food. At the end of the working day we would eat something quick, bought from a supermarket on the way home. Weekends were a bit better, but socialising often meant eating out. Of course, it was possible to eat very well in London at West End restaurants, but these were beyond the reach of all but the wealthy. Gastropubs had not yet arrived, and small local restaurants all seemed to have much the same unambitious menu. Sourcing truly fresh ingredients for home cooking was all but impossible, and, in any case, work usually left me without any enthusiasm for the kitchen. So, for a while, my passion for food lay dormant.


Everything changed when, with my second husband, John, I moved to Cartmel. We live in a hamlet outside the village, and when I open my bedroom curtains each morning I see green fields through which a beck runs, where sheep and cows wander; I can see the mountains of the Lake District in the distance, and if the wind is in a certain direction, I’m reminded that I live in a farming community. In many ways it is as different as it could be from the dry, rocky Cretan landscape of my youth. But so many of the fundamentals are the same: the closeness to nature; the freshness of the air when I open the window; the availability locally of good quality ingredients; and a great group of friends, who appreciate eating and drinking well.
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Even so, I had been living here for eight years before I took the plunge and applied for MasterChef. The culinary scene in Cumbria is remarkable considering it is such a sparsely populated area, and during our early years here we visited most, if not all, of the foodie destinations. Life was treating me well, I felt at home in the village environment and I was starting to cook again, but on a more fundamental level I was feeling increasingly unfulfilled. So when John, sensing this, suggested I consider entering the competition, I realised that the time was right. I was soon to turn sixty, and there was an element of ‘now or never’ motivating me. Although I had no real idea how things would turn out, I knew intuitively that it would be an interesting journey!


It’s in my character to throw myself wholeheartedly into anything I have a passion for, and so it proved with MasterChef. The detailed story will have to wait for another time (or another book!), but suﬃce it to say that I amazed myself. From the very first task, I felt completely at home, and as I progressed, my motivation to learn, improve and demonstrate my cultural heritage only increased. Of course, at times the contestants are given no choice as to the food they are required to cook. But, whenever possible, I would add a Greek flourish. I’m very proud of my heritage (Cretan first and Greek second, or is it the other way round?) and, although I love my adopted country, at heart I am a girl from Ano Akria with enduring memories created by the very best home cooking.


In this book my aim is to help you enjoy some of the dishes that created these memories. Some are almost as I recall them from my childhood, while others have been augmented with personal touches that I feel add flavour, texture and vibrancy. Some are simple and quick, others take more time and are more complex. Some are best suited to a casual lunch, while others could grace a more formal dinner. All come from the heart and have been created with love.


I sincerely hope that, whether it is a quick salad to enjoy by yourself, a big feast from the everyday menu to share with family and friends, or a more sophisticated three-course meal from the dinner party section to challenge your cooking abilities and impress with, you will have fun preparing and cooking these recipes and will feel proud serving and sharing your creations. It has taken me many years, and the culinary path is long and winding, but nothing would make me happier than knowing we are walking down it together!
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How to use this book


The book has evolved hugely from when I first submitted my idea to the publishers. I am so grateful that Headline have allowed me the freedom to let the book grow, to contain much more information and many more ideas than was originally intended.


To prevent any apprehension you may feel as you look through the recipes, or come across unfamiliar ingredients, rest assured that I don’t abide by rules much myself, and would not want you to feel bound by them either. The more you experiment and play with my recipes, the happier I will be, particularly if you are thrilled with the results, stumble upon some gems and share them with me on social media. I believe that even the most accomplished, talented cooks, critics and writers can always learn, and I would love to learn from your experiences.


The recipes are divided into sections, as a general guide to where I see the dishes sitting best in the Greek eating calendar or for a particular occasion. Again, please don’t feel restricted by anything. Peinirli is just as delicious as part of a special afternoon tea or a picnic as it is for a weekend family breakfast. And you might choose to make the masticha cream one day when you return from work, needing to relax and feel good in yourself by creating something new. I make the vanilla koulourakia, a traditional Easter treat, throughout the year, to have with my coffee or to take when visiting friends.


When it comes to ingredients, I hope you find the ingredient and larder sections (pages 27 and 35) useful. It may be natural for me to use produce I am familiar with, that I feel works best, but this doesn’t mean the recipe won’t work with other ingredients. In fact, I often suggest substitutes where I think you may not be able to source the ingredients listed, and I love the idea of you making your own substitutions, as I often do when I cook from other people’s recipes.


22 • HOW TO USE THIS BOOK







pages 27 and 35









[image: image]





The tools and gadgets section (page 37) lists some of the things I find useful in both my everyday and my more fancy meals, but this doesn’t mean you can’t use different tools or methods. We all have our tried and tested ways of doing things, and there is no reason to change unless you find fun in the new.


I hope that apart from trying my recipes, you will also want to re-acquaint yourselves with Greek wine and try the ones that have been paired with some of the dishes by award-winning sommelier Terry Kandylis (see page 300).


In the dinner party section of the book, I thought I would share with you a few recipes that I have developed from classics that will stand up well to the grandest occasion. Again, please don’t let anything intimidate you. Be prepared to take elements of my recipes and use them to create your own dishes. I find doing this hugely satisfying, as it stretches me as a cook and I sometimes hit on great new winning combinations.


Finally, I would like to share with you my favourite and the most useful among my many cookery books: if you never buy another cookery book in your life, try to get hold of both The Flavour Thesaurus, by Niki Segnit, and Culinary Artistry, by Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page. These are the most comprehensive and easy manuals I know. They help me put flavours together and give me the confidence to try new things. They are a permanent feature on my kitchen worktop and I refer to them at least once a day.
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How Greeks cook their food


The popular perception of Greek food seems to be that there are only two or three dishes – the ones that people always mention when they’re talking about their Greek island holiday. So I thought it might interest you to have a quick tour of the wider aspects of Greek cuisine and cooking methods.


Giachnera, giachnista or achnista


A quick method of cooking casserole dishes, where the ingredients are cooked by the steam that is generated, helping to preserve more texture and flavour than with other, lengthier cooking processes.


Kokkinista


From the word kokkino, which means red. A whole range of dishes cooked with tomatoes, which give them a red colour – these can be meat, fish or vegetable dishes, usually in the form of a stovetop casserole, although they could also be cooked in the oven.


Ladera


These are dishes cooked with olive oil as opposed to animal fat, and are therefore suitable for the many fasting days of the Greek Orthodox calendar, most of which are non-meat and non-dairy days. It’s fortunate therefore, that Greece produces so many pulses, grains, seeds, nuts, fruits and vegetables, that, not only do we not go hungry, but anyone who has seen a spread on Ash Monday will have their idea of fasting seriously challenged. One popular type of dish, which comes in almost as many variations as people’s imaginations can create, is called gemista. This consists either of vegetables stuffed with all sorts of ingredients and cooked in a stovetop casserole or in the oven, or even eaten raw, or of leaves – vine, cabbage, lettuce – wrapped around a stuﬃng (for example, stuffed vine leaves, or dolmades).


Ofta


The Greek barbecue, a popular cooking method throughout the country and the one that many claim is the tastiest for cooking lamb or young goat. Crete is famous for its ofta, and in particular the antikrysto, where whole lambs or goats are cooked not over coal but vertically around open flames from burning olive branches. I have always been amused by the thought that in the olden days shepherds would steal someone else’s animal (kleftiko), prepare it, chop it, add lemon, oil, season it, stuff the tripe, then put it into a hole in the ground, lighting a fire above it to warm themselves while waiting for the meat to cook, sometimes sharing a raki or two with the passing victim.


PÍtes


Every region of Greece has its variations, with endless ways to make pastry and fillings from just about everything under the sun. Epirus has traditionally held the name for making the best choriatiko filo pastry, and therefore the best pítes. Fillings can be savoury and can include anything from meat, vegetables, onions and cheese, to pulses, or sweet, made with fruit, dairy and nuts.


Politiki kouzina


A range of dishes courtesy of the Greeks originating in ‘Poli’, short for Konstantinoupoli – today’s Istanbul. Politiki kouzina is much more than just recipes. It represents a philosophy for daily life around sourcing and preparing ingredients, eating and entertaining. It is a rich cuisine and contains much fish, seafood and spices.
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Psita


These are oven-baked dishes, usually comprising of meat accompanied by potatoes or other vegetables. They can be cooked dry, with olive oil and lemon or tomato. When my mother used to light the wood-burning oven for a family gathering, to please the different preferences, one tapsi (a big round oven tin) would be filled with kokkinisto lamb and the other with lemonato (with lemon, olive oil and herbs).


Sweet treats


When it comes to sweet treats, the offering is just as varied and has been influenced both by what is naturally available and by ingredients introduced from other countries. Whether it is baked syruped filo-based desserts from the East, cream-based desserts from France, warm climate-driven cold desserts, surplus-produce-driven spoon sweets, Greeks love their sweet things, to enjoy by themselves, share with friends or take when visiting.


Tsigarista


The closest translation of this would be ‘sauté’. The word comes from the sound that something makes when dropped into hot oil, and it means to cook in hot oil quickly, to seal in the flavours. The simplicity of this cooking method means it relies heavily for flavour on the quality of the main ingredient. In Crete, young tsigariasto goat is a delicacy, and when wild greens are cooked this way, with only some chopped onion, they make a fantastic filling for pan-fried little pies.


Vrasta


The word means boiled, and a favourite feast dish in Crete is boiled goat, served with a risotto cooked in the resulting stock. The goat is served with plenty of lemon juice and, as is common in western Crete, then doused with staka, the fat creamed from the top of the milk. Boiling is also a common treatment for a group of wild greens that we serve simply with olive oil and plenty of lemon juice, feeling very self-righteous while eating them because of the ‘blood-cleansing’ qualities of the greens and the lemon. The best time to enjoy wild greens is January, when the combination of rain and sun helps them burst out of the ground. There is a particular wild green in Crete called askolymbros, a delicacy cooked with lamb in an egg and lemon sauce. This totally uninviting but delicious vegetable looks a bit like a thorny bush, and I have many unhappy memories of stripping the thorns when preparing it for the pan. Another group of wild greens is giachnera, which are used to fill small pies that are then shallow-fried.
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Greek ingredients


There are products that define Greek culture and Greek food. Some of them may be a little unfamiliar, but please do embrace them if you can. Experiment with them, since in many cases they have been used since ancient times and with very good reason – if not for their flavour, texture or aroma, then for their nutritional value. I realise, however, that you may wish to cook something in the Greek style but using more familiar or easily available ingredients, so I’ve suggested alternatives where possible.


Apaki and other preserved meat and fish (known as pastá)


There are many types of preserved meat and fish in Greece, but some of our favourites are apaki (cured and smoked lean pork with Cretan mountain herbs, see page 233) and Cretan sausage (smoked), made from pork meat and vinegar (see page 64), while salted cod and herrings make excellent meze dishes for raki


(tsikoudia in Crete) or ouzo.


Accents are important in the Greek language, as they can totally change the meaning of a word. The word pásta, for example, does not mean a flour-based product, such as spaghetti, but a layered cake, which is often bought by the slice in the pâtisserie.


Bottarga (avgotaraho)


A product of the Mediterranean, bottarga is the cured roe of the grey mullet. The Trikalinos brand of bottarga (see page 306) has been made in western Greece since 1856. I love its salty, umami flavour and use it to accompany seafood dishes and canapés, in both its raw and powder form.


Capers


Capers are one of those wonderful free things abundant in the Greek countryside. There is a plant growing out of the wall of a house in our village, and the flowers and fruit are gorgeous to see. I use both the berries and the leaves for pickling. They add liveliness and zing to lots of salads and other dishes.


Carob flour


Carob flour looks a lot like cocoa powder, and during and after the Second World War it was used for making a chocolate substitute, as it still is to this day. Carob flour is also used as a natural sweetener in baking, and is gluten-free, low in fat and high in fibre and calcium. Greek bakeries sell biscuits and crispbreads made from it.


Dakos


When women in Crete baked bread, they would make 7–10 loaves at a time and would put chunks of it back into the warm oven to bake slowly overnight and crisp up. These dakos would then be stored in large covered tubs and would feed us for weeks. The rest of Greece have come to love dakos, which are usually made with barley but sometimes with wheat flour, and you will often see them featuring in salads, either whole or crumbled, soaking up the delicious juices (see page 97).


Dried fruit


The vine produces the most widely consumed dried fruit in Greek cuisine, followed closely by dried figs. Sultanas, raisins and currants are used in baking, sometimes soaked in Metaxa brandy or just in warm water to plump them up and bring out their flavours and sugars. I like using them instead of sugar in chutneys and sauces, and I often sprinkle them in salads, as I do finely chopped dried figs. Dates and prunes are also used, but not as widely.


Fava and other legumes


Greek fava, although a branch of the same family, is different from the yellow split peas used in Indian and other cuisines. It cooks differently, has a different flavour, and is best obtained from Greek food stores. As fava is high in protein and low in fat, it should be a staple in anyone’s larder, particularly if they are vegetarian or vegan. I like blending it to a smooth purée and using it as an accompaniment to a vegetable stifado or briam (see page 270), but traditionally in Greece you would find it as a dish on its own or as an accompaniment to grilled or braised octopus.


Similarly, lentils or faki or fakes (Greek lentils are brown) are rich in iron and make a nutritious, hearty soup. Gigantes beans are larger than the ones we see in supermarkets outside Greece (see page 133).
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Filo (also choriatiko filo and kataifi)


Filo is a generic term for any rolled-out pastry. Filo is also used in Turkish and Middle Eastern cuisine and is easy to find, as most supermarkets stock it. What is a little harder to obtain is the thicker version, called choriatiko (meaning village or country), which is better for savoury pies as it is less crumbly and has more substance. Another type of filo, one that Greece inherited from the Middle East via Turkey, is kataifi (‘angel hair’ or ‘shredded wheat’ pastry, as it is often called). It is mainly used in pâtisserie for syrup desserts, the most famous of which is called by the same name, the other popular variety being known as kiounefe.


Fleur de sel


But this is French, I hear you cry! Well, the term may be used to describe the fine flakes of salt that form on rocks after seawater evaporates, but mine come from the island of Kythira. Sometimes, as for example on butter, crispbreads, cheese biscuits or crispy chicken skin, only fleur de sel will do. It offers just the right amount of salt, adds texture and looks pretty.


Flower water (orange blossom and rose)


This is a great way to incorporate the beautiful aroma of orange blooms and rose petals into creams, biscuits and syrups. A little goes a long way, so use it sparingly.


Frygania (French toast or dry breadcrumbs)


Instead of panko or fresh crumbs, Greeks have always used frygania. It makes an excellent topping for crunch and colour on baked dishes like moussaka and pastitsio, and for coating fritters before frying. It is also used in pâtisserie to enrich and bind nuts and other fillings, and is sometimes used instead of flour to make cakes (see the walnut and chocolate ganache cake, page 178).


Grains


Cultivated since ancient times, grains have always played an essential part in Greek cuisine. Greeks love their pasta, as well as bread, biscuits, cakes and anything at all that can be made with wheat, barley, maize and other grains. More recently, a movement for less gluten has led to the rising cultivation and use of grains such as buckwheat and spelt. A popular by-product of wheat, combined with milk, is trahanas. I love the Cretan version (xinochontros), which is cracked wheat cooked in soured milk and put out to dry in the sun, and I use it to make a soup (see page 119).


Greek cheese (feta, graviera, kefalotyri, manouri, Mastelo)


Feta is now familiar to many people around the world. An essential component of Greek salad and spanakopita (spinach pie), its uses have been explored and elevated by many chefs, and it has been made into a cream or even a foam. Other cheeses like kefalotyri and graviera, are used for well-loved Greek dishes like cheese saganaki, while manouri and Mastelo are great toasted and used in salads. All these and more, as well as the delicious fresh cheese called mizithra, listed separately on page 30, are now available to buy in the UK.


Greek coffee (or ‘that Greek muck’, as often referred to by ex-friends!)


Coffee culture was introduced to Greece by the occupying Ottomans, and the drink was, until recently, referred to as Turkish coffee, although its origins are in Arabia and it is Arabica coffee beans, lightly roasted and ground to a dust, that are used in its preparation. The utensil used is called a briki, and the coffee is slowly heated over a gas flame (in Arabia it would have been made over heated sand), then poured into a small cup with or without sugar. When ordering you need to define the sweetness level, and over the years, I have moved from glykos (sweet) to metrios (medium sweet) to me oligi (with a little) to sketos (without). Remember to sip the coffee slowly and not to drain the cup, as you will end up with a mouthful of bitter grounds and probably be put off Greek coffee for life! I love the aroma of Greek coffee and use it as a cooking ingredient in soils and gels, to flavour cream and in cakes.


Greek herbs


As well as onions, tomatoes, lemons and olive oil, Greek food relies heavily on herbs, some of which go back to antiquity and were used for both culinary and medicinal purposes – dill, marjoram, coriander, thyme and fennel, known as máratho, which, with its aniseed fragrance and flavour, makes all the difference to the delicious little pies made with wild greens. Certain dishes cannot be contemplated without the herbs they are associated with, like spinach pie and dill. I love wherever possible, to use wild herbs because of the intensity of their fragrance, as with thyme, oregano and sage, which the hills around our house in Crete are full of. Some dishes really benefit from the use of dried herbs, perhaps more so than fresh, as with dried oregano in keftedes (meatballs)


or biftekia (burgers), where you have the wonderful aroma of the herb but not the bitterness you get when it’s fresh.
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Greek wines


While the wine that immediately springs to mind, and not always in a positive way, is retsina, Greek wine has been making leaps and bounds in the perception of wine connoisseurs worldwide. I started drinking wine in my thirties, and in the last few years I have discovered and grown to love drinking Greek wines. So much so that I thought it fitting to ask an award-winning young Greek sommelier working in London to write a piece for the book and to recommend wines to go with some of the mains in the Entertaining section (see page 300).


Lemons and other citrus fruit


The lemon is the tree that adorns most gardens in Greece, including our tiny courtyard, and with very good reason. The fragrance of its leaves and flowers is delightful, and the nutritional and flavour value of its fruit is second to none. Whether you use fresh lemon zest for its aroma in cakes, biscuits and savoury dishes, or lemon juice for adding flavour and acidity to fatty foods, or you preserve lemons to use in roasts, casseroles and salads, or candy them to use as a topping for cakes or in chocolates, their range is as far-reaching as any cook’s imagination. The same applies to oranges and tangerines, while the bitter nerantzi (bitter or Seville orange), kitro (citron) and bergamot make fantastic candied fruit, or spoon sweets as they are better known.


Loukoumia


These are the delightful little morsels of sugar, starch, flower essence or flavouring oils, and sometimes nuts, that I grew up with. As children, a visit to the kafeneion wasn’t complete without a loukoumi, while our father drank his coffee or ouzo. I enjoy using it to make ice cream, or cutting it into small cubes to adorn cakes and pavlovas, as in my recipe on page 295.


Masticha


To my mind, masticha is the most iconic of Greek natural ingredients, and at one time it was priced higher than gold. I love chewing masticha – it is used as a flavouring for chewing-gum (it is very good for the digestive system), and I love using it in my food. Its most common form is ‘tears’, as the dried drops of resin are called – you can grind them in a spice grinder with icing sugar to make a fine powder to use in your food.


Mavrodaphne


This sweet fortified wine (black laurel is called daphne in Greek) was first produced in the mid-nineteenth century in the north-western Peloponnese by the German, Gustav Clauss, who reportedly named it after the dark eyes of his fiancée, Daphne. It is still produced and has a Protected Designation of Origin. I use it to poach pears or as a jus, to make a jelly full of Christmas flavours (see page 240) or to add sweetness and flavour to game dishes.


Metaxa


Metaxa is a Greek spirit made from brandy blended with muscat wine, to which botanicals and aromatics, including anise and rose petals, are added. It comes in expressions of 3, 5 and 7 stars, denoting its age. I love the 7 star, which is smooth and aromatic, and I often offer a small glass at the end of dinner, especially in the winter months, and particularly when it has also been used in the dessert, for example, to soak dried fruit, or to flavour a custard, Chantilly cream or syrup.


Mizithra


Mizithra is a fresh cheese made with milk and whey from sheep’s or goat’s milk (or both). Production is similar to that of Italian ricotta. Mizithra is often salt-dried and matured to make a harder cheese called anthotyros, which in Cretan cuisine is the cheese of choice for pasta dishes, often being the only flavouring used for spaghetti (other than the stock in which it has been cooked). A similar fresh cheese called anari is produced in Cyprus. Feel free to use ricotta in all the recipes where I use mizithra. Amari mizithra is a sour variation and is perfect for those recipes where I state its use clearly. (A similar flavour can be created by adding a little yoghurt to sweet mizithra or ricotta. Just make sure that when you order mizithra, you specify sweet or sour.)
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‘While the wine that immediately springs to mind, and
not always in a positive way, is retsina, Greek wine has
been making leaps and bounds in the perception of
wine connoisseurs worldwide. | started drinking wine in
my thirties, and in the last few years | have discovered
and grown to love drinking Greek wines. So much so
that | thought it fitting to ask an award-winning young
Greek sommelier working in London to write a piece
for the book and to recommend wines to go with some
of the mains in the Entertaining section (see page 300).

Lemons and other citrus fruit

The lemon is the tree that adorns most gardens in
Greece, including our tiny courtyard, and with very
good reason. The fragrance of its leaves and flowers is
delightful, and the nutritional and flavour value of its
fruit is second to none. Whether you use fresh lemon
zest for its aroma in cakes, biscuits and savoury dishes,
or lemon juice for adding flavour and acidity to fatty
foods, or you preserve lemons to use in roasts,
casseroles and salads, or candy them to use as a
topping for cakes or in chocolates, their range is as
far-reaching as any cook's imagination. The same
applies to oranges and tangerines, while the bitter
nerantzi (bitter or Seville orange), kitro (citron) and
bergamot make fantastic candied fruit, or spoon
sweets as they are better known.

Loukoumia

These are the delightful little morsels of sugar, starch,
flower essence or flavouring oils, and sometimes nuts,
that | grew up with. As children, a visit to the kafeneion
wasn't complete without a loukoumi, while our father
drank his coffee or ouzo. | enjoy using it to make ice
cream, or cutting it into small cubes to adorn cakes
and pavlovas, as in my recipe on page 295.

Masticha

To my mind, masticha is the most iconic of Greek natural
ingredients, and at one time it was priced higher than
gold. | love chewing masticha - it is used as a flavouring
for chewing-gum (it is very good for the digestive system),
and | love using it in my food. Its most common form is
‘tears’, as the dried drops of resin are called - you can
grind them in a spice grinder with icing sugar to make
a fine powder to use in your food.
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Mavrodaphne

This sweet fortified wine (black laurel is called daphne
in Greek) was first produced in the mid-nineteenth
century in the north-western Peloponnese by the
German, Gustav Clauss, who reportedly named it
after the dark eyes of his fiancée, Daphne. It is still
produced and has a Protected Designation of Origin.
| use it to poach pears or as a jus, to make a jelly full
of Christmas flavours (see page 240) or to add
sweetness and flavour to game dishes.

Metaxa

Metaxa is a Greek spirit made from brandy blended
with muscat wine, to which botanicals and aromatics,
including anise and rose petals, are added. It comes in
expressions of 3,5 and 7 stars, denoting its age. | love
the 7 star, which is smooth and aromatic, and | often
offer a small glass at the end of dinner, especially in
the winter months, and particularly when it has also
been used in the dessert, for example, to soak dried
fruit, or to flavour a custard, Chantilly cream or syrup.

Mizithra

Mizithrais a fresh cheese made with milk and whey
from sheep’s or goat’s milk (or both). Production is
similar to that of Italian ricotta. Mizithra is often salt-
dried and matured to make a harder cheese called
anthotyros, which in Cretan cuisine is the cheese of
choice for pasta dishes, often being the only flavouring
used for spaghetti (other than the stock in which it has
been cooked). A similar fresh cheese called anariis
produced in Cyprus. Feel free to use ricotta in all the
recipes where | use mizithra. Amari mizithra is a sour
variation and is perfect for those recipes where | state
its use clearly. (A similar flavour can be created by
adding a little yoghurt to sweet mizithra or ricotta.
Just make sure that when you order mizithra, you
specify sweet or sour.)

Olive oil

The origins of the olive tree lie in the Middle East, and
some say possibly in Africa. Proof of olive oil extraction
has been found in Crete dating back to 3,000 BC, and
more than any other ingredient, it has been the main
pillar of the healthy Mediterranean diet. Most Greek
olive oil is classed as extra virgin, with acidity below
0.8 degrees. The variety, time of picking and method
of extraction and filtering can affect the flavour, the
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This book is a collection of recipes using
my favourite Greek ingredients and cooking
methods, to be enjoyed by the curious, ambitious
and playful 21st-century cook. I hope you find
inspiration in all the chapters that follow.

This is Greek food as I enjoy it today, with
its flavours deeply rooted in the food of my
grandparents but with a feel and look that appeals
equally to me and to younger family members.

Use the recipes in the first half of the book for
a quick meal during the week, and try those in
the second half for weekend entertaining and
special occasions. Whatever you cook, however,
make sure you infuse it with lots of love and
serve it with abundance. Everyone will
love your food, and you for it!
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Introduction

'he idea for this book was born while I was taking part in MasterChef UK 2019.

I began writing about memories associated with food, recording small and big
disasters as well as small and big successes, and I found myself being reminded
powerfully of my childhood in Crete: my grandmother’s busy household, and our
small home, poor but always full of people, as well as life in the outdoors.

I realised how much I had been missing my childhood connection with food. So
many of us today buy in bulk from supermarkets, cooking and even eating without
much thought. We hardly ever share meals with other people, unless we plan well in
advance. What happened to the joy of cooking and eating that I had known as a child?

‘When I was preparing food in the kitchen of our home in Cartmel, in Cumbria,
I realised how fortunate I had been to experience those aspects of food and eating,
in childhood but also every time I went back home to Crete as an adult. The fresh
produce I found there would be different each time, and on each trip I would
discover yet another little artisan food shop or village taverna.

T decided I would reclaim some of the joy associated with food preparation and
presentation and that I would share this in a book. We all yearn for better, fresher
ingredients, for a responsible attitude to what nature gives us and to what we
grow or produce. And we want to have fun with our cooking and to enjoy treating
others to our food.

Talso rediscovered the joy that can come from offering hospitality, a quality which
is ingrained in Greeks and one that surrounded me as I was growing up. Cooking
for others on MasterChef gave me a sense of pride and pleasure that I imagine my
mother (and her mother before her) must have felt when cooking for visitors.

It is an extension of this feeling that is the sentiment behind this book. I want to
share everything I know and love about Greek food, which has not been widely
explored yet. I know it is impossible in just one book to cover the food of the
whole country and how it has been influenced by climate, land and history, but I
hope to give a broad idea of the kind of food I am most familiar with and have
always loved eating.
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My father, Orestis, the bon viveur who
taught me the-value of good ingredients.
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My father was a social animal. He loved to entertain friends (and strangers!), wining
and dining until the small hours while making music on his bouzouki. In those days,
every farming family in Crete would grow olives and grapes, so we had our own
supplies, which my father would draw on liberally when we had visitors. And my
mother’s family house in Atsipades, where I would also spend many hours, was no
different, although for other reasons. My mother was one of seven, so feeding the
family was a large-scale enterprise and the production line was in constant action.
Her father, my grandfather, was the village priest, so there was also a regular stream
of needy visitors, none of whom left hungry. I have vivid memories of waking up to
the aromas of my grandmother’s cooking and going to sleep to the sounds of eating
and drinking. I was always drawn to the kitchen, where my mother or grandmother
would be creating wholesome and healthy meals from whatever was available.

The Cretan climate consists of long hot summers and short mild winters. Even in
winter, meals would involve fresh ingredients. Cauliflower, cabbage, beetroot and spinach
would be in season, while pulses (lentils, chickpeas and various types of beans) would
also be available. My mother would make pies; barley and wheat were grown locally
and my grandfather, who was also the village mill-owner, would mill the grain to
produce flour. Local farmers would bring their harvest to his mill, where he would
process it for a fee, and this mill also doubled as an olive press!

Olives are believed to have been grown in Greece since 4,000 BC. The olive harvest
each year was a gruelling task, and everyone would take part. Pieces of cloth would be
spread around the trees and the branches would be shaken until the ripe olives
dropped to the ground, together with leaves and twigs, which had to be separated by
hand. The olives would be transferred into hessian sacks, which were loaded on to a
donkey cart and taken to the village oil press. On a cold, wet winter's day, gathering up
the olives by hand was back-breaking, while a large sack of olives seemed to weigh a
tonne. There were times when I wished I need never see another olive!

By the end of February, the olives would all have been harvested, and the oil decanted
into huge pytharia (ceramic pots), which sat in our storehouse with equally large pytharia
containing wine, flour, vinegar, pork in aspic and those olives which had been set aside
for eating.

Baking was another community activity. Our small house in Ano Akria did not have a
wood-fired oven, but a relative of ours who ran the kafeneion had one which was available
for communal baking. My mother and the other housewives would prepare the dough
at home and take it to the oven to be baked. Most of them would bake more than was
needed for immediate consumption because the oven was only fired up once a week or so.

Of course, in spring and summer we had plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables. March

would bring wild asparagus and greens, followed in April by spring onions, courgettes,
artichokes and broad beans. By May, fruit would appear - apricots, cherries, early
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My life journey began in the tiny village of Ano Akria, in Crete. When I was born the
population was probably about thirty-five and, if anything, it is now even less, as young
people desert the villages for provincial towns, such as Heraklion. Farming can no
longer support large families in small villages, and in Crete, as in many other regions,
the development of the tourist industry means that many jobs are now in coastal resorts.

Family history had it that my great-great-grandfather on my father's side was an Irish
civil engineer called George, who travelled to Asia Minor (latter-day Turkey) in the
nineteenth century to work on infrastructure projects. His surname is lost in the
mists of time, but he was said to have married a local Greek lady and their male
offspring became known as the sons of George or ‘George-oglou, which we
transliterate today into Tzortzoglou. I recently discovered, through a DNA test, that
there is no blood link to suggest the story is true. It is a great shame, as I thought it was
quite romantic! Still, I discovered that I have 32% Italian lineage and I find that terribly
exciting, as I've always loved anything associated with Italy. As for my paternal grand-
parents, they arrived in Crete and were given a home in Ano Akria in 1922, when
large numbers of Greeks were expelled from Turkey. My mother’s family, who lived
two kilometres away in Atsipades, were well-respected local farmers, and when my
father took a fancy to her, tensions ran high. The pair eloped and married, eventually
returning to the village to make a home.

In the late 1950s, when I was born, thirty-five years had passed since the Tzortzoglou
family had arrived in Ano Akria, but in many ways little had changed. The lifestyle
was basic, so a Cretan village like ours was an unlikely starting point for a future
MasterChef winner. We did not have sophisticated, stylish food (never mind needing
tweezers to add edible flowers), although the diners were probably just as much
critical judges of what they were served as John Torode and Gregg Wallace are today.

I think there is a big misconception about the qualifications you need to appreciate
good food. People who work the land - tending fruit, vegetables, olives and grapes on
a daily basis - know the difference between ‘not-quite-ripe, ‘perfectly-ripe' and ‘ever-
so-slightly-over-ripe. My brother Yiorgos, who works a smallholding, will sometimes
go out in the morning to gather tomatoes for a lunchtime salad only to return without
them because they need a few more hours in the sun. And I would not dare to tell my
uncle Minas that he had left his cucumbers a day too long before picking them! These
people may not eat in sophisticated establishments, but they appreciate a well-cooked
meal and the need for quality ingredients as well as any big-city restaurateur.

So, in Ano Akria, we had the fundamentals. Our food was fresh, often gathered just
before being put on the plate. The Cretan climate gave our fruit and vegetables an
intensity of flavour that I have never known anywhere else. We had olive oil, so pure
that it could be drunk. We were organic without knowing that there was an alternative.
The building blocks were there. How fortunate I was!
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Yiayia Irini, serving quests as usual.

My brother Yiorgos has always grown his own food.
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My brother Vassilis ~ he loves foraging. Yiayia Stavroula, about to share her freshly made cheese.
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Avery special day on the very special Spinalonga island.
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the local supermarket. Where I live in Cumbria, we are just five minutes’ walk from
the farm where Simon Rogan, who has two Michelin-starred restaurants in our local
village of Cartmel, grows as much produce as he possibly can to meet the demands of
his exceptional menus. Other restaurants do the same, and I applaud them.

Living in the apartment block that my father managed was a stylish and elegant lady
whom I knew as Mrs Mirka. She gave frequent dinner parties, where I would sometimes
help out, and through her I came to realise for the first time how important initial
impressions are. The table would be laid with the best bone china and the silver
cutlery would gleam. Wine and water glasses would be polished endlessly. And when
the food was served, the presentation was all-important. Looking back, I have no doubt
about how important the food education I received courtesy of Mrs Mirka was when
I took part in MasterChef.

Sadly, my father died at a cruelly young age while we were living in Athens, and my
mother was left with no choice but to return with her children to Crete. By then,
however, I had realised how much more to life there was than what Crete could offer
me. I love my home island and would gladly spend much more time there than I am
able to at the moment. But then, as now, it presented limited opportunities.

In1980 I married my first husband, Jan,and moved to England with him.Twas determined
to be a good wife and set about ensuring that he had a three-course meal every evening.
It didn't take long before he was complaining, good-naturedly, that he was putting on
weight as a result! Fortunately, this coincided with my finding work at the London
branch of the National Bank of Greece, so the time (and energy) I had available for
cooking was suddenly much more limited. We were both working long hours and I
lost touch with my passion for food. At the end of the working day we would eat
something quick, bought from a supermarket on the way home. Weekends were a bit
better, but socialising often meant eating out. Of course, it was possible to eat very
well in London at West End restaurants, but these were beyond the reach of all but the
wealthy. Gastropubs had not yet arrived, and small local restaurants all seemed to
have much the same unambitious menu. Sourcing truly fresh ingredients for home
cooking was all but impossible, and, in any case, work usually left me without any
enthusiasm for the kitchen. So, for a while, my passion for food lay dormant.

Everything changed when, with my second husband, John, I moved to Cartmel. We live
in a hamlet outside the village, and when I open my bedroom curtains each morning
I see green fields through which a beck runs, where sheep and cows wander; I can see
the mountains of the Lake District in the distance, and if the wind is in a certain
direction, I'm reminded that I live in a farming community. In many ways it is as
differentas it could be from the dry, rocky Cretan landscape of my youth. But so many
of the fundamentals are the same: the closeness to nature; the freshness of the air
when I open the window:; the availability locally of good quality ingredients; and a
great group of friends, who appreciate eating and drinking well.
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melons, strawberries, early figs and medlars. And for the rest of the summer there was
very little that wasn't available. However, for a Mediterranean island with a coastline
dotted with fishing villages, there was very little fish in our diet. We almost never
went to the coast and I can only think that there was little incentive for fishermen and
fishmongers to bring their catch inland. What fish we did eat was invariably in the
winter and was usually bakaliaros (salted cod). I had to wait until later in life to discover
the joys of fresh fish!

When I was eight, my family moved to Athens, primarily because my father believed
he could provide a better standard of living for us there. Athens was experiencing a
population influx from all over the country, as people made their way to what they
hoped would be a prosperous future. Of course, this is hardly a uniquely Greek
phenomenon - for millennia the lure of the big city has proved as irresistible as it has
often been disappointing for the majority of immigrants. My father found work as the
caretaker of an apartment building in the Plaka area of Athens, a maze of small,
winding streets in the shadow of the Acropolis. My school was close by, and for the
first time I came into contact with children from all over Greece. The contrast with
Crete could not have been greater! The pupils at my school in Ano Akria had all been
local to the village or the immediately surrounding area, but at my new school there
were girls from all over the country.

My fellow pupils and I would visit each other’s homes all the time. The domestic
activities were always the same: meals were being prepared by the housewife/mother
in anticipation of the return from work of the husband/father. But visiting the homes
of my friends was an eye-opening experience as far as the food was concerned. There
were some similarities with the food I had grown up with in Crete, but there were
also a lot of differences, and I soon realised that if I was invited, for example, to the
home of my friend from Epirus, I might be treated to one of the many different
varieties of pites (pies) for which the region is rightly renowned. Zoe’s mum made the
best filo I have ever eaten anywhere! I loved learning about the different ingredients
(often brought from a ‘home village) and culinary techniques that would be used, but
it is only with hindsight that I realise how important those memories became when
my interest in the food of my homeland was reignited.

Athens was very different in other ways too. At home in Crete, if my mother was making
a salad she would send me into the garden for tomatoes, cucumbers and onions. In
Athens, all produce had to be bought. The central market was a wonderful place - the
range of produce was far wider than we had in Crete, and there were also exotic
ingredients imported from overseas. But although the fruit and vegetables were
mainly trucked in from the farming areas of the Attiki region, in which Athens sits,
they seemed to me to lack the genuine freshness that I was used to at home. That focus
has never left me, and still today I would rather have a simple dish with vegetables
just gathered from a local allotment than a sophisticated dish using ingredients from

14 - INTRODUCTION





OEBPS/images/page015.jpg
Uncle Yiorgos, the chef (with whom I have
Spent many an hour discussing food).

Yiayia Stavroula and me ~ I will never forget her chips, cooked over the olive wood fire.
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Even so, I had been living here for eight years before I took the plunge and applied for
MasterChef. The culinary scene in Cumbria is remarkable considering it is such a sparsely
populated area, and during our early years here we visited most, if not all, of the foodie
destinations. Life was treating me well, I felt at home in the village environment and
I'was starting to cook again, but on a more fundamental level I was feeling increasingly
unfulfilled. So when John, sensing this, suggested I consider entering the competition,
I realised that the time was right. I was soon to turn sixty, and there was an element
of ‘now or never’ motivating me. Although I had no real idea how things would turn
out, I knew intuitively that it would be an interesting journey!

It's in my character to throw myself wholeheartedly into anything I have a passion for,
and so it proved with MasterChef. The detailed story will have to wait for another time
(or another book!), but suffice it to say that I amazed myself. From the very first task, I
felt completely at home, and as I progressed, my motivation to learn, improve and
demonstrate my cultural heritage only increased. Of course, at times the contestants
are given no choice as to the food they are required to cook. But, whenever possible, I
would add a Greek flourish. I'm very proud of my heritage (Cretan first and Greek second,
or is it the other way round?) and, although I love my adopted country, at heart Iam a
girl from Ano Akria with enduring memories created by the very best home cooking.

In this book my aim is to help you enjoy some of the dishes that created these
memories. Some are almost as I recall them from my childhood, while others have
been augmented with personal touches that I feel add flavour, texture and vibrancy.
Some are simple and quick, others take more time and are more complex. Some are
best suited to a casual lunch, while others could grace a more formal dinner. All come
from the heart and have been created with love.

I sincerely hope that, whether it is a quick salad to enjoy by yourself, a big feast from
the everyday menu to share with family and friends, or a more sophisticated three-
course meal from the dinner party section to challenge your cooking abilities and
impress with, you will have fun preparing and cooking these recipes and will feel
proud serving and sharing your creations. It has taken me many years, and the culinary
path is long and winding, but nothing would make me happier than knowing we are
walking down it together!

(1
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The tools and gadgets section (page 37) lists some of the things I find
useful in both my everyday and my more fancy meals, but this doesn't
mean you can't use different tools or methods. We all have our tried
and tested ways of doing things, and there is no reason to change
unless you find fun in the new.

Thope thatapart from trying my recipes, you will also want to re-acquaint
yourselves with Greek wine and try the ones that have been paired
with some of the dishes by award-winning sommelier Terry Kandylis
(see page 300).

In the dinner party section of the book, I thought I would share with
you a few recipes that I have developed from classics that will stand up
well to the grandest occasion. Again, please don't let anything intimidate
you. Be prepared to take elements of my recipes and use them to create
your own dishes. I find doing this hugely satisfying, as it stretches me
as a cook and I sometimes hit on great new winning combinations.

Finally, I would like to share with you my favourite and the most
useful among my many cookery books: if you never buy another
cookery book in your life, try to get hold of both The Flavour Thesaurus,
by Niki Segnit, and Culinary Artistry, by Andrew Dornenburg and
Karen Page. These are the most comprehensive and easy manuals I
know. They help me put flavours together and give me the confidence
to try new things. They are a permanent feature on my kitchen worktop
and I refer to them at least once a day.
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How Greeks cook their food

The popular perception of Greek food seems to be that there are only two or three dishes - the ones
that people always mention when they're talking about their Greek island holiday. So I thought it
might interest you to have a quick tour of the wider aspects of Greek cuisine and cooking methods.

Giachnera, giachnista or achnista

A quick method of cooking casserole dishes, where
the ingredients are cooked by the steam that is
generated, helping to preserve more texture and
flavour than with other, lengthier cooking processes.

Kokkinista

From the word kokkino, which means red. A whole range
of dishes cooked with tomatoes, which give them a
red colour - these can be meat, fish or vegetable
dishes, usually in the form of a stovetop casserole,
although they could also be cooked in the oven.

Ladera

These are dishes cooked with olive oil as opposed
to animal fat, and are therefore suitable for the many
fasting days of the Greek Orthodox calendar, most
of which are non-meat and non-dairy days. It's
fortunate therefore, that Greece produces so many
pulses, grains, seeds, nuts, fruits and vegetables,
that, not only do we not go hungry, but anyone who
has seen a spread on Ash Monday will have their
idea of fasting seriously challenged. One popular
type of dish, which comes in almost as many
variations as people’s imaginations can create, is
called gemista. This consists either of vegetables
stuffed with all sorts of ingredients and cooked in

a stovetop casserole or in the oven, or even eaten
raw, or of leaves - vine, cabbage, lettuce - wrapped
around a stuffing (for example, stuffed vine leaves,
or dolmades).
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Ofta

The Greek barbecue, a popular cooking method
throughout the country and the one that many
claim is the tastiest for cooking lamb or young goat.
Crete is famous for its ofta, and in particular the
antikrysto, where whole lambs or goats are cooked
not over coal but vertically around open flames from
burning olive branches. | have always been amused
by the thought that in the olden days shepherds
would steal someone else’s animal (kleftiko), prepare
it, chop it, add lemon, oil, season it, stuff the tripe, then
put it into a hole in the ground, lighting a fire above it
to warm themselves while waiting for the meat to cook,
sometimes sharing a raki or two with the passing victim.

Pites

Every region of Greece has its variations, with
endless ways to make pastry and fillings from
just about everything under the sun. Epirus has
traditionally held the name for making the best
choriatiko filo pastry, and therefore the best pites.
Fillings can be savoury and can include anything
from meat, vegetables, onions and cheese, to
pulses, or sweet, made with fruit, dairy and nuts.

Politiki kouzina

A range of dishes courtesy of the Greeks originating
in ‘Poli’, short for Konstantinoupoli - today’s Istanbul.
Politiki kouzina is much more than just recipes. It
represents a philosophy for daily life around sourcing
and preparing ingredients, eating and entertaining.
Itis arich cuisine and contains much fish, seafood
and spices.
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How to use this book

The book has evolved hugely from when I first submitted my idea to the
publishers. I am so grateful that Headline have allowed me the freedom
to let the book grow, to contain much more information and many
more ideas than was originally intended.

To prevent any apprehension you may feel as you look through the
recipes, or come across unfamiliar ingredients, rest assured that I don't
abide by rules much myself, and would not want you to feel bound by
them either. The more you experiment and play with my recipes, the
happier I will be, particularly if you are thrilled with the results, stumble
upon some gems and share them with me on social media. I believe that
even the mostaccomplished, talented cooks, critics and writers can always
learn, and I would love to learn from your experiences.

The recipes are divided into sections, as a general guide to where I see
the dishes sitting best in the Greek eating calendar or for a particular
occasion. Again, please don't feel restricted by anything. Peinirli is just
as delicious as part of a special afternoon tea or a picnic as it is for a
weekend family breakfast. And you might choose to make the masticha
cream one day when you return from work, needing to relax and feel
good in yourself by creating something new. I make the vanilla koulourakia,
atraditional Easter treat, throughout the year, to have with my coffee or
to take when visiting friends.

When it comes to ingredients, I hope you find the ingredient and larder
sections (pages 27 and 35) useful. It may be natural for me to use produce
Tam familiar with, that I feel works best, but this doesn't mean the recipe
won't work with other ingredients. In fact, I often suggest substitutes
where I think you may not be able to source the ingredients listed, and
I love the idea of you making your own substitutions, as I often do
when I cook from other people's recipes.
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Greek ingredients

There are products that define Greek culture and Greek food. Some of them may be a little unfamiliar,
but please do embrace them if you can. Experiment with them, since in many cases they have been used
since ancient times and with very good reason - if not for their flavour, texture or aroma, then for their
nutritional value. I realise, however, that you may wish to cook something in the Greek style but using
more familiar or easily available ingredients, so I've suggested alternatives where possible.

Apaki and other preserved

meat and fish (known as pastd)

There are many types of preserved meat and fish

in Greece, but some of our favourites are apaki (cured
and smoked lean pork with Cretan mountain herbs, see
page 233) and Cretan sausage (smoked), made from
pork meat and vinegar (see page 64), while salted

cod and herrings make excellent meze dishes for raki
(tsikoudia in Crete) or ouzo.

Accents are important in the Greek language, as
they can totally change the meaning of a word. The
word pdsta, for example, does not mean a flour-based
product, such as spaghetti, but a layered cake, which
is often bought by the slice in the pétisserie.

Bottarga (avgotaraho)

A product of the Mediterranean, bottarga is the cured
roe of the grey mullet. The Trikalinos brand of bottarga
(see page 306) has been made in western Greece
since 1856. | love its salty, umami flavour and use it to
accompany seafood dishes and canapés, in both its
raw and powder form.

Capers

Capers are one of those wonderful free things abundant
in the Greek countryside. There is a plant growing out
of the wall of a house in our village, and the flowers and
fruit are gorgeous to see. | use both the berries and
the leaves for pickling. They add liveliness and zing to
lots of salads and other dishes.

Carob flour

Carob flour looks a lot like cocoa powder, and during
and after the Second World War it was used for making
a chocolate substitute, as it still is to this day. Carob
flour is also used as a natural sweetener in baking, and
is gluten-free, low in fat and high in fibre and calcium.
Greek bakeries sell biscuits and crispbreads made from it.

Dakos

When women in Crete baked bread, they would make
7-10 loaves at a time and would put chunks of it back
into the warm oven to bake slowly overnight and crisp
up. These dakos would then be stored in large covered
tubs and would feed us for weeks. The rest of Greece
have come to love dakos, which are usually made with
barley but sometimes with wheat flour, and you will often
see them featuring in salads, either whole or crumbled,
soaking up the delicious juices (see page 97).

Dried fruit

The vine produces the most widely consumed dried
fruit in Greek cuisine, followed closely by dried figs.
Sultanas, raisins and currants are used in baking,
sometimes soaked in Metaxa brandy or just in warm
water to plump them up and bring out their flavours
and sugars. | like using them instead of sugar in
chutneys and sauces, and | often sprinkle them in
salads, as | do finely chopped dried figs. Dates and
prunes are also used, but not as widely.

Fava and other legumes

Greek fava, although a branch of the same family, is
different from the yellow split peas used in Indian and
other cuisines. It cooks differently, has a different flavour,
and is best obtained from Greek food stores. As fava is
high in protein and low in fat, it should be a staple in
anyone’s larder, particularly if they are vegetarian or
vegan. | like blending it to a smooth purée and using it
as an accompaniment to a vegetable stifado or briam
(see page 270), but traditionally in Greece you would
find it as a dish on its own or as an accompaniment
to grilled or braised octopus.

Similarly, lentils or faki or fakes (Greek lentils are
brown) are rich in iron and make a nutritious, hearty
soup. Gigantes beans are larger than the ones we
see in supermarkets outside Greece (see page 133).
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Filo (also choriatiko filo and kataifi)
Filo is a generic term for any rolled-out pastry. Filo is also
used in Turkish and Middle Eastern cuisine and is easy
to find, as most supermarkets stock it. What is a little
harder to obtain is the thicker version, called choriatiko
(meaning village or country), which is better for savoury
pies as it is less crumbly and has more substance.
Another type of filo, one that Greece inherited from
the Middle East via Turkey, is kataifi (‘angel hair’ or
‘shredded wheat’ pastry, as it is often called). It is
mainly used in pétisserie for syrup desserts, the most
famous of which is called by the same name, the other
popular variety being known as kiounefe.

Fleur de sel

But this is French, | hear you cry! Well, the term may
be used to describe the fine flakes of salt that form on
rocks after seawater evaporates, but mine come from
the island of Kythira. Sometimes, as for example on
butter, crispbreads, cheese biscuits or crispy chicken
skin, only fleur de sel will do. It offers just the right
amount of salt, adds texture and looks pretty.

Flower water (orange blossom and rose)

This is a great way to incorporate the beautiful aroma
of orange blooms and rose petals into creams, biscuits
and syrups. A little goes a long way, so use it sparingly.

Frygania (French toast or dry breadcrumbs)
Instead of panko or fresh crumbs, Greeks have always
used frygania. It makes an excellent topping for crunch
and colour on baked dishes like moussaka and pastitsio,
and for coating fritters before frying. It is also used in
paétisserie to enrich and bind nuts and other fillings, and
is sometimes used instead of flour to make cakes (see
the walnut and chocolate ganache cake, page 178).

Grains

Cultivated since ancient times, grains have always
played an essential part in Greek cuisine. Greeks love
their pasta, as well as bread, biscuits, cakes and anything
at all that can be made with wheat, barley, maize and
other grains. More recently, a movement for less gluten
has led to the rising cultivation and use of grains such
as buckwheat and spelt. A popular by-product of wheat,
combined with milk, is trahanas. | love the Cretan
version (xinochontros), which is cracked wheat cooked
in soured milk and put out to dry in the sun, and | use
it to make a soup (see page 119).
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Greek cheese (feta, graviera, kefalotyri,

manouri, Mastelo)

Feta is now familiar to many people around the world.
An essential component of Greek salad and spanakopita
(spinach pie), its uses have been explored and elevated
by many chefs, and it has been made into a cream or
even a foam. Other cheeses like kefalotyri and graviera,
are used for well-loved Greek dishes like cheese saganaki,
while manouri and Mastelo are great toasted and used
in salads. All these and more, as well as the delicious fresh
cheese called mizithra, listed separately on page 30,
are now available to buy in the UK.

Greek coffee (or ‘that Greek muck’,

as often referred to by ex-friends!)

Coffee culture was introduced to Greece by the
occupying Ottomans, and the drink was, until recently,
referred to as Turkish coffee, although its origins are

in Arabia and it is Arabica coffee beans, lightly roasted
and ground to a dust, that are used in its preparation.
The utensil used is called a briki, and the coffee is slowly
heated over a gas flame (in Arabia it would have been
made over heated sand), then poured into a small cup
with or without sugar. When ordering you need to define
the sweetness level, and over the years, | have moved
from glykos (sweet) to metrios (medium sweet) to me
oligi (with a little) to sketos (without). Remember to sip
the coffee slowly and not to drain the cup, as you will
end up with a mouthful of bitter grounds and probably
be put off Greek coffee for life! | love the aroma of Greek
coffee and use it as a cooking ingredient in soils and
gels, to flavour cream and in cakes.

Greek herbs

As well as onions, tomatoes, lemons and olive oil, Greek
food relies heavily on herbs, some of which go back to
antiquity and were used for both culinary and medicinal
purposes - dill, marjoram, coriander, thyme and fennel,
known as maratho, which, with its aniseed fragrance
and flavour, makes all the difference to the delicious little
pies made with wild greens. Certain dishes cannot be
contemplated without the herbs they are associated
with, like spinach pie and dill. | love wherever possible,
to use wild herbs because of the intensity of their
fragrance, as with thyme, oregano and sage, which the
hills around our house in Crete are full of. Some dishes
really benefit from the use of dried herbs, perhaps more so
than fresh, as with dried oregano in keftedes (meatballs)
or biftekia (burgers), where you have the wonderful aroma
of the herb but not the bitterness you get when it's fresh.
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Psita
These are oven-baked dishes, usually comprising of
meat ied by p or other ve |

They can be cooked dry, with olive oil and lemon or
tomato. When my mother used to light the wood-
burning oven for a family gathering, to please the
different preferences, one tapsi(a big round oven
tin) would be filled with kokkinisto lamb and the other
with lemonato (with lemon, olive oil and herbs).

Sweet treats

When it comes to sweet treats, the offering is just
as varied and has been influenced both by what is
naturally available and by ingredients introduced
from other countries. Whether it is baked syruped
filo-based desserts from the East, cream-based
desserts from France, warm climate-driven cold
desserts, surplus-produce-driven spoon sweets,
Greeks love their sweet things, to enjoy by them-
selves, share with friends or take when visiting.

Tsigarista

The closest translation of this would be ‘sauté’.
The word comes from the sound that something
makes when dropped into hot oil, and it means to
cook in hot oil quickly, to seal in the flavours. The
simplicity of this cooking method means it relies
heavily for flavour on the quality of the main
ingredient. In Crete, young tsigariasto goat is a
delicacy, and when wild greens are cooked this
way, with only some chopped onion, they make
a fantastic filling for pan-fried little pies.

Vrasta

The word means boiled, and a favourite feast dish

in Crete is boiled goat, served with a risotto cooked
in the resulting stock The goat is served with plenty
of lemon juice and, as is common in western Crete,
then doused with staka, the fat creamed from the
top of the milk. Boiling is also a common treatment
for a group of wild greens that we serve simply with
olive oil and plenty of lemon juice, feeling very self-
righteous while eating them because of the ‘blood-
cleansing’ qualities of the greens and the lemon.
The best time to enjoy wild greens is January, when
the combination of rain and sun helps them burst
out of the ground. There is a particular wild green

in Crete called askolymbros, a delicacy cooked with
lamb in an egg and lemon sauce. This totally uninviting
but delicious vegetable looks a bit like a thorny bush,
and | have many unhappy memories of stripping the
thorns when preparing it for the pan. Another group
of wild greens is giachnera, which are used to fill
small pies that are then shallow-fried.
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