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Introduction



It was my racy, harpsichord-playing, chocolates-in-bed-indulging Great Aunt Lily who first introduced me to anchovies.


She loved entertaining, and especially making elaborate afternoon teas for her family before treating us to an impromptu concert. Devilled eggs, which I adored, often featured, served on blue-and-white Willow Pattern plates. As the sort of nine-year-old who liked making teas for my school friends with those Hovis mini-loaves (which probably dates me), this was the very height of sophistication. The yolks of Great Aunt Lily’s devilled eggs were always lusciously mashed with proper mayonnaise – made according to the method espoused by Elizabeth David, to whose maxims my aunt was singularly devoted. This slightly fudgy mix was then made piquant with finely chopped anchovies that came from a tin labelled ‘Epicure’, which was an unimaginably exotic and alluring word to me at the time. The mashed egg mix was next given added verve with the judicious addition of lemon zest, mustard and paprika. Now super fancy, the yolk was finally piped back into the egg white ‘boats’ (everything was a ‘boat’ in those days, it sometimes feels – who remembers melon ‘boats’, with their orange and maraschino cherry sails?) and finished with a sprinkling of parsley – freshly chopped – from the garden.


Sometimes, though, if time was of the essence, Lily would compromise and plump for the more speedily achieved anchovy-spiked alternative of bridge rolls – all elongated and the shape of eclairs – spread with egg mayonnaise and finished with a rakish drape of anchovy. The saltiness paired well with the sweetish, lascivious creaminess of the egg salad.


*


Fast-forward from those childhood days of long white socks to my mid-teens, and we discover someone with a predilection for spending her Saturday shop-girl earnings on solo and oh-so-grown-up lunches out. I usually found myself at Stockpot on the King’s Road in Chelsea. What did I order? Invariably, a salad Niçoise, but of the sort that certainly wouldn’t pass muster with the exacting former mayor of Nice itself, Jacques Médicin, who once decreed that the salad should always be served in a wooden bowl rubbed with garlic, and must exclude any boiled vegetables, with potatoes and green beans in particular beyond the pale. The Stockpot chef had clearly read Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking, however, and emphatically included boiled vegetables to bulk out his London bistro version, along with tinned tuna and plenty of anchovies, all served with a dodgy baguette. I rather fancied myself as a Simone de Beauvoir-style student as I ate and mulled over my adolescent dilemmas.


I continued my nascent obsession with anchovies during my university years in York, when, after a day of archive sifting (I was studying history), I would always cook myself a meal from scratch, with the dishes I favoured ranging from chicken liver stroganoff to my own riff on an anchovy-, garlic- and butter-rich bagna cauda that was perfect to dip into when I was in the middle of an essay crisis. Around this time I also recall once serving a cold avocado soup to a group of my more lefty friends, each bowl adorned with an anchovy-topped crouton. It wasn’t appreciated, I’m sorry to say.


It was the distinguished grandfather of my then boyfriend, however (a boyfriend who later became my husband for a good twenty years), who first introduced me to Gentleman’s Relish – a traditional English anchovy paste with a certain kick. Fittingly, it was kept in the walk-in old-fashioned pantry of his splendid stately home, a building that came replete with a Jacobean staircase and a coat of arms in the hall. The paste was invariably brought out after a tour of the impressive potager in the walled garden. After leaving our wellies in the boot room, we’d freshen up and then assemble in the chintzy but grand sitting room, where we’d be served genteel triangles of toast, all ‘spread thinly’ with the requisite Gentleman’s Relish, as specifically advised by the instructions on the distinctive pot. I loved its savoury punch and somewhat indelicately asked for seconds. It may well have been served as the ‘savoury’ after dinner too. Though, much to my consternation, I was invariably asked to leave the men to their post-prandial refreshments along with any other womenfolk.


When, later on, I returned to live in London once more, a favourite for birthday celebrations (the only time we could afford the treat) was Bibendum in its glory days, back when Simon Hopkinson was at the helm. It was there that I first encountered ‘Piedmont peppers’, which came with quite the plumpest, most tender and savoury anchovies, skittishly placed in the peppers and on top of skinned tomatoes and slivers of garlic, all finished with a trickle of olive oil and then roasted to release their sublime juices. Juices which were then invariably mopped up with the then new-to-me focaccia.


As all these anecdotes attest, I was already something of an anchovy acolyte long before I became a food writer. Yet, I’d still never tasted fresh anchovies – one of the last remaining wild fish that still thrives today.


One never forgets one’s first time. Mine was in Collioure, in the early 1990s. I’d long been drawn to this seaside village in south-west France, a place that had so captivated my favourite artist, Matisse. I was enthralled not only by its vivid palette and boho vibe but also its sun-drenched South-of-France meets Catalan cuisine. I still cherish the memory of my first heaped plate of crisp, lightly fried anchovies with their delicate yet unmistakably fresh-out-of-the sea briny taste, enjoyed at a café overlooking the shimmering Boramar bay.


In Matisse’s day, Collioure’s harbour had had a thriving fleet of brightly painted Catalan fishing boats devoted to anchovy fishing, but warming waters and declining plankton have sadly depleted the anchovy’s presence – and yet their legacy endures. The locals have been curing anchovies in Collioure since 1870, and I was amazed to learn that the methods haven’t changed in their essentials since medieval times. Experiencing first-hand how such time-honoured customs are vindicated, generation to generation, had a profound effect on me, which continues to the present day. In fact, these days, if I am ever teased for my nostalgic ‘neo-luddite’ tendencies, I just think of the anchovy, and smile.


Fast forward once again to my first swoon-worthy experience of a Cantabrian anchovy, back when Brindisa in London’s Borough Market first started working with Conservas Ortiz – a five-generation family-run company dedicated, since 1891, to the traditional artisan production of high-quality canned fish – importing their distinctive colourful tins. I would regularly hold precocious dinner parties, starting extravagantly with a tapas of Ortiz anchovies draped on toothsome wedges of posh open-textured sourdough, generously buttered, and, when I could run to it, slices of jamon iberico bellota too.


Yes, I like to think I well and truly predated the current tinned fish craze, with its aspirational aesthetics and affordable luxury status, all of which has dominated the culinary scene on TikTok these last few years, and by a good few decades. These days, #tinnedfishdatenight reigns supreme on the platform, with endless fishy morsels artfully arranged on artisanal wooden boards. Cookery queen Nigella Lawson even devoted an entire chapter to anchovies in her book, Cook, Eat, Repeat. And ever increasing interest in European conservas, especially those from Spain and Italy, is bringing a greater choice of tinned anchovies to the United States now too, thanks to prodigious fangirls such as Alison Roman.


For Consider the Anchovy, I have relished taking a dedicated journey through time and place, from Athens to Rome, from Piedmont to the Amalfi Coast and Sicily, and then onwards to Nice and Collioure, from Cantabria to California, and back again to the UK. The story of the anchovy, I discovered, is distinctive and often surprising, and there is a richly diverse global culinary community out there, united by their shared devotion to the funk and savoury punch of these fish. En route, I have delved deep into local communities and their cherished museums, explored enticing retailers in order to indulge my deep-seated anchovy predilections, visited many, many producers, and even tried my hand at being a sobadoras!


I have sought out modest eateries celebrating local anchovy recipe traditions, and dined at some of the world’s best restaurants, where the anchovy is justly celebrated. I have joined in at anchovy festivals, picked up an anchovy passport, and even learned how to dance an anchovy groove. I have met numerous gloriously eccentric and adorable anchovy-adjacent characters along the way, as well as some trailblazing and towering culinary figures, from Elena Arzak to Massimo Bottura, and Jésus Sánchez to Mauro Colagreco. I have also picked up numerous anchovy culinary hacks that I gladly share with you, my fellow enthusiasts, as well as offering my own, including how to make the most of the luscious oils and butters in which the anchovies are tinned. And I will explain how best to elevate one’s anchovy appreciation, and even how to convert the anchovy sceptic; I also explore whether size matters and why good anchovies should be kept in the fridge for peak enjoyment.


Looking forward, I also explore how the future of anchovies is increasingly bright. After all, anchovies are not only better for our health, happiness, and longevity than many realise, these little fishes with the big, ultra-savoury, curiously nutty and mellow flavour are also profoundly important when it comes to future-proofing our marine ecosystem. Anchovy sexual frenzies literally make the earth move. Therefore, my anchovy odyssey has resulted in a book that is an unabashedly passionate manifesto in favour of the ‘honeybees of the oceans’ – eco saviours that are not just worthy of appreciation, but of respect and protection too.
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Athens


‘Athens for anchovies?’ Friends raised their collective eyebrows quizzically. Was my anchovy fixation getting to me? Absolutely, yes, but no.


Just as Greeks are rediscovering their culinary roots, the world is taking a new look at Greece and its cuisine. Athens, one of the oldest continually inhabited cities in the world, has become the gastronomic capital on everyone’s mind. It is positively buzzing – reclaiming both its storied culinary past, which has left a strong imprint, and embracing forward creativity, and, yes, anchovies, or gavros, abound.


It is thought the Ancient Greeks first discovered the pleasure of the anchovy from the Phoenicians, who highly valued them, and enjoyed them drizzled on pulses, stirred into a stew or used medically for ailments or wounds. Both the scientific species name, Engraulis (ἐγγραυλίς), and the scientific specific name, encrasicolus (ἐγκρασίχολος), come from Ancient Greek, meaning anchovy and small fish respectively.


Even Aristotle, often considered the originator of Western philosophy, was fascinated by the lineage of anchovies. In The History of Animals (specifically book VI, part 15), thought to have been written in 350 BCE and widely regarded as the earliest attempt to study, classify and characterise the animal kingdom, its anatomy and behaviour, including copulation, Aristotle mentions encrasicolus, or anchovies, by name. He notes that anchovies were to be found in the harbour of Athens.


While large-scale industrial production is widely recorded during the later Roman period, particularly in Spain (Hispania) and North Africa, the groundwork for preserving and trading processed fish actually began much earlier – and the Greeks were part of that story. It is thought that the Ancient Greeks most probably discovered how to make garum, known as garon (Greek: γάρον) – the fermented fish sauce with the funky aroma that modern chefs all over the world are crazily obsessed with all over again. Garum was originally made by leaving anchovies (and other small forage fish) out in the sun to dry, mixing them with herbs, and then leaving them to break down further and ferment in their own bacteria. For a condiment that began life as a mushy pile of decomposing fish, garum has left behind a surprisingly rich archaeological footprint. At a site in eastern Crete, near Itanos, archaeologists have uncovered stone vats which may well have been used for cleaning and salting fish as early fermentation ‘cetariae’, as well as concentrations of fish bones that point to small-scale fish preservation.


Anchovies also seem to have been seen by the Greeks as a symbol of wealth and status, hence they were served at banquets and even offered up to the gods. Writing in the late fourth century BCE, the playwright Aristophanes mocks a pretentious Athenian’s ostentation, saying, ‘He’s so rich, he even puts garon on his lentils!’ Garon must, therefore, have had status as a luxury condiment, and it was sometimes mixed with wine, honey, or spices. Greek-Sicilian poet Archestratus (mid-fourth century BCE) even regarded garon as pretty much essential to elite fine dining. He describes a dish where the garon sauce is to be added ‘by the drop’, rather like modern-day colatura di alici. He also specifically mentions adding anchovy to an eel dish, which sounds most intriguing.


Garum/garon was then and is still relatively simple to make, as the method has barely changed over the centuries. As in Ancient Greece, anchovies and other small, blue fish are layered with coarse sea salt in large vats and left in the sun for several months in order for the mixture to break down. The amber liquid that rises to the surface is then carefully strained and bottled. The paste-like sediment that remained was called ‘allec’, and sold more cheaply, often being used to add depth and funk to everyday dishes, like tiganites – a kind of pancake – and stews.


Intriguingly, the modern Greek words for anchovy, gavros (γαύρος), is clearly derived from garon. Garon production wasn’t confined to Athens, however. Likely evidence of fish preservation operations – huge stone vats and amphorae, for example – have been found across the Ancient Greek world, from Crete and the Cyclades to the Black Sea coast.


Like the Phoenicians, the Greeks had medicinal uses for garon too. The Greek physician Galen, writing in the second century AD, mentions garon in his De Alimentorum Facultatibus, wherein he described it as ‘warming’, and useful for ‘loosening the bowels’ when consumed in moderation. Pliny, meanwhile, ever the encyclopaedist, includes it in his Natural History as a treatment for ulcers, dysentery, and even dog bites. Some accounts suggest it was sipped diluted in wine or added to lentils as a tonic (much as we do with apple cider vinegar today), and even applied externally to remove freckles or hairs!


Were anchovies perhaps considered an aphrodisiac too? It seems that the Greeks thought the connection to Poseidon, the god of the sea, imbued anchovies with aphrodisiacal qualities, especially when eaten raw and uncured. I can well believe it. After all, centuries later Casanova, renowned for the sensuous swathe of abandonment that he carved through eighteenth-century Europe, found dining on anchovies integral to seduction. It is reported that, as a twenty-four-year-old recently defrocked priest, Casanova became smitten by a sexually voracious nun, who was his then girlfriend’s lover, and also the mistress of the French ambassador to Venice! He hired a sumptuous Venice apartment and a French chef as part of his attempts to woo her. Among other decadent foods, he asked the chef to supply anchovies, hardboiled eggs and vinegar to make a salad. Afterwards he enthused, ‘I varied our pleasures in a thousand different ways, and I astonished her by making her feel that she was susceptible of greater enjoyment than she had any idea of . . .’As anchovies are a good source of omega-3, known to improve heart health, blood flow and circulation, it’s entirely possible they might equally be considered good for ‘getting it up’ and feeling sexy!


As for anchovies’ own sexual proclivities, their spawning takes place during the evening/night hours and is temperature dependent, requiring between 10–25 degrees Celsius. Anchovies are batch, or serial, spawners, and may spawn more than fifty times in a season. A single female might release 25,000 eggs in a year. Fertilisation is external, and the eggs are transparent and buoyant, with sausage-shaped yolks, rather than round. The eggs hatch after about 48 hours, producing larvae about three millimetres in length. These larvae then attain their adult form and colouration in about three months. Most reach sexual maturity at the end of their second year, when they are about six inches in length, though some species are sexually mature by three months. The maximum anchovy life span is thought to be about seven years in non-exploited populations.


*


As I tuck into the most blissful heaped bowl of hot and crispy fried gavros on the shady terrace of Yperokeanio, a gem of a taverna in the more residential Piraiki district, part of Piraeus – Athen’s huge harbour and the departure point for the islands – I can’t help giggling about Casanova’s experience and sharing it with my partner, Stephen. We are tempted to order seconds.


I’ve never been a fan of that other supposed aphrodisiac, ouzo (a grape or grain-based alcohol, which is then distilled with anise, fennel and other herbs, and goes cloudy when water is added due to the anethole in the anise). Yet on seeing all the Greek diners on all the colourful neighbouring wooden tables ordering it, I succumb and order a small carafe, which arrives with a bowl of ice and a pitcher of water. ‘Ouzaki is the best accompaniment to seafood mezedes,’ notes Andreas Kantsos, the former sea captain and now restauranteur, who established this seaside restaurant, nodding approvingly as he brings us a bowl of white taramasalata and some pickled vegetables too. ‘These are made according to my mum’s recipe, and on the house,’ he grins. ‘Fried seafood, like the anchovies, is perfect with ouzo. You need something salty, spicy and sour to offset the sweet intensity. And I couldn’t ever eat too many gavros tiganitos!’


Kantsos recommends we try minty, peppery meatballs and boiled greens with caramelised tomatoes too. There’s something very comforting and familial about the food here. I can completely understand why Yannos Hadjiioannou, of Maltby & Greek, the company that has changed our understanding and appreciation of Greek food and wine in the UK, recommended Yperokeanio for my first day.


It was also on Yannos’ recommendation that I’ve come to Athens on my anchovy odyssey in the first place, after trying the stupendous, tender and delicately flavourful herb-marinated fresh anchovies from Trikalinos, which are akin, yet different, to a Spanish boquerones. This fourth-generation family company is one of Yannos’ favourite suppliers, though they are possibly better known for their bottarga, a cured fish roe. Both anchovies and bottarga are known for their umami-rich, salty sea tang, and both are used to add depth of flavour to many dishes.


As soon as I arrive at Trikalinos headquarters, in the arty Dafnos district of Athens, I can definitely tell I am among fellow anchovy lovers. It’s as if a whole silvery school of tantalising anchovies, shimmering in delicate outlines of wire and fragments of glass for fins, have gathered to greet me in the reception, swimming along the walls of the lobby and up the staircase. Magical. It makes me quite giddy with excitement. ‘You like the installation? An artist friend created for us,’ explains Lila Kourti, a former chef, who runs their sales and marketing.


First, Lila takes me to see the production of both the marinated gavros and the grey mullet roe that is transformed by hand into a supreme bottarga. I’m rather surprised by the modest, boutique scale of Trikalinos. Especially when you consider that chefs including the legendary and trailblazing Spaniard Ferran Adria and Spanish-American chef/changemaker José Andrés are such devotêes of their products.


There’s a single room where the anchovies are prepared, and a mere seven women in the team: two by the name of Irini, plus Ursula, Stamatina, Aphrodite, Dina, and a food technician, Isidora. The gavros are wild caught from the Aegean Sea and landed at Evia, Mitylene and Kavala. ‘We only ever buy the bigger fish,’ explains Lina. ‘We’ve practised this sustainable method from the very beginning of Trikalinos. The bigger fish have completed a full life cycle and they’re tastier and full of nutrients.’ Standing all the time in white rubber wellies that offer little support must be tough on the legs, I think, remembering one Christmas when I worked at Neal’s Yard Dairy in London’s Borough Market, and could barely stagger home each evening. Here they change around their roles frequently, however, with the team also moving on next door to prepare, salt, dry and press the delicate, saffron-coloured and glistening grey mullet roe, known as avgotaraho, or bottarga, which Trikalinos have been producing since 1856, and production of which, like garum, arguably dates right back to Ancient Greece, if not earlier.


First, the anchovies are sorted by hand, by size, then they are cleaned before being washed under cold water. Then they are beheaded and gutted, which is all done speedily and matter-of-factly, pinching with the thumb and forefinger just below the head. The anchovies are filleted by hand, then sprinkled with salt and layered up in buckets, with salt between each layer. The lemon and vinegar marinade is poured in by hand too. The anchovies are then refrigerated and left to marinate until they turn white – a matter of a few days. Once this process is complete, the anchovies are tested to ensure they meet the required pH and micro-analysis parameters, then packed with olive oil and sunflower oil. No herbs nor spices are added. ‘These are starkers, totally pure gavros marinato,’ says Lila proudly.


It’s almost like the anchovies are being prepared for a special dinner party, as it is such a small-scale, convivial process, with the women chatting intermittently. ‘It is practically a bespoke service. We only buy in and prepare anchovies when we have several orders from delis, distributors and so on. The rest of the time we are working with our bottarga.’


Lila arranges some anchovies on a beautiful platter to share with Zafieres, the genial owner of Trikalinos, back in the office. ‘The intense heat in Athens in the summer means I find myself craving the freshest and simplest of foods,’ he tells me. ‘There’s nothing better than marinated gavros.


‘I really, really like anchovies. I’m a big football fan [which is pretty evident from the decoration of his office] and my local team, Piraeus Port, have two nicknames “Olympiacos” and the “anchovies”,’ Zafieres continues


These gavros marinatos truly fill the mouth with a delicious punch of tangy sea, and the texture is tender and velvety, yet still has bite. ‘At home, I would scatter over some fresh oregano and parsley and slivers of garlic when serving these to guests,’ Lila suggests.


Good though these gavros marinatos are – and I had some lyrically delicious Cantabrian boquerones too – I have never thought marinated anchovies could upstage salt-cured. Today I was proved wrong. These are unassailably delectable!


‘I have something special to show you before we head for lunch,’ Lila interjects, neatly heading off a football- rather than food-centric conversation with Zafieres. His son, Panos, an impressively qualified agronomist who is soon to take over as CEO of Trikalinos, obligingly gives us a lift in his car up a very steep nearby ascent that, if we’d attempted it on foot, would have left me sweating enough to marinate a kilo of gavros!


We have arrived at the top of Katsipodi hill. I’m rendered temporarily speechless, which is a most unusual state of affairs. The view in front of us of the Acropolis is staggering. ‘The Acropolis is the epicentre of the city: it’s the heartbeat,’ Lila tells me, as we admire its beauty and serenity, sitting high above the bustling chaos of the city. Panos proudly tells me that Socrates would gather here with his student philosophers, possibly right where we’re standing, to discuss the universe, democracy and freedom of speech. It is awesome being here, genuinely breath-taking, and makes me feel as tiny as a gavros swimming in the deep blue Aegean.


We head next to the restaurant Cookoovaya, in the vibrant Pangrati neighbourhood. I am thrilled to be dining at this glamorous restaurant, as it rates highly with foodie insiders. It’s elegant, cool and white, with a long open kitchen, and is humming with well-dressed diners.


Chef/owner Periklis Koskinas, who comes from Corfu, is one of Greece’s most well-travelled and greatly admired chefs, and wisely believes in simply letting the exceptionally fresh ingredients shine. ‘Wise’ cuisine , you could argue, is the mantra of this Michelin-starred restaurant, with an owl, the sacred bird of the goddess Athena and equated with wisdom and knowledge in Greek culture, as their logo, prominent on the sign outside the restaurant.


Koskinas knows I am here on an anchovy mission, and sends out a wondrous selection of anchovy mezze, all based on Trikalinos’ gavros marinatos. I am most enamoured by a dish that involves olive oil, garlic, rosemary, raisins and pine nuts, which I learn is inspired by a similar traditional Corfiot marinated fried fish dish, known as savoso. It speaks of Moorish influences to me. I’m less enamoured with anchovies bourdeto, with spicy red chilli, tomato, garlic and olive oil, also inspired by a Corfiot dish, but one which borrows from their Venetian past. It’s too spicy for me to appreciate the anchovies, I think. But I love the crudo of amberjack with orange and bottarga, though I would maybe be tempted to add a few gavros. The feast continues with pristine fried zucchini flowers, larger and more glorious than I’ve ever experienced, with a dip combining yoghurt, mint and feta; then sardines wrapped in grape leaves; and the house speciality of white grouper cooked with olive oil, garlic and lemon. ‘It is like a hug in a dish,’ says Koskinas. ‘It reminds me of my grandmother’s cooking.’


‘My grandmother would always have a bowl of gavros marinatos prepared in case guests arrived unannounced. It is what every good Greek hostess has on stand-by,’ remembers Lila. ‘For a quick meal, she would sauté fresh anchovies with garlic, lemon and oregano, and there was also a beautiful dish of anchovies rolled in vine leaves and oven baked with fresh herbs, lemon and white wine sauce, which I like to make for dinner guests too.’


During the heat of mid-afternoon, the streets clear and become quiet and still, except for the thrum of the cicadas. People wake early, work hard, and then rest during the hottest hours of the day, or drink exceptionally good and chilling coffee frappé in a shady corner kafenio.


Alternatively, locals can take a bus to go to the Greek Riviera for a swim, as we did, only returning to Athens for a decadently late 11 p.m. booking at Linou Soumpasis & Co, which is styled as a ‘new-age taverna’. It’s a restaurant in a former candle factory in gentrifying, arty Psyri. In keeping with its past, the butter arrives in a candle-like column with a wick that is lit to melt it. I like the pickled tomato and carrots, brought to the table while diners peruse the short produce-led menu. The house-made sourdough pita and ultra-pale pink tarama is the best I have ever tasted: tangy and with an intense taste of roe and a silky smooth texture. It makes me think back to my childhood teas, and the veined pink-brown flaps of wild cod’s roe my grandpa, a fishmonger, would bring over. With some difficulty, I pass on anchovies for once, and order the kakauia, fish stew, and horta, wild greens topped with a sheep’s cheese with a refreshingly sharp kick.


I am up early the next day in order to visit – or, more accurately, splosh around – the Psaragora fish market within Varvakeios Central Market, which is one of the largest covered markets in Europe. Its magnificent gabled roof makes it feel like a cathedral dedicated to fish. The floor is so wet because the traders constantly shower the fish to keep it cool in the blistering heat. This market has been operating almost non-stop for more than one hundred and fifty years, and has at least one hundred traders, and up to five thousand customers a day. It is literally awash with fish stalls, piled high with luminous anchovies as well as every conceivable fish and sea creature, from parrot fish and red mullet to eels and gigantic squid. Fishmongers shout prices at me and, when I stop to look at the anchovies for too long, they theatrically start to pack fistfuls for me in cones of waxed paper until I shake my head vigorously.


But I can’t leave the market without trying some of its wares. I find the no-frills Taverna Aris in ‘Immortals Alley’. After a bit of banter with the owner, I sit at a rickety table and order some freshly fried anchovies and herb-scattered grilled bread while admiring their collection of vintage black-and-white photos of the market. I steer clear of patsas, or tripe soup, even though it’s considered a speciality hereabouts, and I gather much favoured by market traders.


I then stroll across the wide boulevard of Athina Street, through the nearby vegetable market, marvelling at huge square metal trays of fresh walnuts, and all manner of unfamiliar salad greens. There is an elderly woman sitting on the floor selling bunches of vine leaves, presumably from her small country plot, with pebbles and halved lemons on top of them to keep them secure, plus a few jars of olives. I head back towards Pysri, past a bazaar-like collection of speciality shops, some only selling a single item, like buttons, making a quick diversion to salivate over the menus of some of the hidden seafood eateries of the stoa, the portico style arcades that are among downtown Athens’s most striking architectural features. My destination is Ta Karamanlidika, a mezetzidiko, or deli, which offers mezze in a beautiful neo-classical building, cosy with bare brick walls, tiled floors and a painted ceiling, and cold cuts, such as pastourma, which can be found hanging from hooks in front of the deli counter. A couple of small slices of this intensely spicy salt-cured beef and a brown paper bag of bread are proffered as an added extra with my order. And, of course, I can’t resist ordering ‘Daddy’s anchovies’, a crazily generous platter of gavros with masses of garlic, parsley, onion, oregano and chilli. A similarly bountiful dish of lentil purée with capers soaks up some of the spice. I finish with a sublime dessert of katafei with set cream and pistachio. Truly one has to live life by the bite.






Anchovies rolled in vine leaves and oven-baked with fresh herbs, lemon, and white wine sauce


This is a family recipe from Lila Kourti, former chef and head of marketing and export at Trikalinos. It’s a traditional recipe that she vividly remembers from her grandmother’s kitchen.


1kg of anchovies, cleaned and filleted, with the head


and backbone removed


30–40 fresh vine leaves (or in brine)


2 lemons, cut into slices


100ml olive oil


200ml white wine


1 large onion, chopped


2 cloves garlic, chopped


1 pinch dried oregano


1 bay leaf


3 tbsp dry breadcrumbs


Salt and freshly ground pepper


Fresh dill for serving


Chop the onion and garlic. Rinse the vine leaves and dry on absorbent paper.


Prepare a medium-sized baking pan or Pyrex dish that will fit the number of anchovies.


Lay out a medium-sized piece of parchment paper on a clean surface and slowly begin to wrap the anchovies in the vine leaves. To do this, place a vine leaf folded in half on the parchment paper, add an anchovy on top and start rolling it up. Continue in this manner with the rest of the anchovies.


Arrange the lemon slices in the baking pan with all the rolled vine leaves, one next to the other. Sprinkle with the spices, season with salt and pepper, pour over the white wine, olive oil and chopped onion and garlic. Spread the breadcrumbs over the surface.


Bake in a preheated oven at 180C for around 30 minutes.


Serve with fresh chopped dill and horta: Greek wild leafy greens, or Swiss chard, blanched and drizzled with olive oil and lemon juice.
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Cinque Terre via Piedmont


For the next stop on my anchovy odyssey, I’ve headed to Monterosso al Mare, one of Cinque Terre’s medieval seaside villages, tucked into the Ligurian coastline, where the gelato-coloured houses look good enough to eat. Lampare, one of the most traditional fishing methods for anchovies, is still practised here, but the season is exceptionally short: from late spring to early summer, and peaks late June through to the beginning of July. Monterosso has a microclimate that makes all the difference to the taste and texture of its celebrated anchovies. Terroir and tides still matter.


It was only in the 1960s that Cinque Terre first started to become a desirable holiday destination, so it’s no wonder Monterosso reminds me of the seaside resorts of early Fellini and Mastroianni films, with its narrow jumble of streets and vast ornate churches where everyone gathers outside in the piazza for a post-prandial stroll, even small children. I am surprised to find the place still retains a charming innocence, especially in the evenings, when the Cinque Terre-hopping tourists have returned to their respective hotels on assorted ferries and trains and the place relaxes once more. Monterosso somehow remains a small town with real emotional resonance, one where families have lived for generations and kept their businesses, whether related to fishing, shops or hotels, in the family. There are no big brands or high rises – there is no room, and no demand.


My nose starts twitching, on full anchovy alert, even before I exit Monterosso station. What a place to arrive at. I feel a rush of excitement. The station building itself is a glorious, nostalgic confection of pink and tangerine with green shutters, and is right by the sea, which shimmers deep blue and has a long sandy beach. I’m salivating as I inhale a salty, tangy, warmly enveloping and nostalgic scent that reminds me of my favourite childhood fish and chip shop. Crucially, it also reminds me that I haven’t had any lunch yet.


Immediately outside the station, there’s a kiosk: La Bottega Del Fritto, dedicated to fritto misto de mare every which way. It’s the source of my wickedly inviting briney-meets-olive-oil olfactory overload. I join the queue – how could I resist? It’s tempting to go the whole gamut of fritto misto, with calamari or prawns, yet as a self-confessed anchovy addict, it has to be the acciughe fritta (fried anchovies). I stifle my disappointment that the fish are not freshly fried (unfortunately, I have missed by a week Monterosso’s annual fried anchovy sagra, held annually in late June, when there are stalls all along the seafront) and I can’t help feeling a little remorseful that they are reheated in the fryer by a somewhat frazzled teen. I reason to myself: don’t be precious, this is anchovy fast food! – the pace is frenetic, the queue is long and the demand is clearly high among the sun worshippers. Served up in a paper cone and dressed only with a sprinkle of salt and with a halved lemon on the side, the morsels of anchovy are encased in a light, crisp batter, crunchy with full-on seaside flavour, and, as I joyfully discover – pre-prepared or not – are as simple and as messily delicious as food-to-go can possibly get!


I commandeer a wooden bench on the seafront and tuck in with glee. I delight in the contrast between the informality of my seafront promenade food and the serried ranks of smart navy umbrellas with matching sun loungers (for hire at 40 euros a day) that are so precisely arranged in front of me on the sweep of the beach, packed closely like, well, acciughe. Fortunately, over the next few days, I discover that there is plenty of wiggle room on public sections of the beach too, if one declines to cough up for umbrella hire. Visiting in early July, it’s simply too hot to stay out of the azure sea for long.


I’d read, on my journey here from La Raia, a tranquil biodynamic wine estate with an anchovy-loving chef in Gavi, Piedmont – and, thrillingly, on one of the original anchovy routes (more on this later) – that the English word ‘anchovy’ may originally have come from the Italian acciughe. Liguria, in particular, has been fishing, preserving and revering anchovies since ancient, late-Iron Age times, and trading them too. Local archaeological findings of reddish-brown pottery shards, known as briquetage, from amphora-like vessels, are believed to be the containers used in Roman salt extraction. Ceramic supports for holding brine-filled containers, and clay-lined pits for evaporation and storage of salt, have been excavated too, which suggest fish preservation and production resources or salinae existed privately in a time before it was the norm for salt production to be state controlled. (‘Heaven knows, a civilised life is impossible without salt,’ wrote Pliny the Elder, the Roman polymath, author, statesman, and military commander.)


Historically, the remote Cinque Terre villages were very poor, with populations made up of farmers and fishermen who depended on the steeply terraced, hard-to-cultivate land and the sea to get by. Life was tough, hunger was rife, and famine was always a real possibility. Anchovies were considered the main protein, hence the Ligurians have long referred to anchovies as ‘the bread of the sea’. The Ligurians, however, relied on salted anchovies not only for themselves to eat during the winter months but also as barter items to trade with other regions.


Salt was a valuable commodity in medieval times, especially the salt made at Hyères, near Nice. It would be transported by mule through the Alpine passes and on to Piemonte, Lombardia, the Veneto and the rest of Italy. Control of the trade was fierce. Deals were made with whoever was in control of the valleys to ensure no one particular route dominated, and ingenious wheezes were used to escape both the commercial and fiscal interest of others, including a flourishing clandestine salt trade.


To avoid penalties (and, even worse, consequences), smugglers would cover the salt contained in crates or barrels with layers of anchovies. The anchovies were then salted by default and eaten en route, on what became known as ‘via del Sale’ or the ‘salt path’. Once the traders had arrived at their destination, so did the salt, tax free.


Ultimately, the anchovies, which had started out as a by-product, became so popular in their own right that they overshadowed the salt smuggling. Determined Piemonte opportunists/merchants, known as anciué, who appreciated anchovies and/or knew their customers desired them, would visit Piemonte ports such as Monterosso on foot with a cart pulled by mules, buy anchovies, preserve them in salt for the journey, and then trudge all the way to the mountain villages of Gavi and Piemonte to sell on their salty spoils.


This, one assumes, partly explains the paradox of anchovies being so deeply rooted in the cuisine of Piedmont, far from the coast, in classic dishes I adore, from vitello tonnato to bagna cauda. The latter, a potent warm bath of anchovies, garlic and olive oil that dates back to the sixteenth century (hazelnut or walnut oil was often used back then) is traditionally served with raw or cooked vegetables, including cardoon, puntarelle, fennel, pepper, and bread to dip. For me, it’s the platonic ideal of an Italian anchovy dish – think of it as fondue adjacent, and an excellent excuse to rescue that fondue set long shoved to the back of a cupboard.


A few years ago, I was fortunate enough to be in Piedmont during the autumn wine harvest. I took immense joy in participating in a warm bubbling bagna cauda served in a fujot – a special terracotta pot set over a candle flame. It was brimming with umami unctuousness and certainly headier with garlic than I’d ever experienced before. Bread is generally used as a plate to catch the drippings, and eventually the bread is completely soaked with bagna cauda. This dish, I’m told, was traditionally prepared for local grape pickers after the region’s harvest, to celebrate the new wine.


The cult of anchovies is strong throughout Piemonte, where lush countryside meets vineyards, and ancient villages and castles perch on hilltops. Each year there’s the ‘Bagna Cauda della Merla’ over the last weekend of January. It is traditionally when blackbirds first appear, marking the coldest spell of the year. More than a hundred restaurants across Piedmont put bagna cauda on their menus. I was amused to learn there’s even a Piedmont delivery service, BAGNA Ca, dedicated to the dish, that arrives at one’s door with everything required, all without the inconvenience of leaving home. More appealing still is the aristocratic sixteenth-century recipe I gleaned from a restaurateur in Alba some years ago for using up all the bagna cauda scrapings. It involves cracking an egg in the fujot and pimping the scramble with shavings of white truffles. Pure anchovy decadence!


I adore Piemonte anchovy-led dishes so much that I make a detour on my way to Cinque Terre, via Turin and Gavi, following the actual ancient salt path, but in reverse. As I tug my bright yellow suitcase that I fancy looks rather like an oversized pack of butter along a portico’d Torinese arcade – there are eighteen miles of such arcades in the city, which handily provide welcome shade – I feel a little like an anciué, an old-school anchovy trader, myself.


My destination is Caffé San Carlo, outrageously Baroque and extravagantly magnificent with its statues, Greek columns, vast mirrors, red velvet, gilded stucco and marble, not to mention its monumental Murano crystal chandelier. This Grand Caffè opened in Piazza San Carlo in 1822 and rapidly became a favourite meeting point for the artists, aristocrats and intellectuals of the Risorgimento (those who favoured a unification of Italy). Judging by my fellow habitués, whose sartorial elegance is in direct contrast to my crumpled travelling linen, it is still a local hotspot.


I am here for the vitello tonnato, a curious and refined dish, and a north Piedmont classic, of which I am inordinately fond. I’m in good company too, as I gather Marcella Hazan, doyenne of Italian food writing, had a penchant for vitello tonnato as well and always served it at parties.


It’s a dish that rarely makes its way on to menus outside of its home territory, however. Perhaps it is a hard sell to the uninitiated, yet I would urge you to give it a chance. Paper thin slices of lean veal shoulder are simmered slowly until tender in a broth of vegetables and white wine. Cooled and chilled, the slices are then draped on the plate and smothered with a tonnato sauce made of impeccable-quality tinned tuna, anchovies, capers and proper mayonnaise: it’s triumphantly savoury. Here at Caffè San Carlo, the sauce is a little understated. I prefer the anchovy to have a more forward, punchy presence, though I guess this rendition is in keeping with the refinement of the room.


Something for the journey? Yes, please! I spot a tramezzini of vitello tonnato, and am determined to try one. First introduced in Turin in 1925, tramezzini are genteel, crustless sandwiches designed as the perfect in-between-meals snack. They are to be found on the glass counters of Italian bars, flaunting their dainty fillings. Smiling approvingly as he serves me, the suave pony-tailed waiter observes: ‘It’s all about the inside, the bread is merely a messenger.’


The next stage on my anchovy pilgrimage on my way to Liguria is a stop in deepest Gavi countryside, surrounded by vineyards and chestnut trees and smack bang on the old anciué route. I had heard on the anchovy grapevine that Chef Tommaso Arrigoni at Locanda La Raia is crazy about anchovies. He turns out to be, above all, a passionate advocate of eating slow and local, mostly from La Raia’s own biodynamic estate, and he certainly gives me plenty of ideas for anchovy-centric entertaining. The former travellers’ inn is tranquil. Surely, it is not too fanciful to think that some of the more successful anciué could have rested overnight here when it was a more modest stopping post?


First up, and ideal for an aperitivo, I’m served cocktail-sized panissette (panisse chickpea pancakes – a favourite Genovese street food) topped with quail’s egg and green sauce. The sauce is a reference to the classic Piemonte acciughe al verde, or anchovies in green sauce, a traditional dish. Acciughe al verde, meanwhile, combines chopped garlic and flat leaf parsley with olive oil, white wine vinegar, and a pinch of pepper, and was traditionally part of merenda si noira, a late-afternoon meal eaten by farmers in the summer to fortify themselves through the extra hours of sunlight spent working the fields. Now the dish is served as antipasti or aperitivo.


Ethereally light, crisp courgette flowers stuffed with ricotta, anchovies and lemon zest is another Locanda La Raia appetiser that will most definitely feature on my al fresco menus back home. And here the vitello tonnato has savoury finesse. A scattering of green pistachio and fresh herbs and pea shoots from the garden add to its refinement. The eponymous Gavi, which I drink alongside, is the only wine made from the Cortese grapes that grow solely in this landscape. The grapes have a fine minerality, freshness and nuttiness that is serendipitously excellent with anchovies.


Not all anciué headed to Piemonte, however, explains Sara Defina, proprietor, with her husband, Boris, of Monterosso’s smartest and most sought-out restaurant, Miky. Elegant, vivacious and clearly proud of her lineage, Sara is from a fifth generation anchovy fishing and conserving family based in Monterosso. Sara recalls her father, the original Miky, telling her that his great grandfather and grandmother, Vittoria and Achille Betta, would head to Parma in Emilia Romagna with their salted anchovies to sell them, a tough journey of around sixty miles, trudging along footpaths over the Apennines. ‘I understand they headed to Parma as it was closest, and they could get a good price for anchovies there in exchange for wheat to make bread, and surely another reason why we gratefully call our anchovies “pan do mâr” – bread of the sea.’
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‘A gloriously geeky, deeply researched and hugely entertaining
journey that gives this small fish the epic treatment it deserves’

HESTON BLUMENTHAL OBE
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