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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Founded in 1991 by Panayis Manuelides, Odysea is a family-run brand dedicated to bringing the best of Greece to kitchens around the world. Known for working closely with small producers to source exceptional olives, oils, cheeses, honey, and more, Odysea champions the values of authenticity, sustainability, and long-term relationships. This debut cookbook reflects over three decades of passion for Greek food and the belief that a well-stocked pantry can bring the spirit of Greece to every table.
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In Loving Memory of my Parents, Antonis and Vali

When we began writing the stories and compiling the recipes for this book, my mother Vali was still alive and well. We all tried to draw on her memories, verify details of the tales I heard while growing up and trace the roots of the recipes she passed down.

From as far back as I can remember, my life unfolded in my mother’s kitchen. I would accompany her on shopping trips to her trusted butchers, greengrocers and coffee roasters, where they would often give me a small sample to play with. My mother spent her days in the kitchen, creating dishes not only for us but for guests who would drop by each week, for workers who kept our household running and for charitable fundraisers. It was in that kitchen that I learned not only how to cook, but also how to taste, savour and appreciate complex flavours.

My father, while not sharing my mother’s culinary passion, showed me unwavering patience with my schoolwork and provided the financial support that enabled me to attend university. To my father I owe my academic education; to my mother, my life skills.

This book is dedicated to them both, the foundations upon which I built Odysea.
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INTRODUCTION

The Pantry; the Greek Way

In Greece, the pantry is more than storage; it is the soul of the kitchen, a living reflection of the seasons and the people who cook within it. Some things stay for all seasons: extra virgin olive oil, jars of olives, capers and preserved tomatoes, and jams and honeys that let us hold on to summer when the days grow short. Others depend on what the fields and markets offer that week, what a neighbour brings from their garden or what wild greens and herbs are foraged from the hillsides.

Whatever the season, fresh, locally sourced vegetables take centre stage. The weekly farmers’ markets – the laïki agora – are a feast for the senses. In spring, there is the delicate scent of peas, artichokes and tender vine leaves, in all shades of green; in summer, sun-warmed tomatoes, aubergines (eggplants) and sweet peaches burst with colour and flavour; in autumn, earthy spinach, wild mushrooms and pumpkins are abundant; in winter, we celebrate celeriac (celery root), cabbages and citrus. Paired with pantry staples, even the humblest of vegetables becomes a deeply satisfying meal.

This rhythm of cooking – in tune with the seasons, with one eye on tomorrow – is instinctively sustainable. Food is preserved, shared, transformed and never taken for granted. Yesterday’s bread becomes today’s meatballs, or simple pulses become a heartwarming feast with just a handful of herbs, a drizzle of oil and a squeeze of lemon. The pantry is the connection between moments of plenty and times of need; it reminds us that good food is a matter of care, not abundance. The pantry is never static. It grows and changes with us, season after season, bringing with it the essence of good food: high-quality ingredients, balance and, above all, pleasure. From this way of life comes a kind of cooking that is generous, resourceful and deeply rooted in place. It is a philosophy handed down from generation to generation, by people who cooked with care and curiosity, making the most of what they had – and making it beautiful.

It is from this spirit that Odysea was born – a celebration of those same values carried from a family kitchen in the Athens suburb of Kifissia to market stalls and tables across Britain. What began with the flavours of one home grew into a story of friendships, craftsmanship and a shared belief that good food not only matters, but brings people together.
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The Mediterranean Mindset

RESOURCEFUL, SEASONAL, COMMUNAL

The Mediterranean mindset is shaped by nature’s rhythms: it embraces the landscape – sun, sea and mountains – as well as seasonality and resourcefulness. Rich in fruit, vegetables, grains and olive oil, with moderate amounts of fish and dairy and some red meat, our diet is hailed for its health benefits. But more than a way of cooking and eating, it is a way of living. It is the knowledge that food is at its best when it is shared. Meals are never hurried or solitary; they are moments of connection, where platters are set in the centre and bread is torn by hand. The conversation flows as freely as the wine, and there is always room for one more at the table.

Traditional Greek cooking is a family affair, infused with generosity and respect for the land. It teaches us to celebrate the abundance of now while preparing wisely for the leaner days ahead, always making sure there is enough to go round. Recipes are remembered through repetition: tomatoes, bursting with summer sweetness, are sun-dried or bottled into sauces, whole fruit preserved for the winter months. Wild greens gathered from the hillsides become pies, fritters, or simple boiled salads drizzled with lemon and olive oil. Humble, nourishing staples are transformed into dishes that are deeply satisfying and nutritious.

Odysea is rooted in this mindset. Our brand began not in a boardroom but in a family kitchen filled with warmth and the aroma of home cooking.

This Mediterranean way of living has carried on through centuries of change. It continues to guide how we cook today; it reminds us that good food needn’t be complicated. It is found in the joy of simple, honest ingredients, in the comfort of a shared dish, and in the spirit of togetherness that can turn even the simplest meal into a celebration.
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The family garden in Kifissia, north Athens

A Greek Odysea Begins

In Greek kitchens, portions and measurements are never calculated too precisely, so there’s always room for one more at the table. Panayis (known by many as Panos), the founder of Odysea, grew up in a home where the table was always set for extra guests. His parents both came from Constantinopolitan families and brought the food of their heritage to the kitchen table.

Constantinopolitan cooking is known as Politiki Kouzina – ‘the Cuisine of the City’. The Greeks of Constantinople (now Istanbul) were known for their cosmopolitan outlook, for their hospitality and, of course, for their food, which included delicate pastries, spices and aromatics and generous Sunday meals. When families from the city arrived in Greece with very little, they carried this food culture with them, which is elegant, approachable and always rooted in community.

Many of the recipes Panayis grew up eating have travelled through generations, passed down from his mother and grandmothers. Each dish carries an imprint of the generation before, their ways preserved and gently reshaped with each retelling. There is a belief that sharing food is one of the simplest but most meaningful ways to connect. These recipes and this spirit of cooking and eating are at the heart of Odysea today.
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Panayis

PANAYIS’ STORY – FROM FAMILY KITCHEN TO ODYSEA

In 1979, Panayis left Greece to study in London. The city was a world away from Kifissia, where he grew up, but food remained his anchor. He had learned to cook with care at an early age, his love of food inherited from his mother, and in London, he cooked constantly, improvising and recreating flavours that brought back the comfort of his home kitchen. He later returned to Greece to complete his National Service, but soon found himself back in London and looking for work. In 1991, in the midst of a recession, work was scarce. It was a friend who first suggested that Panayis start something of his own – why not try importing fish from Greece?

He decided to start with a box of Greek seabass. Just six months later, his fish was on the shelves of Tesco. Selling whole fish in Britain in the early 1990s was not easy, so another friend suggested an idea that set him on a new path: why not rent a stall at Portobello Market?

For £30 every Saturday, he set up a small bench and began selling taramosalata and skordalia made in his cousin’s kitchen. Soon he was offering sandwiches filled with fine ingredients sourced across London, as well as Greek olives that he marinated and packed into jars. Each jar bore a hand-drawn label designed by his brother-in-law, Stuart; this small fish from that label still adorns the brand’s logo today.

From the brand’s earliest days at Portobello Market, Odysea was a family affair. Panayis’ brother, Yannis, a lawyer by profession, played a vital role in setting up the business. Behind the scenes, he helped establish Odysea’s foundation, handling legal matters and offering sound guidance that continues to be invaluable today.

His close cousin, Alexandros, warmly shared his London home, offering him office space and a kitchen from which to prepare food for the stall. This support helped Panayis lay Odysea’s foundations, and without Alexandros’ generosity, kindness and love of the family Odysea would not exist.

Before long, Panayis’ olives reached Harvey Nichols’ Fifth Floor Foodmarket, thanks to a small moment of luck and charm. At the time, Panayis had a stall at a trade fair, which he decorated with a huge glass amphora filled with olives. A buyer from Harvey Nichols stopped by to admire the amphora and, when he joked about how long it would take to sell so many, Panayis rose to the challenge, betting him that they’d be gone in a day. True to his word, he stood in Harvey Nichols’ foodhall the following Saturday and sold them loose, by weight, straight from the amphora. Within a few hours, they were gone. With that began a quiet revolution in Britain: loose olives sold over the counter, changing how people experienced Mediterranean food.

The olives were sourced from Rovies, a grove on the island of Evia in Greece – a small producer sharing Panayis’ own values of authenticity and care. Rovies was Odysea’s first olive supplier, thanks to Agrini Papadopoulou, one of the owners. The grove is now a co-operative, run by Agrini’s nephew Nikos, with help from her son Stephanos, and it was they who produced the first Harvey Nichols and Sainsbury’s branded olives for Odysea.

The amphora in which the olives were stored made its way to London with the help of a Greek postgraduate history student living in London, named Athena. Athena is now not only a close friend to Panayis but an integral part of the business.

Odysea soon grew, first into Selfridges, then Sainsbury’s and later Waitrose and Tesco. As the company expanded, so did the network of small producers who shared Panayis’ philosophy.

When Sainsbury’s asked Odysea to produce pasteurized jarred olives in much larger quantities, Panayis realised he needed an additional olive supplier and partner who could meet the demand, without compromising on quality. An old university friend, Constantinos Constantinidis, was the answer: Constantinos worked for Pelopac, a company whose story began, much like Odysea’s, with a devotion to good food and a belief in doing things properly. Today, Constantinos owns Pelopac, which stands among Greece’s leading producers of olives and Mediterranean specialities, and whose shelves are lined with more than thirty Great Taste Awards. Over decades, the companies have grown side by side, exchanging knowledge, trust and quiet pride. Together, they have brought to Britain a world of honest, sun-soaked flavours and redefined how Mediterranean food is understood.

In 1996, another chance meeting connected Panayis with Alexandros Gouiaris, a mathematician turned beekeeper. Alexandros and his small team began to supply Odysea’s raw honey, which became one of the first of its kind available on British supermarket shelves. Not stopping there, Alexandros went on to produce Odysea’s Heirloom Pressed Tomatoes, a fragrant jar of small-batch tomatoes that soon found their way into the Sainsbury’s Special Selection range. His products embody Odysea’s own values of craftsmanship, honesty and respect for the land. In recent years, floods have ravaged his crops, a reminder of how vulnerable even the most dedicated producers are to the forces of climate change. After olives, olive oil and honey came feta. Later that year, Panayis took his mother, Vali, to a food exhibition in the hopes of finding a feta worthy of Odysea’s high standards. They tasted many, but it was when Vali tried the cheese from Roussas that she smiled and said, ‘this is the one.’ The rest, as they say, is history, and the Roussas family dairy is, to this day, the producer of Odysea’s feta.

Over the years, while Odysea has evolved, its family roots have not. Panayis’ sons, Antonis and Philippos, grew up immersed in the business, accompanying their father on visits to the producers and lending a hand in the office during school holidays, even picking and packing orders in the warehouse. After graduating from university, both sons joined Odysea full-time. Antonis now works in the Commercial team and Philippos in Finance. Their father’s passion and pride in Odysea have become their own, and they are preparing to continue the family’s legacy with the same care and commitment that have always defined it.

What began with a box of fish and a single market stall, Panayis has transformed into a business built on the values of his mother’s kitchen: authenticity, generosity, and integrity. Odysea remains, at its heart, a family story – one that continues to celebrate the friendships that have shaped it from the very beginning.
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Vali, Panayis, his sons Antonis and Philippos and nephew Martin
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An early olive harvest in Nemea
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