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INTRODUCTION

Ikaria feeds the soul.

I first touched foot on the island in 1972 as a 12-year-old New York City kid inured to sticky urban summers, insipid American food, and strict curfews. My Greek was nonexistent, but somehow it didn’t matter. I felt at home, as though Ikaria was in my bones. It was, I guess. I grew up with it all around, the child of Ikarian immigrants. My father left his village, Raches, in 1937 and never was able to make it back, settling instead, right after the war, in New York City. Despite our physical distance from it, Ikaria was woven into the texture of our lives. We lived in an Ikarian enclave in Jackson Heights, Queens, and all my parents’ friends were from the island; by default and design, we kids were also friends. Now, so are our own children. Bonds among islanders from Ikaria cross oceans and generations. We never thought these ties and our roots to the island to be anything but the norm, even in a society as mobile as America.

Historically, Ikaria has always been isolated and poor, a speck of   99-square-mile rock in the middle and roughest part of the Aegean, where political undesirables were exiled from the Byzantine era to the 1960s. But in remoteness and want, islanders learned to be self-reliant, independent of thought, and close-knit, to disdain the pursuit of material acquisition and live simply and essentially, to pay little heed to the zeitgeist of the times, indeed, to pay no heed to time at all. Ikaria is known as the island where people do not live by the clock, where punctuality is not necessarily a virtue, where the time of day is always “late thirty,” a kind of running joke. Yet, they outlive most clocks, for the island is home to some of the longest-living people on earth, a demographic and statistical anomaly that has catapulted Ikaria and its people to unexpected fame in the last few years.

Ikaria is one of the Blue Zones,® a term coined by the Belgian demographer Dr. Michel Poulain, who together with Dr. Gianni Pes of the University of Sassari in Italy and Dan Buettner, author of the book The Blue Zones, have been studying the planet’s pockets of longevity since 2003, under the aegis of the National Geographic Foundation and, in the case of Ikaria, the AARP as well as a series of other corporate funders. Poulain, blue pen in hand, literally drew circles (in blue) on the map one day around places such as Ikaria, Okinawa, Sardinia, Costa Rica, and a community of Seventh Day Adventists in Loma Linda, California, where people seem to live an inordinately long time. His blue-circled zones gave birth to the term that has become synonymous with longevity, but the trademark is owned by Buettner.

What sets Ikarians apart, even from other nonagenarians around the world, is that they live well—with little cancer, cardiovascular disease, dementia, or other age-related ailments—drinking wine, enjoying sex, walking, gardening, and socializing, in other words, being very much alive, in their veritable, modern-day Shangri-La. Since 2008, a battery of scientists, journalists, demographers, and others has been trying to figure out the secrets to this seeming paradise. Food, lifestyle, and such a deep-rooted disregard for living by the clock that there is really no stress have all, somehow, played a role in giving Ikarians good, long lives.

In this book, a tribute to the place and to our countless friends there, both of which have given me and my family more than words can ever express, I set out not to codify Ikaria’s diet or lifeways in hopes of uncovering some key, but, rather, to honor them and shine a loving, and, I hope, knowing, light on this once-forgotten piece of rock, that looks like a wing and is named for the Icarus of Greek myth. I hope that anyone who picks up this book might glean a few lessons for how to live more essentially and less anxiously, by cooking and eating simple, real food that is largely plant-based, by ignoring the clock’s reign, if even for a bit, and by forging relationships that defy generations and are both meaningful and long-lasting. Those are the things Ikaria has given me and that I hope to share with others.


IKARIA’S “LONGEVITY” DIET

In researching the diet and foods that people who are now well into old age ate while growing up, I consulted Dan Buettner’s book (The Blue Zones), read through the Ikaria study (which was compiled by a group of international scientists), and asked a lot of my own questions of the 80-plus set on the island. What I discovered was that it wasn’t so much what people ate a generation or two ago on Ikaria, but it was more the fact that they simply did not eat very much at all. Food was not nearly as plentiful then as it is today, so if anything, the dearth, rather than the type, of food defined their diet.

Equally important, of course, was and still is the quality of food. On Ikaria, to this day, people eat very little processed food. Sure, fast food has made some inroads, mainly in the form of souvlaki joints, pizzerias, and a few places selling handheld phyllo pies, most of which are slathered with hydrogenated oils. Chips, candy, and the kind of ice cream so filled with stabilizers that it doesn’t melt even under an August sun (an experience I had with my own daughter a few years ago on the island) are all now, unfortunately, part of the dietary vernacular. But so are the wild greens and tomatoes and fruits picked in season, fish just minutes out of the sea, the pigs raised in the family barn and fed leftovers from the table and acorns from the forest, the goats that are grazed or fed on clover and bramble, and the chickens that also eat scraps left over from dinner.

Olive oil flows in copious amounts and mostly everyone produces their own. The local variety is not the Koroneiki olive, which produces some of the finest, fruitiest oils in Greece, but a larger variety called Hondroelia, or “fat olive,” which makes more rustic-flavored oils. It is all extra virgin, of course, and almost all of it, like most of the food produced on Ikaria, is organic. Dr. Antonia Trichopoulou, professor emeritus at the Athens School of Pubic Health, who helped administer the surveys that shaped the present picture of Ikaria and its long-lived people, noted that the unprocessed nature of the islanders’ diet means that they eat far fewer pesticides and many more nutrients. The purity of the foods they consume might indeed yield up to 4 more years of life expectancy compared with the typical American diet.

Breakfast

Breakfast for the people who are now in their golden years was almost always liquid! Goat’s milk, loaded with antioxidants and much easier to digest than cow’s milk, was and still is available for about half the year, during periods when the goats are not nursing. It remains one of the bedrock breakfast treats. But so was krasopsihia, bread dipped in wine (also loaded with antioxidants), even for children (the wine might have been diluted), a combination that has nursed Greek hunger for eons. “Sometimes we had sage tea with Nounou,” said my friend Popi, close to 80, from the town of Manganitis, on the south side of the island. Nounou, for anyone not familiar with it, is nothing more than the brand name of a popular canned condensed milk. Three generations of Greeks have grown up on this.

Herbal teas played an important part on the breakfast table, with sage and pennyroyal the most common. “If we were sick, my mother would give us pennyroyal tea with honey and a clove of garlic inside. It was our antibiotic,” says Yiorgos Stenos, 83, and active as a beekeeper and merchant.

Sage tea sweetened either with honey or petimezi (grape molasses), a few olives, maybe a rusk or two were also common foods on the breakfast table. That and koumara, or arbutus berries, which grow all over Ikaria and provide fodder not only for breakfast but for the still, too, as they are processed into liquor. Koumara blossoms also nourish bees, whose bittersweet arbutus honey is thought to be especially therapeutic.

Wild and Foraged Foods

Ikarians a generation or two ago were lucky, for even in poverty they lived (and still do) in a rich natural environment that provided many foods, available in every season, literally just for the picking: several kinds of berries; fruits from both wild and cultivated trees, among them pears, apples, cherries, sour cherries, figs, and prickly pears; dozens of different wild mushrooms and perhaps hundreds of wild greens, certainly more than I could count and codify for this book. Nuts were and still are part of the diet, and as a kid I recall the awe, city-kid awe, when I first discovered what the snapping sound was on the hottest summer days: pinecones bursting open! We used to spend hours in the forests meticulously fishing for the pine nuts inside the warm, rough cones.

Fish and game, of course, have always been available if one were so inclined to catch them. The two main game animals on Ikaria are partridges and hares. Snails, periwinkles, sea urchins are still accessible treats, too, but less so, as pollution has done its job, diminishing their numbers and quality. I talk about fish in a later chapter.

What I surmised in countless conversations with people over 80 is that the diet in their formative years comprised a few basics, with foraged foods, especially greens, providing a solid foundation. Breakfast, mentioned on this page, was almost always either goat’s milk or herbal tea; lunch, the main meal of the day, consisted of a lot of beans and pulses. “We ate beans 6 days a week, split peas, broad beans, white beans, fresh beans, you name it. And maybe some boiled greens,” says Popi. For the poorest families, dishes such as pies and fritters with foraged greens were a mainstay.


Accounts of dinner surprised me, for almost everyone I spoke with recounted it as being mainly starch-based: matsi, a kind of noodle; trahana, the fermented yogurt- or milk-based pebbly wheat product; or either fried potatoes or potatoes cooked in tomato sauce. “If we had a pig and it was pork season, we added a little to the beans or potatoes,” says Popi. Indeed, pork has always been very important as a protein source and more. The best childhood treat for the over-80 crowd was a piece of bread spread with lard and petimezi (grape molasses) or honey. Everyone who mentioned this to me recalls it as being a special treat, one woven into the maternal fabric of the family, something delicious that a grandmother or mother would slip to a child with an extra helping of TLC.

But the type of grains they ate also came as a surprise. Wheat, so closely associated with the Mediterranean diet, was less prevalent on Ikaria proper than barley and rye. Most wheat was cultivated by Ikarians on land they owned across the sea in Asia Minor (Turkey), and wheat flour was either mixed with rye or barley to make bread or used alone in holiday breads or to make pasta and trahana. Corn was also a vital part of the diet, in soups, stuffings, and as flour. So were carob and even acorns, both nutritionally dense and both milled into flour for use in fritters and even as porridge.

As Dan Buettner wrote in a pivotal New York Times Magazine article in 2012, “ . . . every one of the Ikarians’ dietary tendencies had been linked to increased life spans: low intake of saturated fats from meat and dairy was associated with lower risk of heart disease; olive oil—especially unheated—reduced bad cholesterol and raised good cholesterol. Goat’s milk contained serotonin-boosting tryptophan and was easily digestible for older people. Some wild greens had 10 times as many antioxidants as red wine. Wine—in moderation—had been shown to be good for you if consumed as part of a Mediterranean diet, because it prompts the body to absorb more flavonoids, a type of antioxidant. And coffee, once said to stunt growth, was now associated with lower rates of diabetes, heart disease, and, for some, Parkinson’s. Local sourdough bread might actually reduce a meal’s glycemic load. You could even argue that potatoes contributed heart-healthy potassium, vitamin B6, and fiber to the Ikarian diet. Another health factor at work might be the unprocessed nature of the food they consume.”

Essentially, Ikaria’s longevity diet is the Mediterranean diet of half a century ago, tailored to what was available locally and defined more by the struggle to procure food than by any contemporary sense of abundance.

LONG LIVES, GOOD LIVES: BLUE ZONES AND THE IKARIA STUDY

The Blue Zones is a large demographic and anthropologic study of various long-living peoples from different parts of the world, different nationalities, and different cultures. And yet they share certain behavioral characteristics, such as closely knit family relations, avoidance of smoking (not necessarily the case among Ikarians), plant-based diets, moderate daily physical activity, and community engagement among people of all ages with little discrimination.

Ikaria’s renown as a place where people live exceptionally long—and good—lives was born by accident in 2008, when a Greek researcher involved in the Blue Zones project realized that Ikaria is inhabited by some of the oldest people on the planet. The sleuthing got under way to discover more about the remote, but intriguing, island.

As the team gathered data, cross-referencing birth, baptism, and military service records, they realized that people on Ikaria were, in fact, reaching the age of 90 at more than twice the rate that Americans do. Ikarian men in particular are four times more likely to reach 90 and be in good physical and mental health than their American counterparts. Other characteristics set them apart, even from other long-livers, such as the virtual nonexistence of dementia.

The story of Ikaria began to gain traction. Then, in 2009, a group of seven Greek physicians and medical researchers associated with the University of Athens Medical School, among them the cardiologist Dr. Christodoulos Stefanadis (of Ikarian descent), assessed the socio-demographic, clinical, psychological, and lifestyle characteristics of 1,420 people from the island, a large proportion of whom were over the age of 80, in what has become known as the Ikaria study. The study concluded that indeed Ikaria could and should be considered a candidate for the Blue Zones.

The Athens Medical School team looked at lifestyle, diet, and income levels. They assessed dietary patterns, using quantitative questionnaires that looked at the consumption frequency of all the major food and beverage groups and devised a score sheet to gauge the adherence to the Mediterranean diet (the higher the score, the better the diet).

Many of their discoveries were startling. For example, the average life expectancy in Greece is 79.78 years and the number of people over the age of 80 makes up just 5% of the population. Globally, the over-80 set accounts for just 1% of the world’s population. On Ikaria, 13% of the study’s total sample was over the life expectancy age of 80. (In North America and Europe only 3% of the population reaches past 80.) In addition, 1.6% of the men and 1.1% of women participants in the Ikaria study were over the age of 90, which means that Ikarians were 10 times more likely to reach their ninth, and maybe even tenth decade than either Americans or Western Europeans, and to do so while maintaining a healthy, active life.

Another interesting discovery was the ratio of men to women over 80, which in the West is roughly 1:2; on Ikaria, men and women seem to reach their sunset years together, in a ratio of about 1.1:1. But that said, the majority of men over 80 were married, whereas the majority of women over 80 were widowed.

Income levels were fascinating, and in other parts of this book I mention that Ikarians are not particularly money-driven. A “good” income, for example, on Ikaria is anywhere between 9,600 and 18,000 euros per year, far below what one would ever consider a decent wage in the United States. Half of the people over 80 on the island reported incomes that were below their needs, meaning less than 6,000 euros per year. And yet, these people are neither poor nor damned to misery, as they would be, say, in an urban environment in the West, since for the most part they live with their children and are taken care of with love and a sense of inclusion. In addition, 3.3% of the oldest men and 4.1% of the oldest women still worked, either in their own small businesses or as farmers.

A majority (69%) of the participants in the Ikaria study were found to adhere to a traditional Mediterranean diet, with one difference being their higher rates of potato consumption.

Almost all of them napped regularly, a practice that reduces stress and may lower a person’s chances of heart disease. Very few reported any signs of depression, perhaps because of the strong sense of community on the island and the fact that most did not actually live alone.

Older Ikarians are not just mentally and emotionally healthier than their counterparts in other parts of both Greece and the world, they also seem to be physically healthier. The people of Ikaria had 20% less cancer than and half the rate of cardiovascular disease of Americans; not only that but if and when they did get sick from either cancer or heart disease, it was often 8 to 10 years later in life than Americans did. There was virtually no depression and no dementia, whereas almost half of Americans over the age of 85 show signs of Alzheimer’s.
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Time for Life

My husband and I got married on the island in 1984 and I was 2 hours late for my own wedding. I finally arrived only to learn that the priest had not gotten there yet either! It honestly wasn’t a big deal. People were enjoying themselves, the groom was testing the wine, the goats were on a spit, and after the ceremony took place the actual festivities went on for almost 2 days. Imagine that happening in New York City!

Signs here and there in shops around the island read “Clocks, Anxiety and Stress Have No Place on Ikaria.” A running joke, when you ask someone what time it is, is to answer argamisi, or “late-thirty.”

On the northern side of the island, the villages in Raches are renowned for their odd shop schedule. In the summer, for example, when we live on the island, you can buy everything from a glass of wine to clothes, shoes, and groceries until 2 and 3 in the morning. You can’t do the same at 10 a.m. though, because the village is mostly still asleep. There’s actually a historical reason for the late-night mentality, dating to the era half a millennium ago, when pirates were a constant threat. Ikaria’s villages are unlike the villages on most Greek islands. Houses are spread apart and surrounded by land, not clustered together. People lived inland because the coast was too dangerous, and they moved about cautiously at night, after their farm and household chores were done, so as not to be seen from afar. The custom of shopping, socializing, whatever, into the wee hours has remained to this day.

The quirky schedule (if I dare even use that word in the context of Ikaria) and the embrace of serendipity both key into Ikarians’ unique, and arguably nonexistent, relationship to time. Read that to mean that they are untouched by the stress that comes with living a programmed, by-the-clock life. You don’t need to call a friend to visit him or her; dropping by is just fine and visitors are always welcome (and fed). You don’t need to explain yourself if things change midway through a plan. In fact, when you do try to make real, solid plans with someone, the answer is often an uncommitted “we’ll see,” not because people hedge their bets waiting for something better to come along, but because they know that the adage “man plans, God laughs” is really how life is.

But being tuned in to life’s ephemeral truths means being open to chance. It means being sent for coffee to the general store by your mother, as our friend Christos Kourdos once was, and coming back 3 months later, after having met a group of buddies on their way to a panygyri (local festival), hooking up with them, cavorting all night, heading with them all the way to Athens, landing a temporary job, and, finally, returning home, coffee, of course, long forgotten. At some point early on, he probably called home.

Is this reason for a misunderstanding? Absolutely not! Quite the contrary, it’s reason to savor the unexpected. Does it mean that appointments, promises, and other bound-by-time commitments are never met? No. It just means there is always a little wiggle room in every social interaction, enough to keep people limber and flexible, unhardened by the stress of a ticking clock. Open to life.

No talk of Ikaria and its legendary longevity could ever be complete without mention of the island’s ways, the abhorrence of rigidity and rules, and the generally pervasive philosophy of “live and let live.”

To this day, a relative disinterest in material wealth, a penchant for last-minute planning, if any at all, and a deep-rooted recognition of the fleeting quality of life still pervade and define the Ikarian mind-set. Most of the values that define and constrict the West are anathema in Ikaria; of course, no one could ever quantify this, but these, together with what was once a lean, almost exclusively plant-based diet, are the values that account for the islanders’ legendary longevity.





MEZEDES

SMALL BITES

OF BIG

HOSPITALITY



TO UNDERSTAND THE IDEA OF SHARED FOOD—small bites or mezedes—on Ikaria is to understand the sense of community, camaraderie, and generosity that permeates just about every aspect of life on the island. Every table, literally, is an open invitation; plans to meet up with friends don’t really exist, they just take shape on the spur of the moment, or people just come around. When they do, which is often, i.e., daily, you always put a little something out, starting with wine and then with whatever else you’ve either cooked that day or prepared as a preserve, including bread, olives, pickled vegetables, and cheese.

Most of the permanent residents on the island are fairly self-sufficient: They produce their own wine, milk their own goats and make cheese; pick their own volvoi (bulbs) to pickle; go foraging for greens, wild asparagus, mushrooms; they fish, and some even hunt. Almost all keep a large garden and other farm animals, like chickens.

So the literal cost of so much open-ended hospitality is one’s own labor, but the rewards cannot be monetized because in every single bite offered to someone there is the whole experience of either having gathered or made it, and there is immense pride at having done so. This is all fodder for a conversation, too, which is, in turn, a show of appreciation for what’s been offered. Greeks love to sit around the table and talk about the food they’re eating! So, even if you’ve just popped by a friend’s and been served something as simple as boiled eggs with olive oil and oregano, the flavors are inimitable—eggs with yolks as yellow as marigolds, oregano whose smell reaches you at the dining room table from the jar just opened in the kitchen, olive oil that is pressed from the olives that grew on the tree outside the front door.

In cities anywhere, you just can’t replicate these things—neither the quality and freshness of the food, nor the kind of unregimented life that enables you to visit a friend unannounced (which is different from uninvited), and find him or her at the ready with wine, food, and time to spare.

But that’s not to say that the tradition of serving mezedes—small communal plates of savory and varied foods—is exclusive to Ikaria. It is not, of course; the need to share our experiences is universal and human. That Greeks do so with the backdrop of tangy dishes—and Ikarians in an environment that is uber-relaxed, clockless, and in tune to the rhythms and bounty of nature—just makes their meze table all the more enviable!
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HOMEMADE IKARIAN GOAT’S MILK CHEESE

Kathoura

Kathoura, the local Ikarian cheese, is always made with goat’s milk and yet is surprisingly mild, especially in comparison to the strong caprine aromas of American goat cheeses. It almost tastes like mozzarella and has a similar consistency, although it is not steeped in hot whey and kneaded, the way mozzarella and other cheeses in the pasta filata family are. You can eat it fresh, as in hours’ old or a day or two old; you can salt it and dry it so that it dehydrates and hardens, and you can take it at that stage and preserve it either in olive oil or a 10% salt brine.


MAKES ABOUT 1 POUND

3 quarts unpasteurized goat’s milk

¼ teaspoon powdered animal rennet

Coarse salt, preferably sea salt

SPECIAL TOOLS: 10- or 12-quart stainless steel pot, a dairy thermometer, and fine-weave cheesecloth



Measure out ¼ cup of the milk and set aside. Pour the remaining milk into a 10- to 12-quart stainless steel pot and bring to a boil. As soon as the milk boils, turn off the heat. Cover the pot with a clean kitchen towel and let the milk cool to tepid, about 98°F (37°C).

Dissolve the rennet in the reserved ¼ cup milk. Pour it into the tepid milk and stir with a clean, stainless steel spoon. Season with 1 tablespoon salt.

Cover the pot again with a clean cloth and let it stand until the rennet coagulates the milk, anywhere from 1 to 4 hours, depending on the outside temperature. The cheese mass will look a little like Greek yogurt.

Remove the cloth. Cut the cheese mass into small curds using a sharp, clean knife. Resalt to taste. Heat it over low flame until the whey separates from the mass.

Line a large fine-mesh sieve with a double layer of cheesecloth. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the separated curds to the cheesecloth. Gather up the corners of the cheesecloth, joining two and two on each side, almost like folding a sheet. Tie the corners together to form a double knot. The end result should look like a beggar’s purse. Hang this over a bowl in the sink, bathtub, or outdoors overnight, to drain. Discard the whey.

The next day, unwrap the cheese and rub it with a little salt. Let it sit for 1 hour in the refrigerator before serving. The cheese will keep for up to 1 week in the refrigerator. If the exterior gets a little wet, rub it with coarse salt.



A FEW DIPS AND SPREADS

MARY SAFOS’S IKARIAN-STYLE NEW YORK KOPANISTI

Kariotiki Kopanisti stin Nea Yorki

Kopanisti, a soft, sharp cheese, is to an Ikarian home what a bag of peanuts or chips is to an American kitchen cupboard: something that’s almost always on hand, and offered freely to anyone who comes to visit, ad lib or planned.

Such is the case with our friend Basil’s mom, Mary, whose American-born recipe speaks tomes about the way Ikarians in the wider immigrant community across the globe maintain and transform traditions, adapting to what’s available. “Every summer, I have to pick throumbi for my mother,” Basil explains when I ask him what his mom’s recipe is. Throumbi is the herb called savory and it’s one of the foremost wild herbs on the island, so peppery and earthy and very much beloved in all sorts of dishes. So, with a bag full of savory, which Basil manages to dry out before leaving the island in August, Mary makes her kopanisti, which is a mixture of feta cheese, blue cheese, a little cottage cheese, throumbi, and a most unexpected ingredient, at least to this culinary scribe, chile oil. Her mission, for sure, when first attempting to reproduce this spicy local cheese in a New York City home was to create a close approximation of the original, which is peppery because it “fires up” as they say on the island, over the months of fermenting.


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS

2 cups crumbled Greek feta cheese

½ cup crumbled Roquefort or other good-quality blue cheese

½ cup cottage or ricotta cheese

⅓ cup Greek extra virgin olive oil

3 tablespoons dried savory, Greek oregano, or thyme

Several drops of chile oil or hot sauce

Freshly ground black pepper



In a food processor, combine the cheeses, olive oil, herb, and chile oil or hot sauce and black pepper to taste and pulse until smooth. Keep in a sealed container for up to 2 weeks, refrigerated. Over the course of a few days, the kopanisti will acquire a more peppery flavor.



WHIPPED FETA KOPANISTI

Kopanisti me Feta

Here’s another facsimile of the traditional Ikarian kopanisti, but made easily with feta (more accessible to American cooks), olive oil, and herbs. It can be made in a flash. With a bowl of kopanisti, a little bread or rusks, and a glass or two of wine on the table, you’ve got the makings of an ad hoc get-together.


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS

3 cups crumbled Greek feta or kalathaki

Limnou (see Note) 1 tablespoon dried savory or 2 teaspoons dried Greek oregano

⅔ cup Greek extra virgin olive oil, plus more for storing



In a food processor, combine the cheese and savory (or oregano) and pulse on and off, drizzling in the olive oil, until the mixture is creamy.

Transfer to a sealed container or glass canning jar. Pour ¼ inch (1 cm) olive oil over the surface to cover the cheese and store in the refrigerator for 3 to 5 days before consuming.

NOTE: Kalathaki Limnou is a brine cheese, like feta, made with 100% goat’s milk.



KOPANISTI: IKARIA’S SOFT CHEESE

Kopanisti, which means “beaten” or “whipped,” is actually the name given to various soft, sharp cheeses throughout Greece, mainly in the islands.

To make the Ikarian kopanisti, you need authentic Ikarian kathoura cheese (or an American homemade version). Take the fresh cheese, crumble it, and mix it with 3 tablespoons of dried savory or oregano, 1 heaping teaspoon salt, and about ½ cup olive oil. Pack it into a glass jar and pour enough olive oil over the surface to seal it. Store it in the refrigerator. In a few days’ time it will sour and ferment. The longer you keep it, the more pungent it will be. Stir it up every few days. You can keep replenishing it with additional fresh, crumbled kathoura and herbs and salt. It will keep for up to several weeks, refrigerated.

You can also make ersatz, which are delicious versions of this creamy spread shown on these two pages, with ingredients readily available in American supermarkets.
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TARO ROOT SKORDALIA

Skordalia

Skordalia, the garlicky dip made with either a bread, potato, or nut base elsewhere in Greece, was traditionally made with taro root on Ikaria. That’s not to say that the other versions don’t exist—they do—especially the bread-based version. But the taro root–garlic puree below is purely Ikarian; I haven’t come across this dish anywhere else in Greece. Its flavor is unique, too. Taro imparts a starchy neutrality to the base, much more so than either potatoes, which are sweeter, or bread, which can get gummy.

This garlicky dip goes beautifully with beet salad, fried or grilled fish, boiled greens, crispy fried or baked pumpkin, and vegetable patties.


MAKES 4 TO 6 SERVINGS

1 large taro root about 1 pound (450 g) Salt

5 to 7 garlic cloves, chopped (to taste)

½ to 1 cup Greek extra virgin olive oil (to taste)

2 to 4 tablespoons red wine vinegar (to taste)



Using a sharp knife or vegetable peeler, remove the crusty hard peel of the taro root. Rinse well under cold water.

Cut the taro into chunks and place in a medium pot with cold water and a little salt. Bring to a boil over medium heat, reduce to low, and simmer the taro root until fork-tender, 20 to 30 minutes.

Drain and transfer to a food processor. Add the garlic and pulse on and off, drizzling in the olive oil and vinegar in alternating doses, until the mixture is creamy and smooth and reaches desired acidity. Season to taste with salt. Store in the refrigerator.



CLASSIC SKORDALIA WITH BREAD

Klassiko Skordalia me Vasi to Psomi

There are a handful of regional skordalia recipes throughout Greece, some made with a potato base, others with a bread base, others still with almonds or walnuts or a combination of starch and nuts. The most common version of skordalia on Ikaria is made with a bread base, as in the recipe below. There is another, older recipe for skordalia made with taro root, too. When you make this with leftover, really good sourdough bread, the dip is rustic and pleasantly sharp. It’s the perfect foil to many of the island’s crispy fried vegetables and a real favorite with fried pumpkin.


MAKES 6 SERVINGS

4 thick slices (2-inch [5 cm]) stale country bread, preferably sourdough

5 to 6 garlic cloves (to taste)

Sea salt

¾ to 1 cup Greek extra virgin olive oil (as needed and to taste)

4 to 6 tablespoons red wine vinegar (to taste)



Run the bread under the flowing tap water to dampen, then squeeze dry and crumble. (You can remove the crusts, if desired, before dampening.)

Place the garlic in a large mortar and, using the pestle, pound with 2 pinches of salt to form a paste. Slowly add the bread, olive oil, and vinegar, alternating between each and seasoning to taste with salt as you continue to pound. The end result should take about 10 minutes and should be dense and spreadable.

VARIATION

Old-Fashioned Skordalia with Purslane (Skordalia me Glistrida): Purslane skordalia was the traditional summer accompaniment to boiled potato salads, fried small fish, and boiled beets. Add to the above recipe 2 cups of trimmed purslane. Stir it into the skordalia.



VASSILI’S TARAMOSALATA

Taramosalata is a whipped dip with a base of fish roe (tarama) and either potatoes, bread, or a combination of either of those and nuts. On Ikaria, there is no one specific recipe; most people make the classic stale-bread version. My husband makes a mean taramosalata, which is exceedingly creamy thanks to the unabashed use of olive oil. He spikes it with refreshing dill and pink peppercorns, definitely not traditional but delicious nevertheless.


MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS (8 TO 12 SERVINGS)

2 medium potatoes, about ½ pound (225 g), peeled and cubed

2 heaping tablespoons tarama (fish roe)

Juice of 2 lemons

2 cups Greek extra virgin olive oil, or more if necessary

½ cup snipped fresh dill

1 tablespoon pink peppercorns, crushed



Place the potatoes in a saucepan with enough water to cover and bring to a boil. Reduce to a simmer and cook until tender, about 20 minutes.

Reserving the potato cooking liquid in the pan, use a slotted spoon to transfer the hot potatoes to a food processor. Add the tarama and lemon juice. Pulse on and off continuously until the mixture is pureed. Then add ½ cup of the hot potato cooking liquid and pulse a few more times.

Then, pulsing all the while, add the olive oil, slowly drizzling it into the mixture, for about 4 minutes total. Taste and if the mixture is too sour because of the lemon juice, add more olive oil. If the mixture is too dense, add a few more drops of the hot cooking liquid and pulse on and off again. Transfer to a bowl and mix in the dill and peppercorns.



NUTRIENT-DENSE TARAMA

Tarama, the tiny beads of fish roe from cod or carp, is so nutrient dense that it could easily be labeled a superfood. The roe provides a boost of cancer-fighting vitamin D and brain-supporting omega-3 fatty acids. The high content of vitamins A and K2 work synergistically to prevent toxicity and overcalcification of the bones, heart, and kidneys, explains nutritionist Maria Byron Panayidou. When combined with bread or potatoes to make taramosalata, the dish becomes a great source of protein, complex carbohydrates, monounsaturated fat (the good fat from olive oil), vitamin E, vitamin B12, potassium, selenium, phosphorus, and copper. The fact that taramosalata is a seminal part of the traditional fasting menu is not accidental at all.







[image: image]



NIKOS POLITIS’ ZUCCHINI STICKS

Maridaki Kariotiko

Father and son Theodosis and Nikos Politis run several restaurants on the north side of Ikaria, all of which serve up a combination of traditional fare and contemporary Ikarian-inspired food. The zucchini sticks are whimsically called maridaki (the Greek word for smelts), because smelts, long and slim, are typically floured and fried just like these little sticks. They’re great.

One caveat: It’s really hard to replicate the texture and flavor of Greek garden vegetables in the United States and elsewhere because farming techniques are different and so is the common attitude toward seasonal foods. In Greece, most people still tailor their diets to what really is in season. Summers are dry, sunny, and hot, and vegetables are not overwatered. Greek zucchini, eaten almost always and only in the summer, is crisper, smaller, and more intensely flavored than what I typically find in an American supermarket. So, please, cook this in season, try to find zucchini from a farm that’s nearby, and tweak the frying time as needed if the zucchini is waterlogged.


MAKES 4 TO 6 SERVINGS

1 pound (450 g) medium summer zucchini

Salt

Olive oil, for frying

All-purpose flour, for dredging

3 tablespoons grated Greek kefalotyri cheese

2 teaspoons dried mint or 1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint



Rinse and pat dry the zucchini. Cut each one into sticks about 2½ inches (6 cm) long and ¼ inch (75 mm) wide. Layer in a colander, sprinkling each layer with salt. Place a plate and a weight over the zucchini and let drain for at least 1 hour. Dry with a clean kitchen towel.

In a large, heavy-bottomed pot, heat 2 inches (5 cm) of oil over medium heat. Test for temperature by tossing a piece of bread into the pot. If it crisps up and turns golden within about 10 seconds, the oil is ready.

Toss the zucchini in flour, shaking off the excess. Using a slotted spoon or spider, slip a small handful of zucchini into the hot oil and fry without moving around too much, until crisp and golden. Remove with the slotted spoon and drain on paper towels. Continue with remaining zucchini sticks, clearing out any burnt clumps of flour that might accumulate in the hot oil.

Once the zucchini are cooked, toss in a serving bowl with the grated cheese and mint. They are great with any of the kopanisti and/or skordalia recipes (from this page to this page).



FRIED AND/OR STUFFED ZUCCHINI FLOWERS

Tiganitoi Kolokythoanthoi

Zucchini flowers are a gardener’s delicacy on Ikaria, as they are, really, throughout the Greek countryside. A few island cooks I know have a way with them—a light touch when it comes to batter-frying them or a good hand at placing them as space-fillers in a tray full of other stuffed vegetables, including the zucchini itself, but also tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants.

Popi Manoli, who runs a little snack-bar-cum-taverna in Manganitis, on the south side of Ikaria, is one of those cooks who knows how to fry the flowers so that they are crisp on the outside and delicate within. Sometimes she stuffs them with a little kathoura, Ikaria’s local cheese.

Ikaria’s home cooks also use the flowers in fillings for their summer pitarakia, the small, long, slim handheld phyllo pastries that are a local specialty (the contents of the filling change somewhat with each season). Flowers, cleared of pistils and/or stamens, are chopped up as an additional treat in the local zucchini fritter, too, and a few more adventurous local cooks add them here and there to salads.

Pick fresh zucchini flowers early in the morning, when they are open wide. You can use the male and female flowers interchangeably: The male flowers grow on the stems of the zucchini plant and are a little smaller. They contain pistils, which most people remove. The female flowers grow on the end of the vegetable itself, are a little larger, and contain the stamens.

To store (they keep for a few days), place one flower inside the other, to keep them from closing. Place on a tray lined with paper towels, and place a dry paper towel over them and a dampened one on top. Cover with plastic wrap.

Like the zucchini, the flowers are a good source of folate, potassium, manganese, and vitamin A.



FRYING IN THE GREEK DIET

It always strikes me as ironic that in Ikaria, as well as throughout the Greek islands, where the Mediterranean diet is still alive and well, the number of fried dishes eaten on a regular basis is astonishingly vast. Fried foods do not a healthy diet make, so their prevalence seems counterintuitive—unless we see them in context.

Frying prevails all over the Greek islands because electric ovens are a relatively new phenomenon, and fuel, i.e., wood, for outdoor ovens, was used sparingly, and also because frying is easy and fast. So, there is a whole range of fried foods all over Greece, but mainly on the islands: vegetable, mushroom, and other fritters, bean patties, fried fish, even desserts that are made in a skillet.

The trick is to know which fat to use for frying and how to use it. Olive oil, canola oil, and peanut oil are best. Ikarians fry almost exclusively in olive oil. “We all need fat in our diet. In fact, 25% to 30% of our total caloric intake should come from fat. We have to keep the very important fat-soluble vitamins (A, D, and E) happy!” says Maria Byron Panayidou, who contributed the nutrition notes in this book. “The pleasures of fried food are not forbidden for the health-conscious,” says Maria.






MAKES 6 SERVINGS

18 zucchini flowers, preferably organic

2 cups all-purpose flour

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 cup milk, water, seltzer, or beer

2 eggs, lightly beaten

CHEESE STUFFING (OPTIONAL)

¼ cup crumbled Greek Manouri cheese or ricotta salata

½ cup crumbled Greek feta cheese

⅓ cup finely chopped fresh mint

1 teaspoon grated lemon zest

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Olive oil, for frying



Carefully remove the stamens or pistils from the zucchini flowers, and any insects that might be on the inside of the flowers.

Place the flour in a large bowl and season with salt and pepper. Make a well in the center. Add the liquid and the beaten eggs. Whisk until smooth.

For the cheese stuffing (if using): In a bowl, thoroughly combine the cheeses, mint, lemon peel, and salt and pepper to taste. Fill each flower with about 2 teaspoons of the mixture and twist the tips to close.

In a large, heavy-bottomed pot, heat about 4 inches (10 cm) oil until just before the smoke point. To test the oil, drop in a small piece of bread. If it sizzles up and turns golden in about 5 seconds, the oil is ready.

Dip the stuffed or unstuffed zucchini flowers in the batter and hold up over the bowl to drain off excess batter. Carefully drop a few flowers at a time in the hot oil, frying until lightly golden and crisp, about 45 seconds. Remove with a slotted spoon or spider and drain on paper towels. Continue with remaining flowers until done. Serve hot.




TSIFIA: DRYING SUMMER’S BOUNTY FOR WINTER

Food drying is actually one of the oldest methods of preserving food. The process removes the moisture to prevent bacteria, yeast, and mold from spoiling the food. Drying also slows down the action of enzymes without inactivating them. Thus, the veggies get to retain their natural nutritional value with the exception of vitamin C, which is volatile, meaning it’s heat and light sensitive.

Ikarians call dried fruits and vegetables tsifia and to this day a good portion of the summer garden ends up sliced, salted, and dried to be used later in the year as a meze to go with ouzo or tsipouro and as an addition to bean dishes and other vegetable stews.

My neighbor Titika salts and air-dries potatoes, zucchini, peppers, tomatoes, and eggplants as well as local summer pears, apricots, and peaches. Figs, a staple in Greece, are also sun-dried but not considered tsifia. They are in their own separate category, arguably because they are so packed with nutrition and flavor. Figs saw Ikarians through the long period of Lent, when the larder thinned.

Beguiled by the notion
























FRIED OR BAKED ZUCCHINI FRITTERS WITH OREGANO AND MINT

Kolokythokeftedes sto Tigani y sto Fourno
























PUMPKIN WEDGES PAN-FRIED IN OLIVE OIL

Tiganiti Kolokytha
















WHOLE ROASTED ONIONS WITH VINEGAR AND OLIVE OIL

Kremmydia Ofta kai Xidata



































POTATO-CHEESE CROQUETTES

Patatokeftedes























OMELET WITH WILD ONION STALKS

Omeleta me Karonoi












VARIATION


































IKARIAN WILD GREENS PANCAKES WITH CAROB FLOUR

Tiganites me Horta




























SEA FENNEL IN BRINE

Samphire




















PICKLED WILD HYACINTH BULBS

Volvoi























AROMATIC GREENS COOKED WITH ROE AND CHILE PEPPER

Sfouggato
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