


 of Santorini isn’t really 
even an island. Arid, sun-scorched and with its habitable land raised 
a vertical 300m above sea level, it’s actually the leftovers of a vast 
volcanic eruption which wiped out the previous Minoan civilisation 
3,600 years ago, and collapsed the island’s centre into a giant 
caldera nearly half a kilometre underwater. The remains, a rim of 
waterless, rocky terrain covered in volcanic ash at the southernmost 
point of the Cycladic island chain, is historically considered a poor 
cousin to islands in the vicinity like Naxos and Crete.

But even when you know all the statistics, it’s hard to match them 
with modern-day Santorini. It’s the Greece of postcards: an abstract 
arrangement of white-on-white cubes tumbling down a mountain. 
The stone-clad old town of Fira is busy with taxis and commerce, 
cruise ships bringing hungry new crowds daily, the achingly romantic 
promenade at night ringing with a dozen languages. 

However wealthy it seems, the story of food on Santorini is similar 
to that of a ship on a long sea voyage – a tale of careful husbandry, 
preservation and wise trading. Incredibly for Greece, the lack of 
water means there is no olive cultivation or bread-making culture. 
Few animals can be raised and until modern boats arrived, the sea 
was too deep and rough to be fished. 

Fava, an indigenous legume (unrelated to the Italian fava bean) 
grows freely, but takes superhuman determination to harvest: 
sundried, then crushed by mules and thrown into the air to  
remove the chaff, it is only taken to a mill to extract the tiny yellow 
split pea after a year maturing. Vegetables and game (rabbits and 
wild birds) were central to the island’s cuisine, as was cheese from 
the family goat – either fresh, light cheese made daily, or aged  
hard cheese.

Ex-journalist Georgia Tsara manages Selene, a local restaurant that 
has become an institution on Santorini, and she is an incredible 
source of information on the island’s food culture and history. With 
Selene’s owner, Yiorgos Hatzigiannakis, Tsara represents the new 
guard of Greek gastronomes redefining traditional food for the 
modern palate. “Our food is based on local ingredients,” she says. 
“But we’re also trying to evolve Santorinian cuisine and take it 
further creatively.”

Over three days on the island we covered most of the culinary 
bases: dinner on Selene’s prow-like balconies overlooking the 
caldera, a meal at Krinaki (a recommended taverna in nearby Oia),  
a day-long cooking course taught by Tsara in the Selene kitchen 
that comprehensively outlined Santorini’s food culture and the 
simplicity of Greek food preparation, and finally lunch and a wine 
tasting on Selene’s bright-white terrace. 

Not surprisingly, there was ne’er a souvlaki to be seen. Cooked with 
very little oil, the flavours were light, mineral and aromatic – poles 
apart from the slabs of feta, swordfish and oily taramasalata on 
other islands. Most dishes used only fava as the main carbohydrate, 
either in fritters with caper-tomato sauce or in crepes stuffed with 
monkfish wrapped in caper leaves. “The characteristics of the food 
produced here are acidity, minerality and concentration,” says Tsara. 
The result is a variety of dishes with familiar enough ingredients, yet 
totally alien to New Zealand’s big, bold meat and dairy-heavy tastes. 

Capers, which replace olives in the island’s cooking, will only grow 
wild, but every part – berries, leaves and blossoms – is used. The 
taste, just hinted at in the mass-produced type in supermarket jars, is 
peppery and herbal. Selene also turns them into its signature caper 
whisky, which has a smell reminiscent of mesquite and tobacco. 

Evening dining at Selene



Oia, home to the Krinaki Taverna.



Mizithra, an addictive and pungent fresh goat’s cheese, made 
repeated appearances either on its own, in ‘meletini’ (breakfast 
pastries), baked with lamb in vine leaves, or in desserts. One dessert 
in particular, a cheese mousse with lavender honey, came with 
chewy, salty-sweet dried berries – capers again. 

Cheese in Greece is divided into two categories: ‘male’ cheese  
is hard, full-fat, mature cheese using the first curds from the milk, 
and often preserved by aging. 

‘Female’ cheese like mizithra comes from the second processing of 
the milk solids. It is low-fat, delicately flavoured, soft and fresh. Salty, 
peppery ‘Chloro’, meaning ‘fresh’, is an island staple. At Selene it 
is soaked in Vinsanto, a dessert wine made from sundried grapes, 
and served with a glass of Vinsanto too. My favourite, however, is 
‘Volaki’, a round, hard, crumbly cow’s cheese with a flavour that 
changes in the mouth from spring flowers to wine. 

Similarly, the locally produced wine holds no middle ground: 
tart, dry, mineral whites rub shoulders with the floral, silky-sweet 
Vinsanto. Despite the low yield – those arid conditions again – wine 
has been the backbone of the island’s economy since 1500BC (it’s 
no coincidence Greece is the only country to have a god of wine, 
Dionysus). The native grape, ‘assyrtiko’, is also mysteriously resistant 
to the phylloxera infestation that ravaged European vineyards in the 
late 19th century. Its survival means many of the root systems are 
now over 300 years old. Grapevines are woven into spiralling basket 
shapes as they grow to protect the fruit from the strong winds, and 
catch the humidity from the earth.

Vegetables on Santorini are a distinct highlight. Whether tomato 
fritters with spearmint, bitter wild greens gathered from the island’s 

rocky cliffs, grilled artichoke with sea urchin, or butterflied sundried 
cherry tomatoes in desserts, the terrain has created distinct strains of 
produce with a highly concentrated, herbal and often sweet flavour. 
Standard zucchini seeds grow completely spherical, aromatic fruit, 

while the native hairy cucumbers and white aubergine are sweet 
and crunchy, and can be eaten raw. Tomatoes were only introduced 
in the mid-1800s, but produced the intensely flavoured “Santorini 
tomato”, which generated an industry for triple-concentrated paste 
and passata, only recently supplanted by the tourism industry.

Speaking of which, it becomes obvious during our stay that things 
are winding down for the winter. Selene will be closed until April and, 
with the cruise ships gone, Santorini folds in on itself and becomes 
the quiet, family-oriented place it is at heart, says Tsara. “As for me, 
I’ll be working preparing the new menus for the following season.” 

Sam Eichblatt stayed at the Majestic Hotel in Fira, Santorini, which is ten 

minutes walk from Selene restaurant. The Majestic Hotel is a member of 

Great Hotels of the World, a collection of the world’s finest hotels and 

resorts. For more information or to book, visit ghotw.com/the-majestic-hotel

For more information on Selene, visit selene.gr
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