
SEVEN COURSES OF OCTOPUS
EMILY LLOYD-TAIT

I n a small beach town, on a not-particularly-famous Greek 
island, there’s a !ne diner with no roof, no menu and no 

opening hours. Even !nding it is a mystery that involves leaving 
the sealed road that runs along the waterfront and heading 
down the shingled path that may or may not have scorpions 
on it (we’re warned to wear closed-toe shoes). Turn right at 
a hand-painted sign on the wall of a crumbling garage and 
eventually reach a garden gate with mermaids on it. 

This is the front door of chef Kiriakos Antoniou’s 
restaurant.

It’s an entirely outdoor affair where tables are set up in  
a courtyard surrounded by ancient olive trees draped in 
festoon lights. Luckily for everyone, the biting "ies go to sleep 
once the sun goes down, but the stray cats are still free to roam 
under the tables and the cicada song drowns out just about 
everything else. 

It’s the restaurant Antoniou’s mother, Stella, ran for 
25 years, serving traditional Greek dishes such as stuffed 
tomatoes, taramasalata, tzatziki, moussaka, dolmadakia and 
pastitsio. Lamb and goat were often cooked over coals in the 
outdoor wood-!red oven. 

 That oven is still burning, but these days it’s most likely to 
have an octopus in it, cooked slow and low in its own juices. 
The result is tender, briny, parchment-thin slices as tender as 
ham and almost as briny, served with squid ink mayonnaise 
and an earthy paprika sauce. Where his mother used seawater 
to cure olives, Antoniou uses it to clean giant prawns (“I don’t 
want to wash away the taste of the sea”).

Instead of setting the opening hours and waiting for people 
to come, he only opens when there are reservations. “One day 
I can have !ve tables, and one day I can have three,” he says. 
“But this is life. Financially, it’s a sacri!ce, but when I work 
less, I have more ideas. I cook better.”

During the days when the restaurant is open, he designs 
his menu based on what his suppliers bring to the door.  
“I have people who go looking for what I want. Maybe a dusky 
grouper, or an amberjack,” he says. “If they !nd a big octopus, 
I want it so I can create. It provides so many opportunities 
– carpaccio, risotto, dried octopus. I once tried doing seven 
courses of nothing but octopus – it was very fun.”

When he gets a supply of big prawns, he combines raw slices 
– so thin they’re almost invisible – with little nubs, cooked and 
dressed in a butter emulsion. When sea bream is plentiful, he 
might serve some as a ceviche with local lemons and onion 
– the !llets pan-fried for a later course. Eggplant, zucchini, 
tomatoes and rocket are brought down the mountain from his 
father-in-law’s garden while chickens and roosters are sourced 
from other farms on the island. 

In between prep and service, Antoniou takes breaks by 
jumping off the concrete jetty into the crystal clear waters of 
the Aegean sea. Once a day, he swims the full length of the 
1.5km bay. In fact, when I !nally sit down for the seven-course 
tasting menu, it’s the !rst time I see him in anything other than 
his swimmers. 
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THE OBAN SEAFOOD HUT
ANTHEA BATSAKIS

Stinking of !sh, John Ogden sat by his seafood hut on the 
pier in the small Scottish seaside town of Oban some 

12 years ago and watched a helicopter touchdown. He  
was waiting for Brad Pitt, who was in Glasgow filming  
World War Z at the time. A lad on set had been gushing about 
the hut’s butter-poached shell!sh and oysters so fresh they had 
barely touched the air. Pitt decided to pop over for lunch. 

When a weather-beaten man with long hair and a scraggly 
beard stepped out and approached him, the !sherman was 
taken aback. He asked the man, in his Yorkshire lilt, when the 
Hollywood heavyweight was due to arrive. Confused, the man 
replied that he was, in fact, Brad Pitt. Ogden was astonished. 
“What?! You look like a fucking homeless man.” 

Brad Pitt bought 15 prawn sandwiches and an Irn-Bru and 
"ew away.

That’s the way Ogden’s son, and current manager of the 
Oban Seafood Hut tells it, anyway.

John Ogden passed away earlier this year at the age of 74. 
A fixture of the community, he was dedicated to bringing 
delicious, simply prepared seafood to people at affordable 
prices, and is credited with earning Oban the title of ‘Seafood 
Capital of Scotland’.  

“He spoke his mind. A lot of people liked that. He was 
quite blunt and funny,” says John’s son and manager of Oban 
Seafood Hut, Tony Monaghan. “John would really go out of his 
way to give people his honest opinion and he would actually 
help people. He would never want to see anyone stuck.” 

Ogden was an all or nothing kind of guy, especially when it 
came to seafood. He would cram prawns into sandwiches until 
bursting; his seafood platters were topped with a meaty lobster, 

and his garlicky mussels spilled from their container enveloped 
in billows of steam. His family lovingly continues this legacy.

John started the Oban Seafood Hut in 1990 when a recession 
in the United Kingdom tore apart the !shing industry. John, 
who had been a !sherman for decades, started cooking catch 
and selling it from his baiting shed.

“He and other !shermen went from working manually at 
sea to buttering sandwiches. There were no counters, just 
!sh boxes,” says Tony. “There’d be guys changing oil pumps 
before making sandwiches, and cooking lobsters with a little 
boiler in the corner. It had very humble beginnings, and it 
grew from there.” 

Two years later, a journalist propelled the hut to cult fame, 
after naming the prawn sandwich the “best in the universe”. In 
the decades since, John Ogden has been visited by celebrities, 
politicians, tour groups and locals alike, all vying for seafood 
caught just a few metres from their queue. Not bad for a former 
baiting shed with only a couple of shared outdoor tables for 
seating, in a !shing village two-and-a-half hours drive from 
Glasgow (or 20 minutes by helicopter). 

The day John died, his family received over 600 phone calls. 
The day after, they received a letter from Scottish politician 
Nicola Sturgeon.

John was famously grumpy, dazzlingly charming and would 
always be seen in a "at cap, a shirt, tie and braces, and dirty 
yellow gumboots. “He wore a tie almost every day of my life. 
Even when we were on holiday in Barbados, it’s like 40 degrees 
there,” Tony said, laughing.  “He was a real character, and he’s 
really missed.” 
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