MichaelPsilakis
By Kate Parham

“Take Italy, with its Mediterranean culture and terroir, and Turkey, with its Middle Eastern spices, and smash them together.
That’s Greek food,” says award-winning, New York-based chef and restaurateur Michael Psilakis. To some, this cuisine is familiar, delicious,
comforting; but to many, Greek food is foreign and intimidating. That barrier is exactly what Psilakis is attempting to break down.
Born and raised on Long Island in a traditional Greek family, Psilakis is no stranger to cooking. “Food was a focal point in our lives,” says the
eldest first generation son, who recalls roasting whole lambs on a spit his father installed in their backyard. “Food was the single most important
thing we did on a daily basis. My mother took care of us with home-cooked meals every day. She is the inspiration for all the food that I do.”

A career in the restaurant industry wasn’t always the
plan for Psilakis, who went to school for accounting
and finance. After graduation, however, he found himself
working at T.G.I. Fridays as a waiter, a job that despite its
rudimentary nature, was the impetus for Psilakis’ lifelong
career in food. “After I started working as a waiter, I decided
to cancel my law school plans, save all my money and open
my first restaurant.” He worked his way up the ranks at Café
Angelica, a trattoria on Long Island, and eventually bought
out the owners. He renamed the restaurant Ecco, and at the
age of 24 established himself as a restaurateur.
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At Ecco, he ran the front-of-house for two years until his
chef didn’t show up for work. Psilakis stepped up to the
plate, kicking off his culinary career that night. He never left
the kitchen, and in fact, earned a two-star rating from The
New York Times just one year later. Soon after, Psilakis opened
another restaurant in the Upper West Side called Onera, an
upscale Greek-inspired spot where he realized his passion
for the food of his homeland.
From there, it was one new restaurant after the
next. Dona, a collaboration with Donatella Arpaia,
blended modern American experiences with traditional
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Mediterranean cuisine. Onera was transformed into Kefi,
a rustic neighborhood restaurant serving the Greek food
from his childhood, and then came Anthos, a Midtown
hotspot that put Psilakis on the culinary map. The restaurant
was awarded a Michelin Star, an accolade only two Greek
restaurants in the world hold, and was nominated for a James
Beard Award in 2008. “When we got a Michelin star, it finally
hit home that what we were doing was real,” says Psilakis. “It
was acknowledged and accredited by someone I respected.”
Acknowledged he was. In 2008, Psilakis was designated a
Best New Chef by Food & Wine, and Chef of the Year by both
Bon Appetit and Esquire Magazine. Anthos was named the third
of ten best new restaurants by The New York Timesrestaurant
reviewer, Frank Bruni, and Psilakis’ first cookbook, How to
Roast a Lamb, won many awards, including the Gourmand
World Cookbook Award for Best Foreign Cuisine. But
despite all the media attention and global accolades, Psilakis
is perhaps most proud of cooking at the White House. “It
wasn’t so much that I was cooking there, although that was
wonderful, but to do it on Greek Independence Day and
to have all of these Greeks that I didn’t know sending me
letters. The only way I can describe it is like winning an
Olympic medal for your country,” recalls Psilakis. “Those
moments are difficult to put into words.”

MP Taverna, which has two locations, one in Roslyn in
Westchester County, and a second in Irvington on Long
Island (a third location is being developed in Astoria,
Queens). They are also working on a fast-casual satellite
called MP Stop and Go at a yet-to-be-determined location
in Irving County. “MP Stop and Go is like a Greek brasserie,
a simple place to go and eat and have a drink and create
memories with the people you love,” says Psilakis, who strives
to demystify Greek cuisine in a way that allows the average
person to recognize it for what it is: “simple, clean food.”

Building an Empire
After Anthos came a partnership with Kor Hotel Management
to create a Mediterranean restaurant in Miami, and then
a gastropub, Gus & Gabriel, which closed in 2010, only to
reopen as a wine bar called FISHTAG. This has become
a pattern for Psilakis. “I have a small restaurant on 79th
Street that I use to develop concepts in a small vacuum,” he
explains. “Then I take that concept and I sell the idea to a
group of investors and then take it and move it to larger
venues.” With this process, Psilakis has averaged nearly a new
restaurant every year for more than a decade.
For Psilakis, the secret to his success lies in the people
who work for him throughout his growing empire. “They
have been my single most important asset over the years. I’m
not out there making it all happen on my own; it’s me and a
lot of other people.” Psilakis' strategy is to bring people on
very early in the development stage of a project, “when it’s
just a thought on a piece of paper.” He then invests in these
employees for nearly six months prior to opening, training
them and equipping them with the knowledge and skills
necessary for the new concept to succeed. “It’s a big cost, but
it’s really allowed us to quickly move in and hit the ground
running,” he explains.
Today, the Michael Psilakis Restaurant Group owns
four restaurants: Kefi, FISHTAG, and its newest concept,
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GRILLED WHOLE FISH atop a warm salad of potatoes,
tomatoes, onions, peppers, olives and feta drizzled in fresh
lemon juice and garlic
The fish
Branzino
Extra-virgin olive oil
Salt and pepper to season
The salad
Extra-virgin olive oil
Garlic
Fingerling potatoes

Signature Dish
Psilakis’ dedication to demystifying Greek food shines
through at MP Taverna, a restaurant that embodies the
signature dishes of all the restaurants Psilakis has been a part
of over the last 15 years. “The dishes at MP Taverna are most
representative of the food that I love cooking and people
love eating. On of my favorites is the Branzino, a very well
known farm-raised fish in the Mediterranean.”
The dish is a perfect example of how Psilakis is working
to remove the intimidation factor from Greek food. “We
take familiar items, like grilled whole fish, meatballs,
braised meats, roast chicken, and then add that personal
Greek touch.” Another example is salt cod. “That’s a very
traditional dish my mother would make all the time. She’d
deep fry it and serve with a garlic potato sauce,” he explains.
But at MP Taverna, the dish is lightly tempura-fried and
served alongside smoked potatoes and tomato sauce. “When
you get the dish, you immediately recognize the traditional
form if you’re Greek, but you also recognize the evolution.”
Another way Psilakis has made Greek food more
approachable is by translating the Greek name into English
on the menu. “It really is incredible how simple something
like that is, but how important it can be to breaking some
boundaries,” he insists. “You have to love and embody the
country your parents left, but also the country you live in
now.”
Psilakis would like all Americans to find the comfort in
Greek food. “I started cooking because it is something I
love,” he explains. “Bringing my passion for Greek food
to the mainstream has always been a focal point. I wanted
to open a restaurant, get critical attention, and become a
spokesperson for Greek cuisine. I didn’t think it was going to
go exactly as I planned, but it did…It worked.”
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4 1⁄2 lbs. each, scaled
and gutted
2 tbsp

Dry oregano
Feta cheese

2 tbsp
3 cloves sliced thin
10 par cooked
and reserved
24 halved
24 pitted
24 pitted
2 sliced into rings, grilled,
and reserved
1 tbsp
1⁄2 cup

To finish
The juice of two lemons
Extra-virgin olive oil for drizzling
Fresh chopped parsley
Fresh chopped basil
Fresh chopped dill

1 tsp
1 tbsp
1 tbsp
1 tbsp

Cherry tomatoes
Kalamata olives
Green olives
Sweet onions

TO PREPARE
Pre-heat a grill to med-high. Paint fish with olive oil and
season with salt and pepper. Place on the grill. Char on each
side for approx 8 minutes.
For warm salad, in a large heavy-bottomed pan add olive
oil and heat through. Brown garlic and potatoes. Then, add
tomatoes, olives, onion rings, dry oregano, and feta cheese.
Cook through.
Transfer salad to a serving platter and place the fish on
top. Squeeze fresh lemon juice on over the fish, drizzle with
remaining olive oil, and garnish with fresh herbs.

Kate Parham is a Washington DC–based freelance
food, travel, and lifestyle writer. Her byline has appeared
in USA Today, Cooking Light, Plate, American Way, and
the Robb Report, as well as numerous other publications.
Learn more about Kate at www.kateparham.com

