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Introduction
Lisbon rises before the traveler in a golden, labyrinthine blaze—its seven hills crowned
by ancient castelos, and its centuries-old streets echoing with the unmistakable
fragrance of simmering garlic, grilling sardines, and freshly baked pastries wafting
from hidden bakeries. Once the proud launch point of ships that forever changed the
world’s tastes and textures, Portugal’s capital today is a rich palimpsest of culinary
influences: Moorish spices, Atlantic bounty, colonial flavor, and the creative energy of
new generations combining to form one of Europe’s most exciting, yet still somehow
secretive, food destinations.

To understand food in Lisbon is to read a living city—past and present intertwining in
every bite, every bustling market, every tucked-away tasca brimming with
neighborhood laughter and clattering plates. For locals, food is ritual, community, and
above all, memory. Here, generations gather around tables small and grand, savoring
dishes whose recipes are as storied as the families who guard them. The city’s
kitchens, whether splendid or humble, are gateways to the warmth of Lisbon’s soul.
They hide not only in Michelin-starred restaurants but in the tiled, family-run taverns
shadowed from the main squares, or behind sun-bleached market stalls, overflowing
with freshness from the sea and countryside.

But this book is more than a gallery of mouthwatering plates. It is an invitation: to
walk the neighborhoods whose distinct characters shape culinary identities; to peer
into the ovens and mixing bowls of bakers, fishers, and home cooks; and to join their
stories at the crowded communal tables where tradition is both fiercely protected and
joyfully reinvented. From the simplest bifana sandwich, spiced and dripping with
flavor, to the delicate creaminess of a pastel de nata still warm from the oven,
Lisbon’s food is as layered and surprising as the city itself.

Within these pages, you’ll discover salt cod prepared one hundred ways, taste the
sweet and savory influence of centuries-old trade routes, and meet those people
whose labor, creativity, and devotion keep the city’s culinary heritage alive. As much
practical guide as love letter, each chapter blends evocative storytelling, hands-on
recipes, chef interviews, and essential travel tips, empowering you to not just taste
Lisbon, but live and cook it—whether wandering steep cobbled alleys or at your own
kitchen table across the world.

Throughout this journey, you’ll find that Lisbon’s flavors are inseparable from its
landscape: the resilient notes of Tagus River salt, the Atlantic spray brightening a dish,
the subtle marks of its Lusophone diaspora, and the rhythmic pulse of Fado music
lending a resonance to every meal. The city’s culinary future is being written by both
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tradition and restless experimentation, making this moment the perfect time to
explore its hidden kitchens—those vibrant spaces where history, community, and
appetite meet.

Come hungry, and come curious. The secret kitchens of Lisbon are waiting to be
discovered. Let this book be your passport to a city whose greatest treasures are
always served with an outstretched hand, a generous glass, and a story worth
savoring.
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CHAPTER ONE: Salt Cod and the Soul of Lisbon
To truly comprehend Lisbon’s culinary heart, one must first understand its enduring
love affair with bacalhau—salt cod. This isn't just a dish; it's a national obsession, a
cornerstone of Portuguese identity, and a profound testament to ingenuity born of
necessity. Forget finding fresh cod in Lisbon; when a Portuguese person speaks of 
bacalhau, they are almost always referring to its salted, dried form.

The relationship between Portugal and cod began not in its own Atlantic waters, which
are abundant in other species like sardines, but far to the north, in the icy depths off
Newfoundland, Norway, and Iceland. The story of bacalhau is intrinsically linked to
Portugal’s Age of Discovery in the 15th and 16th centuries. As Portuguese navigators
embarked on epic voyages across vast oceans, they faced the immense challenge of
preserving food for months, even years, at sea. Fresh fish, while plentiful closer to
home, would spoil.

The Vikings were early pioneers in fish preservation, drying cod in the cold, open air to
create what was known as "stockfish" as early as the 8th century. But it was the
Basques who are credited with introducing the salting method to preserve cod. This
technique involved drawing out moisture with salt, allowing the fish to be stored
indefinitely without refrigeration. Cod, with its firm flesh and low fat content (most of
its fat is in its liver), proved ideal for this process, as oils and fats can hinder proper
salt preservation.

When Portuguese explorers, like Giovanni Cabotto (John Cabot), stumbled upon the
Grand Banks off Newfoundland in the late 15th century, they found an astonishing
abundance of cod—so many, it was said, "that one could walk on the sea." This
discovery provided a seemingly endless supply of a protein source that, once salted
and dried, was lightweight, highly nutritious, and non-perishable. It became the
strategic foodstuff for long maritime expeditions and a staple of the Portuguese Navy’s
diet from 1497.

Initially, bacalhau was a food for sailors and, due to its practicality, it began to spread
inland where fresh fish was scarce. By the 1700s, salted cod had become a common
food for ordinary Portuguese people and even for the upper classes. Its consumption
also gained traction due to religious reasons. During the many fasting days in the
Catholic calendar, particularly Lent and Christmas Eve, meat consumption was
forbidden. Salt cod provided an excellent, readily available alternative, deeply
embedding itself in the country's culinary habits.

By the 16th century, the Atlantic cod trade was booming, often dominated by the
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English who exchanged their salted fish for Portugal’s abundant salt, particularly from
areas like Setúbal and Aveiro. This dependency on imports meant that for a period, 
bacalhau became a delicacy for the wealthy, rather than a common food. However, by
the 19th century, increased supply and improved preservation techniques made it
more accessible to the masses once again.

The 20th century saw bacalhau solidify its place as a national symbol, particularly
during the Estado Novo dictatorship (1930-1970) under António de Oliveira Salazar. A
government initiative called the "Codfish Campaign" was launched in 1934 to boost
domestic production and achieve food sovereignty. Fishermen were sent to the
perilous waters of Newfoundland and Greenland, enduring grueling conditions to bring
back vast quantities of cod. These fishermen were portrayed as patriotic heroes, their
arduous work romanticized and compared to the great navigators of the past.
Ceremonies were held in Lisbon to bless the cod fishing fleet, the "lugres
bacalhoeiros," further cementing bacalhau's place in the national psyche.

Even after the dictatorship ended in 1974 and Portugal began importing most of its
cod again—today, a significant portion comes from Norway—the love affair with 
bacalhau never waned. Portugal remains the largest consumer of salted cod in the
world, with an average of 35 kilograms per person per year, accounting for 20% of
global consumption.

The sheer versatility of bacalhau is a key reason for its enduring popularity. It's often
said that there are 365 ways to prepare salt cod in Portugal—one for every day of the
year. While that might be a slight exaggeration, the sheer number of traditional
recipes is truly astounding. From simple boiled dishes to complex casseroles, bacalhau
can be baked, grilled, fried, stewed, or mashed.

In Lisbon, you’ll encounter bacalhau in myriad forms. One of the most iconic and
universally beloved is Bacalhau à Brás. This dish, said to have originated in Lisbon’s
Bairro Alto neighborhood by a tavern owner named "Brás" in the late 19th century, is
a comforting scramble of shredded salted cod, finely chopped onions, crispy
matchstick potatoes, and scrambled eggs, typically garnished with black olives and
fresh parsley. Its appeal lies in its combination of textures—the salty, flaky cod, the
crispiness of the potatoes, and the creamy eggs.

Another classic is Pastéis de Bacalhau, also known as Bolinhos de Bacalhau in the
north of Portugal. These are small, golden-fried fritters made from a mixture of
shredded salt cod, mashed potatoes, eggs, and herbs. They are a ubiquitous snack,
found in pastelarias (pastry shops), taverns, and as appetizers in restaurants across
the city. The contrast between the crispy exterior and the soft, savory interior makes
them irresistibly addictive.

Then there’s Bacalhau com Natas, or "cod with cream," a rich and indulgent gratin
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where shredded cod, fried potatoes, and onions are baked in the oven with a velvety
cream sauce. It’s a dish that embodies comfort and warmth, perfect for a cooler
evening. Bacalhau à Gomes de Sá, another popular casserole, features flaked cod
poached in milk, baked with potatoes, onions, garlic, and a generous drizzle of olive
oil, often garnished with hard-boiled eggs and black olives. This dish is a staple of
Portuguese home cooking.

Even simple preparations highlight bacalhau's unique character. Bacalhau Cozido,
simply boiled cod, is the traditional Christmas Eve dinner for many Portuguese
families, served with boiled potatoes, cabbage, and sometimes eggs and chickpeas, all
drizzled with olive oil. This humble meal perfectly showcases the quality of the fish
itself.

Despite its journey from distant waters, bacalhau has become deeply ingrained in the
Portuguese identity, transcending its role as mere sustenance. It’s a symbol of
resilience, resourcefulness, and a connection to a maritime past that shaped a nation.
It’s a dish that evokes family gatherings, festive occasions, and the everyday rhythm
of life in Lisbon. The smell of bacalhau in a market, initially surprising to a visitor,
quickly becomes a comforting scent, a sign that you are truly in the heart of Lisbon’s
culinary world. Whether you find it on a Michelin-starred menu or at a humble tasca, 
bacalhau offers a taste of Portugal’s enduring soul.
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