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Introduction
Welcome to Odessa—the “Pearl of the Black Sea”—where ancient streets wind down
toward a sparkling harbor, bustling markets overflow with colorful abundance, and
culinary delights await around every sun-baked corner. Here, in southern Ukraine’s
storied port city, food is more than just sustenance: it is a language, a celebration, a
living memory woven into the city’s very soul. With every forkful or sip, you taste
echoes of countless cultures that have called this vibrant seaport home.

Odessa’s cuisine is as layered and lively as its history—a harmonious symphony
shaped by Ukrainians, Russians, Jews, Greeks, Turks, Moldovans, Bulgarians,
Armenians, and many more. The city’s founding in the late 18th century as a
cosmopolitan outpost set the stage for a dynamic fusion. Markets brim with Black Sea
catches, sun-ripened vegetables, fragrant spices, and crusty bread, all interlaced with
generations of storytelling and heritage. Here, a bowl of silky eggplant caviar or a slice
of plump cherry varenyky evokes family kitchens and the laughter that fills them; a
bite of forschmak or a bowl of bouillabaisse reveals centuries of migration and
mingling.

Flavors of Odessa: A Culinary Journey Through Ukraine’s Black Sea Jewel invites you on
an immersive exploration of this city’s warm, resilient, and ingenious food culture. This
book is more than a cookbook—it is a mosaic of stories, scenes, and recipes that guide
you from lively bazaars to shared family tables, from seaside cafes to festive
gatherings. We peel back the layers of history and tradition, meeting the market
vendors, home cooks, bakers, and young innovators who keep Odessa’s food scene
vibrant and evolving. Along the way, you’ll discover not only how beloved dishes are
made but why they matter—each one a vessel for memory, identity, and belonging.

Our journey begins with Odessa’s origins, tracing how the ancient port attracted
waves of settlers bearing new flavors and customs. We wander the bustling Privoz,
where the scent of dill and salted fish mingles with laughter and lively bartering, then
step into shaded courtyards where grandmothers instruct nimble hands in recipes that
are meditations on home and hope. The sensuous rhythm of Odessan life pulses
through every scene: the late-morning cafe, the alfresco feast, the midnight snack at a
festival table, the yoke of history alive in every taste and aroma.

This is a book for anyone who loves to travel by plate or by story, who wants to
recreate the convivial spirit of Odessa’s kitchens and markets in their own homes.
Detailed recipes come alive here, not just as lists of ingredients but as stories—each
bite revealing a new chapter in the city’s sweeping narrative. From classic Black Sea
seafood to Jewish comfort dishes, from street food to contemporary reinterpretations,
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Flavors of Odessa brings the irresistible lure of this coastal city to your kitchen.

So pull up a chair. Pour yourself a glass of robust Moldovan wine or homemade uzvar.
Open your senses to the bustle, color, and camaraderie of Odessa. May this journey
feed your curiosity as much as your appetite, and may you come to love the enduring,
ever-surprising flavors of Ukraine’s Black Sea jewel as much as the people who call it
home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Birth of a Cosmopolitan Port:
Odessa’s Founding and Early Foodways
Before Odessa was Odessa, before its grand boulevards and bustling port, this sliver of
the Black Sea coast had seen countless tides of humanity ebb and flow. Ancient Greek
colonies, nomadic tribes, and later, the sprawling Ottoman Empire, each left faint
imprints on the landscape, whispers of their presence carried on the sea breeze. But
the true genesis of Odessa, the city we know today—a vibrant, culinary melting
pot—began with a vision, a decree, and a woman who saw potential in the windswept
steppe.

That woman was Catherine the Great, Empress of Russia. In 1794, with her sights set
on a warm-water port for her burgeoning empire, she issued a decree that would
forever change this quiet corner of the Black Sea. Her vision was grand: to build a new
city, a gateway to the south, a vibrant trading hub that would rival Europe’s finest. To
achieve this, Catherine extended an open invitation, promising religious freedom and
economic opportunity to anyone willing to settle in her new city.

This invitation was a siren call across Europe. From across Eastern Europe came
craftsmen and laborers, eager for a fresh start. Wealthy Venetian and Genoese
traders, with centuries of maritime commerce in their blood, saw new opportunities for
exchange. French and Greek sailors, their ships laden with goods from distant shores,
found a welcoming harbor and a burgeoning market for their wares. And, significantly,
Odessa blossomed into a major center of Ukrainian Jewish life, eventually becoming
home to one of Europe's largest Jewish populations before the ravages of World War II.

This diverse influx of people brought with them not just their hopes and dreams, but
their culinary traditions, their ancestral recipes, and their unique ways of sourcing,
preparing, and sharing food. Imagine the early days: rudimentary kitchens in newly
constructed homes, the tantalizing aromas of unfamiliar spices mingling in the salty
air, and neighbors from vastly different backgrounds tentatively sharing a dish, a
technique, a taste of home. It was in these shared spaces, in these acts of culinary
exchange, that the unique gastronomic tapestry of Odessa began to be woven.

The city’s position as a vital port was paramount to its evolving food culture. It wasn't
just people who arrived; it was goods—spices from the East, wines from the
Mediterranean, new types of grains, exotic fruits, and preservation techniques. This
constant exchange of goods and ideas meant that Odessa’s kitchens were never
static. They were laboratories of flavor, where traditional recipes encountered new
ingredients, and ancient techniques were adapted to suit local produce and palates.
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The early Odessans, pragmatic and resourceful, quickly learned to make the most of
their immediate surroundings. The Black Sea, a teeming larder, became an
indispensable source of sustenance. Fish, in particular, was a staple, caught fresh daily
by local fishermen and brought straight to the burgeoning markets. Imagine the
scenes on the docks: sailors, fresh from their voyages, cooking their catches directly
over open fires, the scent of grilling fish drifting over the harbor. This immediacy, this
direct connection to the source, became a hallmark of Odessan foodways.

One of the earliest and most plentiful catches was bichki, or bullfish. These delicate,
flaky fish were (and still are) a common sight in the Black Sea, easily caught and
wonderfully versatile. Simple preparations were often the best: lightly floured and pan-
fried, their sweet flesh needed little embellishment. Alongside bichki, smaller fish like 
tsa-tsa (European sprat) were popular, often deep-fried until crisp, or painstakingly
deboned and formed into savory cutlets, a testament to the Odessan knack for turning
humble ingredients into delicious meals.

The sea also yielded stavridas, or jack mackerel, often eaten whole, and the prized
Black Sea mussels. Early Odessans, likely influenced by the Greek and Italian sailors
who frequented the port, quickly adopted mussels into their diet. While today you
might find them in creamy gorgonzola sauces or with pesto, the earliest preparations
would have been simpler: steamed with a splash of local wine, perhaps some garlic
and herbs that grew wild on the steppe. Even rapanas, the sturdy Black Sea whelks,
found their way onto plates, often baked with whatever cheese was available and a
generous dose of garlic.

These early culinary experiments laid the foundation for dishes that would become
synonymous with Odessa. The resourceful nature of its first inhabitants meant that
nothing was wasted. Even the humble shrimp, known colloquially as rachky, became a
beloved snack, simply boiled and enjoyed by the handful—a perfect accompaniment to
a glass of kvass on a warm afternoon. Flounder, with its tender white flesh, was
another early favorite, often fried or even, in a unique Odessan twist, used as a filling
for varenyky, those beloved Ukrainian dumplings.

The cultural intermingling wasn't confined to grand declarations or formal exchanges.
It happened in the quiet moments of daily life. The communal courtyards, a feature of
Odessan architecture that would become even more prevalent in the Soviet era, were
crucibles of culinary fusion. Here, families from different ethnic backgrounds shared
not just living spaces but often cooking facilities. A Jewish grandmother might share
her secret to a perfectly spiced forshmack with her Ukrainian neighbor, who in turn
would teach her how to make the flakiest holubtsi. Recipes were exchanged, adapted,
and enriched, blurring ethnic boundaries and creating a distinctly Odessan flavor
profile.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Consider the early impact of Jewish cuisine, brought by a community that quickly
thrived in Odessa. Forschmack, a dish now considered a crowning glory of Odessan
gastronomy, has its roots in Jewish tradition. This savory fish pâté, typically made with
herring, often incorporates soaked bread or milk, sour apples, and walnuts, creating a
creamy, tangy spread perfect for rye bread. Its very name, meaning "pre-taste" in
Yiddish, speaks to its role as an appetizer, designed to whet the appetite for the meal
to come. Other Jewish dishes, like the sweet or savory tzimmes and the rich gefilte
helzele (stuffed chicken neck), also found their way into the broader Odessan culinary
lexicon.

The Greeks, with their ancient ties to the Black Sea region, contributed more than just
seafood preparation. Their influence, though subtle, permeated the nascent food
culture. The use of fragrant herbs like rosemary, a staple in Mediterranean cooking,
began to appear in local dishes. The ubiquitous brinza, a tangy goat cheese similar to
Greek feta, became a cornerstone of Odessan markets, readily available and used in
countless ways, from salads to pastries. Even the tradition of grape growing, which
would eventually lead to local winemaking, found fertile ground in Odessa thanks to
early Greek settlers.

The very first markets, though perhaps not as sprawling as the later iconic Privoz,
were central to this culinary evolution. They were places of vibrant exchange, where
fishermen sold their morning’s catch, farmers brought their fresh produce from the
surrounding steppes, and new arrivals sought familiar ingredients to recreate a taste
of home. These early markets were more than just commercial hubs; they were social
centers, where culinary traditions were observed, shared, and transformed.

As the 18th century drew to a close and the 19th century dawned, Odessa was firmly
established as a burgeoning port city. Its early foodways were a testament to the
ingenuity and adaptability of its diverse population. From the simple yet satisfying
bounty of the Black Sea to the gradual layering of flavors brought by immigrants from
every corner of Europe, Odessa’s culinary identity was already taking shape. It was a
cuisine born of necessity, enriched by diversity, and celebrated with a spirit of
openness and community. This foundation, built on a blend of local resources and
global influences, would set the stage for the rich and complex food culture that
defines Odessa to this day.
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