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| The aromatic and healing properties of mastic are famous g%
_{ throughout the Mediterranean and beyond, but only the mastic = =2
~ trees of Chios, Greece, are capable of “weeping” the prized sap.
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Each July, the alarm clock goes off early — 5:30am
— for Kathy Pantelakis and her fellow villagers of
Mastichochoria, an area of 24 mastic-producing villages
on the Greek island of Chios. The mastic tree is an
evergreen that grows throughout the Mediterranean,
but only the trees in southern Chios “weep” the sap that’s
been renowned since ancient times for its gastronomic,
cosmetic and healing properties. The earliest mention of
mastic, or “mastiha” in Greek, dates to the fifth century
BC, when Herodotus named it beneficial for the “oral
cavity and the stomach.” So renowned has Chios mastic
become over the centuries that raids and invasions were
carried out to profit from its trade.

The cultivation of mastic on the island grew systematic
in the 14™ century, with the arrival of the Genoese. “They
created specialvillages,” says historian Michalis Varlas.
“Those living there had to produce mastic, and their
life was like in a prison. You could leave the village to
cultivate mastic, but after sunset you had to return to
avoid penalties.” The Ottomans invaded in the 16™ century
and claimed a monopoly over the trade; only in 1850 were
Chiots finally permitted to sell their own mastic. In 1938,
theisland’s producers created the Chios Mastiha Growers
Association [CMGA), a cooperative active to this day.

About 1.5 million mastic trees grow on Chios, worked
by some 4,500 producers. For most, it's a family tradition.
“The trees | cultivate now are from my great-grandfather,”
says Pantelakis, who moved back to Chios from the US to
take over the family business. “l wanted to work with the
trees, to take care of them so they stay in the family.”

Producing mastic begins in winter and continues
through spring with pruning, top-dressing and tilling.
When summer starts, “tables” — circular areas beneath
each tree — are covered with calcium carbonate. In July
and August, the trees are carved via smallincisions. As
the wounds heal, they “weep” sap that either falls onto the
“tables,” where it's easier to see, or hardens on the tree in
the shape of a tear. Making incisions without harming the
treeis a crucial skill. “You do it lightly,” says Pantelakis.
“You swing your wrist. | always talk to my trees as | carve;

they tell me where to cut. It's a very spiritual process.”
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Mastic trees on the Greek island of Chios.
In summer, the trees are carved with small

incisions. As their wounds heal, they “weep”

sap that hardens into resin and either drops
to the ground or forms into the shape of a
tear on the tree (counterclockwise from top).
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Visitors explore the Chios Mastic Museum. A

woman makes a cocktail with mastic liqueur,
which is also commonly drunk as a digestif.

In the town of Chios, the restaurant Kentriko
uses a small bowl of burning mastic to flavor
a seafood plate (counterclockwise from top).
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PERFECT MATCHES After the sap hardens into resin,

it's collected, separated from leaves and twigs, rinsed and
dried before impurities are cleaned by hand with a knife.
“Often you have to spend 10 to 15 hours a day cleaning

it,” says Kyriaki Kolomvou, a producer from the village of
Pyrgi. Most of the mastic production on the island remains
traditional and, as such, was inscribed on the UNESCO
List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2014.

Once the cleaning is complete, producers take their
mastic to CMGA, where it's sorted, packaged and labeled
as an EU Protected Designation of Origin product, a
certificationit’s carried since 1997. From there, it goes on
to be used in dental products, moisturizers, ointments,
nutritional supplements, chewing gum and ice cream.

For Stelios Parliaros, a celebrated Greek pastry chef
and cookbook author, mastic is special. “As a child |
remember the smell of freshly baked tsoureki,” he says,
referring to a Greek Easter bread seasoned with mastic.
“So | wanted to combine mastic with other ingredients and
create something different, and | discovered it matches
perfectly with bitter chocolate and sweet creams.”
Visitors to Parliaros” Athens shop, Sweet Alchemy, can
taste his creations, including ravani, a traditional semolina
sponge cake flavored with mastic.

Back in Chios, the confectionary shop Moniodi also
makes baked goods using mastic, including masourakia,
the famed Chiot phyllo pastry of almonds, lemon zest and
mastic cream. Kentriko restaurant flavors a seafood plate
by placing a small bowl of burning mastic on the platter
and then covering it with a glass dome for several minutes.
And local pasta company Chiotiko Kellari has been
experimenting by adding mastic to its tagliatelle.

Mastic liqueuris also drunk as a digestif and used in
cocktails. “Mastic’s been used as a sweetener, as a grassy
note, as an earthy note,” says cocktail designer Mirsini
Spaneli. “It's so unique it makes your cocktail stand out.”

With its history and long list of uses, Chios mastic is one
prized resin — the fruit of the labor of the generations that
have cultivated it. It's their blood and sweat along with the
tree’s tears that make it such a singular commodity.
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