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Portuguese Treats
WHERE ON EARTH

Canada

I moved into Toronto’s Little Portugal 
neighbourhood in the autumn of 1985. 
My neighbours became friends and 
their generosity soon burdened/

blessed my fridge and pantry. Gifts from 
their gardens and grape vines, and bottles of 
their vicious homemade wines, made their 
way from their home to mine. I’d send over 
chocolate chip cookies, by way of thanks, 
which always seemed to puzzle them. 
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BUT OF ALL THE TREATS received my favourite were the 
pastéis de nata, rich tarts of blistered custard in buttery, crackly 
pastry. My neighbour Adrianna baked them every Friday, mostly 
for her four sons. But every so often, she’d send one of her lads 
across the street with a plate of pastéis to sweeten my weekend. 

“Anna,” she’d say when I’d head over with the empty plate 
(her hand on heart, the other raised to the heavens), “I wish you 
to be blessed with many, many sons, as I am blessed.” I 
remember thinking Not a snowball’s chance in hell, dear lady. 

The years came and went. I moved to Ottawa, had four sons, 
and thought often of Adrianna and her ‘benediction.’ And 
though I forgot about pastéis, for things Portuguese in this 
country — the neighbourhoods, certainly, but the cuisine in 
particular — I have long held a soft spot. 

We aren’t blessed in my home town with great Portuguese 
food. Since the demise of Ottawa’s Café Spiga and El Meson — 
two grande dame restaurants run by Portuguese families, now 
retired — I head to Montreal for the good stuff. 

Last spring I did just that. Arriving by train around lunch time, 
I made my way to Café Vasco da Gama on rue Peel. Following a 
meal of lupine salad, bacalão fritters and a duck confit sandwich 

sweetened with a fig compote and washed down with a crisp 
white wine from the Douro Valley, there was pastel de nata for 
dessert. Working through a second tart, I asked my server a 
question about the pastry. Did she know how it came to be so 
crackly and ruffled, like a little girl’s party skirt? 

Five minutes later, out from the kitchen came Julia de Castro 
Nascimento, pastry chef. “May I show you how we do it?” And so 
she did, at my table during the busy-ness of lunch service, 
starting with how she had rolled the puff pastry, dizzy with turns 
and well infused with butter, into a tidy log. Tableside, she cut 
the dough into a piece of maybe a half-inch wide and placed it, 
cut-side down, in the well of a tin cup. Dipping her thumbs in a 
bowl of water, Nascimento flattened the pastry, working from 
the centre out toward the edges, rotating the tin until the pastry 
covered the whole of it and climbed the sides to form a thick-ish 
lip. “Et, voila!” This, she told me, gets filled with the custard and 
baked in a very hot oven till the cream is set but still wobbly, the 
top dotted with scorch marks, and the pastry bronzed, flared 
and wonderfully flaky. 

I begged her for the recipe. And, lucky us, here it is. 
From rue Peel, I walked off the pastel en route to Le Plateau-

…The heart of the Portuguese 
community in Montreal is still found 

in a few square blocks from avenue des 
Pins to rue Marie-Anne…

PHOTOS THIS 
PAGE FROM TOP 
Chouriço; La 
Veille Europe 
on Blvd St 
Laurent; Carla 
Ferreira with 
her rooftop 
urban honey 
at Café Vasco 
da Gama.
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THIS PHOTO Mont 
Royal’s Angel.

MAKES 24

Pastéis de Nata
THERE IS HISTORY associated with the pastel de nata, as 
there must be with any celebrated Portuguese dish, and the story 
of its beginnings traces back to religious orders. I’ve heard two 
versions. The first goes like this: since egg whites were historically 
used to starch monks’ habits, what in heaven’s name to do with 
all the leftover yolks? And so was born the custard tart. The other 
story is less romantic. Funds were needed when the Portuguese 
monasteries were secularized and shuttered by the state in the 
1830s. The custard tart recipe was created under a dome of 
secrecy in the seafaring town called Belém, on the outskirts of 
Lisbon, and sold at public markets. 

Puff Pastry 
600 g 

All 
Purpose 
Flour 60 g

Whole Milk 
500 ml 

Cinnamon 
Stick 1 

Zest  
of 1 lemon

Sugar  
500 g 

Water  
250 ml 

Egg Yolks 
7 

Powdered 
Sugar for 
dusting

Ground 
Cinnamon 
for 
sprinkling

1 WITH a rolling pin, extend the dough into a 
rectangle. Roll the dough into a tight spiral, to 
make a long cylinder. Cut the dough into round 
slices with a thickness of 1.5 cm.

2 PLACE the slices in the bottom of metal cupcake 
moulds, greased with butter.

3 WITH your thumbs, dipped in water, begin to 
press into the centre of the dough, spreading it out 
to the edges. The edges should be thicker, leaving 
the dough thinner in the bottom. Place the moulds 
on a baking sheet.

4 DISSOLVE the flour in 100 ml of milk. In a heavy 
bottomed pot, bring remaining milk, cinnamon 
stick and the lemon zest to a boil. Reduce heat, 
add flour and stir continuously until it begins to 
boil again. Remove from heat and set aside.

5 IN a second heavy bottomed pot, combine sugar 
and water, and stir over medium-high heat to 
boiling point. Boil for 3 minutes. Add sugar syrup 
to milk and mix well. Strain and set aside to cool. 

6 ADD the egg yolks to the milk mixture and stir 
well. Fill the moulds with the cream. Bake in a 
preheated 500°F oven until golden (around 12 
minutes).

7 SERVE hot or cold, sprinkled with powdered sugar 
or cinnamon powder.

Recipe courtesy of Ferreira Pastry Chef Julia de Castro 
Nascimento.
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Mont-Royal. The heart of the Portuguese community in 
Montreal is still found in a few square blocks from avenue des 
Pins to rue Marie-Anne, with boulevard Saint-Laurent its main 
artery. Wandering the neighbourhood, past the little Parc du 
Portugal (commemorating the first wave of Portuguese 
immigration to Canada, in 1953) thoughts turned to sausages. 
I was directed to Chouriçor on rue Bullion for some superior 
ones. “Growing up in this neighbourhood,” butcher Joe Melo 
told me, “every second house was a Portuguese family home. 
It’s not that way anymore. Most of the community has moved 
out of the city, to the suburbs. Still, this neighbourhood is the 
pulse of Portugal in Montreal, shrinking as we are.” 

Armed with Joe’s blood sausages, I stopped in the 
Quincaillerie Azores, a family-run hardware store since 1968, 
now under the Home Hardware umbrella. Run by the brothers 
Pereira, who inherited the business from their father Gabriel, 
the shop has an impressive collection of Portuguese crockery, 
along with paint and brooms and other life necessities. 
Further along Saint-Laurent I found La Veille Europe, with 

what must surely be the longest stretch of Piri Piri sauces on 
the planet. A few of those went in the bag too. 

It began to snow, and thoughts turned to dinner. I had 
booked at Ferreira Café, a hop skip away from where I’d had 
lunch, back on rue Peel. Open since 1996, this celebrated fine 
dining room is the first of Carlos Ferreira’s four restaurants, 
widely considered a top destination for those longing for the 
flavours of Portugal, and for the accomplished modern spins 
on traditional dishes from head chef João Dias. 

Standouts from that dinner included roasted sardines with 
vegetable escabeche (recipe follows); a luscious salt cod 
agnolotti; soft, melting croquettes of smoky sausage; grilled 
octopus, tender and charred, burnished with smoked paprika 
oil and set on a black eyed pea hummus; and Cornish hen 
served Churrasco-style, dished up with fabulous frites. Cheese 
with Ferreira honey harvested from the rooftop, and a glass of 
1970 Porto Pocas Vintage Port were the final treats. Ferreira 
Café also boasts a magnificent cellar of portos and wines, and 
servers who know them well. 

PHOTOS THIS PAGE FROM 
TOP LEFT Celebrating 
the World Cup in 
Montreal, 2006; 
Montreal skyline; A 
glass of Port; Pastry 
chef Julia showing 
me how it’s done; 
Portuguese tiles.
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Ferreira Café
The flagship restaurant of the Groupe 
Ferreira. 

www.ferreiracafe.com

Café Vasco da Gama
For a quick meal or takeaway.
www.vascodagama.ca

Taverne F
For Portuguese small plates, in Montreal’s Place 
des Festivals. 
www.tavernef.com

Campo
The latest addition to the Ferreira family food 
dynasty specializes in grilled chicken with all the 
trimmings.
www.campomtl.com

Quincaillerie Azores
Is now part of the Home Hardware chain, 
but about to celebrate 50 years of family-run 

service. The Pereira family’s hardware store has 
shelves filled with colourful Portuguese crockery, 
much of it stamped with the famous Rooster 
(Gala) of Barcelos. 
4299 St. Laurent Blvd, Montreal

Café Central Portugais
Is where you head for a beer with the Portuguese 
gents who call this gnarly old place a second 
home. Open daily from 6 am–3 am with a 
television permanently tuned to the soccer game, 
dominoes on every other table and opinions on 
everything that matters.
4051 rue St. Dominique, Montreal

Boucherie Epicerie Soares & Fils
A terrific little Portuguese shop.
130 Avenue Duluth E., Montreal 

La Veille Europe
A bustling specialty shop with a wall of Piri Piri 
sauces, plus cheese, oils, olives, sardines, coffee.
3855 St. Laurent Blvd, Montreal

Chouriçor
Where you go for good Portuguese sausage and 
a bit of Portuguese beer. 
4031 rue Bullion, Montreal

ANNE DESBRISAY is an award-winning 
Canadian food writer, restaurant critic, 
editor and culinary judge. 

Before boarding the train home, I stopped in 
for an early lunch of piri-piri chicken rotisserie 
from the Ferreira family’s latest café, Campo, 
on boulevard Maissonneuve. Casual, bright and 
merry, the kitchen performs minor miracles with 
the simple combination of bird, fire, salt and 
chile. I sopped up the spiced-up chicken juices 
with a bag of the house crisps, and ordered 
a box of pastéis for the journey home. 
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SERVES 4

Grilled Sardines with 
Escabeche Peppers

CHEF JOÃS DIAZ’S grilled sardines were a highlight of my 
dinner at Ferreira Café, a sophisticated presentation of an 
iconic dish. 

Red Pepper 1, roasted 
(preferably over charcoal)

Olive Oil 8 Tbs

Sea Salt to taste

Dried Oregano 1 tsp

Red Wine Vinegar 1 Tbs

Sardines 8, cleaned and cut 
into fillets

Fleur de Sel to taste

Olive Bread 4 slices

Coriander Sprouts 1 tsp

Chives 1 bunch 

1 REMOVE the roasted pepper’s 
skin and seeds and cut into thin 
slices. Season with olive oil, 
sea salt to taste, oregano and 
vinegar. Set aside.

2 HEAT oven to 350°F. Season 
sardines with fleur de sel and 
roast for 5 minutes.

3 PLACE the warm sardines on 
the olive bread, garnish with 
the pepper slices, snippets of 
chive and coriander sprouts.

Cook 

itEatit

Visitit
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