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FARO

A simple chicken restaurant in the sleepy village of Guia in the 
Algarve has become a must-stop for foodies from all over the world. 

We sent Hannah Summers to find out why
Photography Kerry Murray

Chicken run
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“For an authentic, 
home-spun taste of 
Portuguese piri piri, all 
roads lead to Ramires”

he elderly couple next to 
me are having a really lovely 
time. “Oooooooh!” she 
exclaims. “Ahhhhhhhh!” 
he follows. She mops the 
beads of sweat from his 
forehead, he gives her 
a wink, and they finish 
their meal with a heavy, 

contented sigh, gazing lustily at their plates.
Yes, their plates. Piled high with chicken bones, pools 

of rose-coloured piri piri oil and the odd chip that they 
couldn’t quite squeeze in, the crockery completely 
covers their white paper table cloth. “They are regulars,” 
Noelia Ramires, owner of Restaurante Ramires, tells 
me. “They come once a week.”

If a meal at Ramires is the secret to a long and blissful 
marriage then I am happily sold. The family-run 

T

FARO

Previous spread The piri piri 
chicken at Ramires lures scores 
of diners through the door; 
Left Noelia Ramires with a 
portrait of her father, José

restaurant, which sits on the cobbled slopes of Guia, 
a tiny, unassuming village 40 minutes west of Faro in 
the sun-baked Algarve region of Portugal, is quite the 
game changer. Five decades of hard graft have produced 
what I see today – a three-floor maze of brightly 
decorated rooms bursting with piri piri chicken pilgrims. 
Yes, such a thing exists: I am one of them.

You may think you know piri piri chicken – whether 
it’s the pre-packaged, neon-orange bottles of sauce that 
line our supermarket shelves, or via Nando’s, the South 
African-born restaurant chain which serves chicken to the 
masses. In fact, piri piri dishes date as far back as the 15th 
century, when Portuguese settlers arrived in Africa, came 
across a bird’s eye chilli and used it to make a marinade. 
The details are hazy, and the exact origins still debated, 
but one thing’s for sure – for an authentic, home-spun 
taste of Portuguese piri piri, all roads lead to Ramires.

Although Noelia may run the show today, the 
restaurant was set up by her late father and local legend, 
José Carlos Ramires, who is famous for being the first 
person to introduce the punchy spice of piri piri to 
the previously flavour-lacking kitchens of the Algarve. 
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“Word got out and 
more people started 
coming. José wanted 
to feed them all” 

“My father worked as a cobbler,” Noelia explains, “but he 
always loved food. He liked eating, he had a plump face,” 
she adds, pointing to a portrait of him that gazes out over 
the packed restaurant. Seventies metal-framed glasses, 
a small and kind smile and the familiar healthy chin of a 
fellow food lover is how José exists in his family’s – and 
customers’ – memories.

It was his fondness for flavour that created the Ramires 
that thrives today. On a sunny afternoon in the summer 
of 1964, José was handed a stash of piri piri from a friend 
who’d travelled from Angola. He started experimenting 
with recipes, soon setting up a tiny chicken-grilling station 
in the village. “He had a little stall on this site,” Noelia 
continues. “He used to cook chicken for his friends when 
they finished their shifts at the local hotels at 2am. Word 
got out and more people started coming. He wanted to 
feed them all.” A restaurant followed. Then another floor. 
And finally, a third.

All this would lead to new-found fame for José – and 
the village of Guia, which is now considered the national 
village of chicken piri piri. On my late Saturday afternoon 
visit, Guia is seriously sleepy, bordering on comatose. 
Laundry dangles from windows overhead, the addictive 
scent of detergent wafts down the cobbled streets, and 
three tiny churches surround the restaurant. A handful 
of other chicken restaurants exist, but the crowds make 
it clear that Ramires is the favourite. 

A three-generation family lingers outside the front door 
angling for a table, while in the lobby, a 30-person throng 
of couples, friends and families patiently wait their turn. 
A line wiggles down the stairs and the waiters scurry 
around hastily clearing tables. “José was very respected in 
these parts,” even my taxi driver had remarked on the drive 
here. “Ramires has the best chicken piri piri for miles.” 
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Opposite page Crispy Ramires 
chicken; This page, clockwise 
from left Tables at the eatery 
are in high demand; the village of 
Guia; three kitchens ensure food 
arrives quickly; piri piri peppers

BI_064-075_Piri piri chicken_Faro.PDV.indd   69 21/09/2018   09:11



71OCTOBER 2018

tingles on your lips and catches slightly in your throat, 
reminding you that it’s there without, erm, ruining your 
evening. The salad: who knew a simple tomato salad 
could be so good? Its tang! Its sweetness! It balances 
out the heat of the unbelievably juicy meat. I mop up the 
salty, garlicky oil with my chips, and wipe the first signs 
of a sweat moustache from my face. “The heat is good 
for us,” Noelia says, laughing. “It gets our body moving.”

I don’t doubt it. When it comes to piri piri chicken,  
Noelia is your expert. Although she properly started 
working in the restaurant when she was 16, she’d been 
tasting her father’s piri piri since she was toddler. “I live 
for chicken,” she admits. “But the key to our success is 
in the little details.”

A tour of the kitchens (there’s one on every floor to 
get the food out as speedily as possible) gives me a 
glimpse of exactly what these details are. It starts with 
the weight of the chicken – exactly 650 grams (that’s 
approximately five weeks old) – so it cooks faster on the 
grill. It’s cleaned, chilled, dusted with sea salt and grilled 
over smokey charcoals by chef Paul – no marinating here, 
thanks. Special scissors are used to slice the chicken 
in exactly the right spot, it’s arranged on a platter and 

Judging by the lines, the locals agree. I can barely 
contain my excitement when it’s time for me to discover 
what the fuss is about. I go for a table on the ground floor, 
where a light-flooded room is crammed with smitten 
elderly couples, groups of teenagers and toddlers who’ve 
abandoned cartoons on their iPads in favour of frango 
piri piri. Noelia pours me a chilled glass of Marquês dos 
Vales – a light, locally-produced white wine that’s perfect 
on this scorching hot day – and places our order. 

What follows will linger in my memory for years to 
come. First up are two types of tomato salad – one 
with the fruit cut small and fine, known as montanheira, 
the other with chunkier wedges, both topped with salt, 
oregano and slivers of onion. Next is a jumble of thin and 
crunchy chips, lightly salted to perfection. And then the 
chicken. Two silver plates of meticulously-chopped and 
barbequed meat – its skin crispy, lightly scorched and 
singed, glistening under a duvet of glorious piri piri-
infused oil. “Please start,” Noelia tells me, pushing 
my cutlery to the side. Forget your table manners, 
this is finger food at its finest. 

It is – to put it modestly – sensational. The sauce 
delivers just the right amount of heat – the kind that 

“Th e chicken is cleaned, 
chilled, dusted with 
sea salt and grilled 
over smokey charcoals”

Top right Ramires chicken 
comes with two salads, 
including the finely-chopped 
montanheira; Below Silver 
plates laden with succulent 
chicken and crunchy chips

FARO
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doused with garlic oil and the special piri piri sauce 
containing a number of secret ingredients. 

“You can try to cheat the recipe, but it’s never the 
same,” Noelia tells me. In fact, the sauce is so heavily 
guarded that the piri piri peppers are stored in a 
padlocked cupboard, and Noelia is the only one 
with the recipe. So how many chickens do they serve 
a day? “I don’t normally say – numbers aren’t the 
measure of success,” she says.

The number of human-height fridges, each one 
stacked with rows of birds – and the constantly busy 
restaurant – suggest it’s definitely in the hundreds. 
Not only is the chicken the favourite of locals in the area, 
people travel from the Emirates, the US and other parts 
of the country to eat here. Arab princes, with a 20-strong 
entourage of security, plus British popstars Bonnie Tyler 
and Cliff Richard, have all wiped smears of piri piri sauce 
from their chins in this very restaurant, and Noelia has 
been approached by food-loving businessmen to open 
sites in France and the Azores, which she’s clearly proud of.

I decide to return later when evening service is in full 
swing. A baby’s car seat is balanced on a counter, with 
the six-month-old looking on as its parents, grandparents 
and siblings feast from a table virtually buckling under 
the weight of chicken. On the adjacent table, a group 
of glammed-up grannies – all sequins, gold chandelier 
earrings and coral lipstick (most of it now smeared around 
their mouths) – are ordering another platter of piri piri.

It’s impossible to resist another serving. A half chicken 
this time, coming in at a ludicrously cheap €6.50, with 
more chips, tomato salad and a large glass of red wine 
from a nearby vineyard. It’s refreshing simple, yet 
brilliantly delicious. 

“It was my father’s dream for the village of Guia to be 
known for its chicken,” Noelia says, pulling up a chair for 
a well-earned break after another busy day at Ramires. 
“I think we are there now.” I think she’s right. 
restauranteramires.com 

 FLY TO FARO DAILY

“You can try and 
cheat the recipe, but 
it’s never the same”

Top left The recipe for the 
Ramires piri piri sauce is 
a closely guarded secret; 
Above Dining at the hugely 
popular restaurant in Guia 
is often a family affair

FARO
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