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TABLE TALK

From the kitchens of Melbourne, Australia’s foodie capital, 
to the restaurants of Wanaka in New Zealand’s South Is-

land, Rhys Fitzpatrick has spent over a decade building up his 
cooking skills in the Southern Hemisphere. 

Now, he’s taken that culinary expertise – and experimentation 
– all the way to the Scottish islands.

Since the summer of 2019, Rhys has been Head Chef at the 
Harris & Lewis Smokehouse Restaurant in Stornoway, on the 
Isle of Lewis. And the reason he moved halfway across the 
world? “The age old story! I met a lovely girl from Galson and 
fell in love with her.”

Rhys joined the team at the restaurant, which is owned by 
the Scottish Salmon Company, after moving to be with his 
partner in Lewis in early 2019. Open for breakfast, lunch, 
and dinner, the Harris & Lewis Smokehouse features menu 
items such as native Hebridean salmon, seared monkfish with 
smoked beetroot, Hebridean lamb, and Cullen Skink soup.

The latter involved some cross-cultural translation in the 
early days. While the Cullen Skink has now become a customer 
favourite, Rhys didn’t know what it was when he first arrived 
in the kitchen. “I had no idea what it was, not a clue. It was as 
simple as me just cooking the smoked haddock in a pan with 
some butter, having a creamy potato and leek broth made with 
fish stock, then putting the haddock in the bowl, pouring the 
stock over the top, and garnishing it with fried leeks. Simple as 
anything, and people loved it – I was stoked!”

At the Smokehouse, Rhys strives to use locally sourced food 
as often as possible. Over the last few months he’s had tuna, 
scallops, and sea urchin in the kitchen, and he likes to make 
the most of what islanders are raising and growing themselves, 
from fresh vegetables to mutton. “There’s a lot of really, really 
good produce up here. I was kind of blown away by how readily 
available and how cheap seafood is,” says Rhys. Seaweed also 
makes an appearance (“it tastes like salty sea lettuce”), as do 
local wild ingredients like gorse flowers and reindeer moss.

And his new life in the Outer Hebrides isn’t as different to 
the one he had Down Under as you might expect. The chef 
grew up in Derby, a small town in North Western Australia 
which he describes as “cattle country.” Rhys has been helping 
his partner’s family out on their croft during lambing season, 
and he explains that the cattle farming and crofting lifestyles 
have similarities. Although as he adds with a laugh, compared 
to Australia, Lewis is “a lot wetter and windier!”

Rhys started out as a kitchen hand at 16, before completing 
his Certificate III in Commercial Cookery at TAFE, a vocational 
education institute in Australia, and going on to work 
everywhere from cafes to fine-dining establishments. Kika, 

where he worked in Wanaka, is often listed as one of New 
Zealand’s best restaurants, while Rice Paper Scissors, which 
his friend launched in Melbourne, is well-known for its tapas-
style Asian dishes. As a child, he thought he might go on to 
have a career in science, but it wasn’t until he’d been working 
in kitchens for a few years that Rhys realized he could combine 
the two interests, as he learned and experimented more at the 
molecular level of cooking.

“I think there’s a fine line in the food that I do, where it’s really 
had a lot of involvement, there’s a lot of process in it, and then 
there’s the stuff that’s just bare simple goodness, that goes out 
fresh,” says Rhys of the balance in his dishes. “I’ll get an inkling 
about something, an idea hits me, and I’ll just run with it.”

Since starting at the Harris & Lewis Smokehouse last year, 
Rhys has hosted multiple tasting menu evenings, including a 
summer “Taste of the Hebrides” evening alongside Scotland’s 
National Chef, Gary Maclean. The two also worked together 
for cooking demonstrations at the Lewis Carnival Food and 
Drink Festival last August, which Rhys says “was really 
good fun.” He showed Gary around Stornoway afterwards, 
introducing him to local suppliers, and taking him to meet the 
local fishmongers.

Now that he’s settled in the job, what does he hope is 
next for the restaurant, and the role? “I like bringing people 
together, and everybody enjoying and sharing their food, 
sharing their experience like a big family,” says Rhys of his 
cooking ethos. “I really wanted to put myself out there and 
on the plate, and I think I have. I want the restaurant to be 
recognized as somewhere that is really trying to do something 
new and exciting. I want Stornoway to be proud of this place.”
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