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PREFACE


For nearly thirty years, we have shared our love and passion for Nordic-Scandinavian cuisine, both between ourselves and with others.


Along with our two daughters, Telma Líf and Júlía Sólveig, we also share a love of the great outdoors and the nature that surrounds us in these northern climes, which inspire us in our kitchen.


We spend most of the summer in Blönduós, a town in northern Iceland, where we have a workshop and our guesthouse Brimslóð (https://brimslodguesthouse.is/into-the-north/). We welcome many foreign visitors every year, introducing them to local ingredients and giving them a taste of our local specialities, which they always love.


Our hope is that with this book, you too can discover everything Nordic cuisine has to offer, with recipes showcasing quality local produce. We invite you to join us in our everyday life, fishing, foraging and sharing what we grow in our vegetable garden.


Our cooking is inspired by traditional recipes and age-old techniques. It is important to us to pass on the skills and knowledge of our culinary heritage. We hope you will enjoy our food and that it might inspire you to travel north to discover more. You will always be welcome to visit us!


Inga and Gísli
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INTRODUCTION


Some believe that food is the last link connecting humans with the natural world. Yet our understanding of ingredients and our traditional methods of producing food are beginning to disappear as we abandon rural life for urban living. Self-sufficiency has been replaced by the importation of tons of food arriving from all over the globe.


Now is a time of competition. We would rather prioritize quantity, lower prices and a longer shelf life over investing in quality produce as we once did. Unique regional specialities are disappearing, being replaced with standardized and uniform fare. The Scandinavian diet has changed a lot since the end of the 19th century. Instead of relying on local seasonal produce, modern tastes have been influenced by international cuisines and there is now little difference between the seasons.


Thankfully there are many people like us who want to move beyond these influences and rediscover the knowledge we once had, realizing that the healthiest and most delicious ingredients are those that our ancestors used for centuries.


It’s time to put a fresh spin on the old authentic ways and adapt them to modern life. This innovative approach to contemporary Nordic cuisine has attracted attention from all over the world, focusing on ingredients from the everyday to the unfamiliar, and returning to ancient methods of food preservation.


Nordics are proud of enjoying a healthy and balanced diet, going hand in hand with our love of keeping in good physical shape. The real secret is eating fresh natural food. Research shows that Nordic cuisine, although quite different, is comparable to the Mediterranean diet in terms of health and nutrition.


This book aims to share with you a wide range of classic seasonal recipes which have been adapted to modern life, along with some new recipes based on the philosophy of contemporary Nordic cuisine. We may not be professional chefs, but we are delighted to share our passion and enthusiasm with you, as well as our many years of experience.


Preparing food should be time spent with family or friends. Together you can grow, gather, fish, forage, bake, grill, fry, salt and preserve your produce… all the while keeping your eyes open to the wealth of possibilities your natural surroundings have to offer.


The Nordic countries, a region also known as Scandinavia, include Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, as well as Iceland which is considered something of an outpost in the Arctic Ocean. They also include the Faroe Islands and Greenland, both part of the Kingdom of Denmark, and Svalbard which is part of Norway. All of these countries are connected by a shared culture and history.


They also share a unique way of making use of the resources the wilderness offers, despite their extreme latitude. The regions closest to the North Pole are characterized by long, dark winters, the sparkling lights of the aurora borealis and severe weather conditions. Summers are brief, cool and bright. There is less distinction between seasons in more southern regions. Those that live there enjoy longer summers, welcoming the arrival of winter two months later than their neighbours in the north.


The climate has a major impact on the daily life and diet of Nordic populations, making essential various methods for storing and preserving foods, such as salting, marinating and smoking. Both the climate and soil conditions restrict the growing of cereal crops and vegetables and in the past the range of ingredients available was scarce, something that hasn’t changed much over the centuries.


In the Middle Ages, political and commercial ties were forged between the Nordic kingdoms and the rest of Europe. This led to many different recipes spreading between countries and improving the variety of everyday meals. In 1650, regular trade began between Scandinavia, China and Eastern India, as well as many tropical colonies in the Caribbean and Africa. Scandinavia began to import spices, exotic fruits and tea. Most Scandinavians were however looking for more practical inspiration and turned to their neighbours in Germany, France and the Baltics. This led to various different recipes becoming ‘national’ dishes in the north, many of which were later forgotten about in their countries of origin. Such dishes have since been adapted to Nordic countries, depending on the range of foodstuffs available and what people could afford.


Until the beginning of the 20th century, only the nobility, priests, merchants and the upper classes could afford a more sophisticated palate making use of spices and other exotic ingredients. Most would have used what they had to hand, mainly vegetables that could be grown in the difficult conditions. Outside the slaughtering season, animals were only killed for fresh meat on special occasions and festivals. Those fortunate enough to live by the sea or rivers and lakes were able to fish and those who lived close to woods or moorland would hunt for game.


This all changed rapidly in the 20th century. Younger generations abandoned rural areas for towns and cities, new professions emerged and technology advanced. Self-sufficiency was left behind and our connection with our food was broken. The consumer society was born, with industrially produced food and supermarkets meeting our dietary needs. Scandinavians have, however, just about managed to stay connected to the natural world through foraging for wild berries and mushrooms, as well as hunting and fishing.


With the current revival in Scandinavian cuisine, we are once again appreciating the origins of our ingredients and discovering a wealth and quality of food that, although simple, remains healthy and honest.
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ICELAND


Lying on the edge of the Arctic Circle in the North Atlantic, Iceland is around two-fifths of the size of the UK but has just 393,000 inhabitants. Glaciers cover one-tenth of the island and more than half of its land is barren. Geothermic springs, geysers, volcanos, rivers, lava fields and black sand deserts are everywhere. Despite its geographical position, Iceland benefits from a temperate maritime climate thanks to a branch of the Gulf Stream flowing along the southern and western coasts. Night never comes for two or three months during the summer.


The island relies on fishing, but agriculture also makes up an essential part of the local diet. Sheep farming is an age-old tradition in the country. Lakes and rivers are home to salmon, sea trout and Arctic char while the seas are abundant with cod, haddock, herring, mackerel and hake.


The key ingredients in Icelandic cuisine are mutton, fish and dairy products. Mutton and lamb are used to make cured meats and cold cuts. Hangikjöt (smoked meat, literally ‘hanged meat’), usually a leg of mutton, is a traditional delicacy often eaten at Christmas or other celebrations, served with rye pancakes. More adventurous eaters wouldn’t want to miss boiled sheep’s head or testicles pickled in whey!


Seafood specialities include salmon, marinated herring, dried cod and fermented shark, all washed down with local schnapps. Harðfiskur, a type of dried fish, was used in place of bread in the 14th century when the cooling climate put an end to the cultivation of barley.


Icelandic dairy products include cheeses, often blue-veined varieties such as Akureyri, which are eaten with wholemeal bread made from barley and rye flour. Skyr, a type of fresh cheese beaten with milk and sugar and sometimes flavoured with berries, is a real treat.


Bread comes in many forms – as well as traditional barley pancakes, there is also rúgbrauð, a slightly sweetened rye bread, and hverabrauð which is cooked directly in the hot springs that abound on this island.


In the past, people lived off the land. Foreign ships rarely came and commodities such as flour and cereals were very expensive. Root vegetables like swede and potatoes were commonly eaten and still are today. Foraged edible plants include angelica and various berries such as lingonberries and black crowberries. Icelandics also eat lichen and seaweed, using them to enrich bread, soups and porridge. These days, a warmer climate now allows cereal crops, various vegetables and even fruit trees to grow on the island.
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