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Christmas isn’t a competition; it’s not as if the person who throws the best Christmas celebration wins. For me, Christmas is about something completely different.

We celebrate a pretty minimalist Christmas at my home in Ernstorp. We don’t have all that many Christmas lights and decorations—but we have a lot of friends around. Of course, when you have people around, it’s always fun to be able to offer them something nice to eat. Our fridge and cookie jars are fully stocked from the end of November.

To be able to just sit down and share a traditional ham sandwich and a beer with a good friend: that brings the spirit of Christmas to me. To have the time to relax, socialize, and just be a kid for a while.

I grew up as an ordinary immigrant kid in Degerfors, a blue-collar town. My mother was from Poland and my father from Austria. They did everything in their power to serve up impressive Christmas smörgåsbords every year. A big spread with traditional Swedish dishes was a sign that they had made it, even though they still bought two of everything because they were embarrassed not to know the correct words for “one” when they went shopping.

But my parents did something else for Christmas as well. They invited immigrant workers from the factories in town who hadn’t been able to go home to their families and countries over the holidays. All of a sudden, I’d find myself at the Christmas table eating red cabbage with a rumbling old man with a wooden leg, the sort of person who had great stories to tell after a life spent sailing the seven seas.

I remember that as a child, I was incredibly proud of the fact that we opened our home to complete strangers. I’ve spent many Christmases working in mental institutions, seated on uncomfortable chairs, but still filled with the spirit of the holiday. And I’ve spent Christmas as a very nervous host on Swedish television—a benchmark in my career I’ll always remember.

In other words, there’s no right or wrong way to celebrate Christmas. That’s what I want to show with this book. There is no “Christmas Police” that will come knocking on your door to judge if you’ve managed to pull off that picture-perfect Christmas. Do the holiday your own way.

I hope I can help you have a Christmas that’s just right for you. It’s all about focusing on the right things. Cut down on the expensive gifts; spend more time with the people you care about. You don’t have to drive yourself crazy. It’s not the number of decorations that are important, but their quality.

An honest Christmas lasts longer.
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Christmas Food

Christmas has its symbols: the Christmas tree, the presents and, last but not least, the food. In Sweden we’re a little unusual with our special Christmas smörgåsbord laden with food. It’s as if we want to prove that we can cook everything.

In Austria, where my father’s family is from, people go to a restaurant for their Christmas meal. It ends up being just as cozy as cooking at home. I wish we could all relax like that, and not think about Christmas food in terms of strict, unchangeable traditions.

How many different kinds of pickled herring you make isn’t important—what matters is which ones you end up serving. Quality rather than quantity is what matters. Start to think about the reasons behind why you make certain dishes. Maybe Grandma’s sister loved the jellied veal, but she passed away ten years ago. . . . You might have been making the jellied veal for the last decade as a symbolic act, not because anyone actually eats it. Make the dishes that people actually like instead and you won’t have as much to throw away afterwards.’

My favorite Christmas food is fried pickled herring, so I always have a jar ready in the fridge around Christmastime. I also always have a couple of rolls of gingerbread dough ready in case people drop by for coffee, which happens all the time.

My Christmas food is quite traditional. I’m faithful to all the Swedish classics, but I like testing the boundaries and putting my own twist on things.

I’m lucky enough to live in a family of food lovers and I really enjoy cooking for them. There’s no better spice for a cook than having people around who like your food.
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Ernst’s Apple Herring

A fresh and tart herring that is also easy on the eyes. The apples are a little unexpected, but add both taste and color. Note: Leave the peels!



	
You Need:
[image: image] cup + 1½ tablespoons vinegar, 12%

¾ cup + 1½ tablespoons sugar

1¼ cups water about 20 whole grains of black pepper

1 bay leaf

3 rinsed herring filets

4 apples, Cox apples are the best

½ cup shredded leek, the green part


	
Boil the vinegar, sugar, water, pepper, and bay leaf until the sugar has dissolved completely. Allow to cool.

Slice the herring filets diagonally. Thinly chop the apples, without peeling them. Layer herring, apple, and leek in a glass jar. Pour in the vinegar marinade and leave for at least 5 hours.






” There’s no better spice than being surrounded by people who like your food.”

Crock-Pot Herring

Warm fish alternative to Jansson’s Frestelse. Matjes herring is tasty as is, but it is divine when heated. The dish can be enjoyed next to the Christmas tree, or paired with new potatoes in a springtime lilac garden.



	
You need:

1 large or 2 small red onions

2 cans of Matjes herring, 7 ounces each

8 hard-boiled eggs

1 large bunch of dill

4-5 tablespoons butter


	
Peel and slice the red onions. Cut the herring into diagonal pieces. Chop the eggs and the dill.

Layer herring, eggs, onion, and dill in an ovenproof Crock-Pot. Shave cold butter over the ingredients and place in the oven at 392°F for 8 minutes. It just needs warming up.

Serve with Vasterbotten cheese and crispbread.
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Fried Pickled Herring

A must-have on my Christmas table. I love that these cheap ingredients come together to make what I consider a delicacy. Unsurprisingly, fried pickled herring is often served at the Kirchsteiger family’s midsummer buffet as well.
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You need:

1 pound Baltic herring

2 eggs

¾ cup + 1½ tablespoons milk about 1½ cups coarse rye flour

butter

oil

1 sliced red onion

20 black peppercorns

5 bay leaves

1 sliced carrot

Marinade:

[image: image] cup + 1½ tablespoons vinegar, 12%

1 cup sugar

1¼ cups water


	
Cut the fins off the herring. Whisk together the eggs and the milk. Place the herring and the egg mixture in double plastic bags. Allow to marinate overnight.

Pour the rye flour onto a plate and turn the herrings in the flour. Heat the oil and butter in a frying pan. The temperature is right when the pan has stopped “talking” (when the butter has stopped making a hissing sound). Cook the herring in batches, allowing it to cool, and drain some of the excess liquid on some paper towels.

Boil the vinegar, sugar, and water until the sugar has dissolved. Allow to cool down.

Layer the herring filets, red onion, pepper, bay leaves, and carrot slices in a tall, clean glass jar. Pour in the vinegar mixture and allow to marinate for 1 to 2 days.

Tip: Enjoy for lunch paired with some boiled potatoes and a sauce made from sour cream, Dijon mustard, and some honey.
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Christmas Fish Salad

A mild and gentle salad for the Christmas smörgåsbord. It’s nice to eat some light white fish amidst all of the heavy food. A good alternative to shrimp salad and other slaws. By the way, dill is a wonderful herb.



	
You need:

14 ounces white fish

1 cucumber

½ red onion

1 bunch of dill

¾ cup heavy cream

4 hard-boiled eggs

¾ cup sour cream

salt

pepper


	
Boil the fish, let it cool, and cut it into cubes. Peel the cucumber and cut it into sticks. Peel and finely chop the red onion. Chop the dill and whip the cream. Peel and chop the eggs.

Carefully mix the ingredients in a bowl. Add salt and pepper. Garnish with leftover dill and red onion.
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