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INTRODUCTION

what is fika?

Why is it that Swedish coffee is just kaffe, but coffee plus something to eat is fika? In Sweden the tradition of fika (pronounced “fee-ka”) is as common as breakfast; something almost everyone does at least once a day. It factors into travel planning, work schedules, and even a relaxed weekend at home. Life without fika is unthinkable.

Functioning as both a verb and a noun, the concept of fika is simple. It is the moment that you take a break, often with a cup of coffee, but alternatively with tea, and find a baked good to pair with it. You can do it alone, you can do it with friends. You can do it at home, in a park, or at work. But the essential thing is that you do it, that you make time to take a break: that’s what fika is all about.

At its core, fika means “to drink coffee.” But the meaning goes much deeper. Fika represents an entire culture; it carries as much meaning for Swedish social engagements as it does for food customs. Fika is as indicative of a love of coffee as it is of a belief in maintaining tradition.

It’s uncertain exactly when the fika tradition started, but the use of the word was noted as early as 1913. Using a form of slang, the two syllables of the Swedish word for coffee—kaffe—were reversed, resulting in a word pronounced “fäka,” eventually evolving into today’s commonly used “fika.”

To have a real fika means using the classic recipes that everyone knows (what the Swedes call klassiker), either those from one of the Swedish cooking bibles like Sju Sorters Kakor (Seven Kinds of Cookies) or Vår Kokbok (Our Cookbook) or those passed down from one generation to the next. These classics are the baked goods so synonymous with fika that you can barely talk about coffee without getting an urge for one of them: cinnamon buns, the apple-rich fyriskaka, or even an open-face sandwich. They are the base recipes; the kind of culinary creations that many Swedes know by heart.

Eating is often emotional. It invokes a sentiment; we eat to celebrate, we eat to mourn. Separating food from how we feel about it is essentially impossible. Fika is the same; there’s a personal and emotional connection to it, no matter which recipe you choose. A cup of coffee and a piece of chocolaty kladdkaka, for example, feels comforting. It is, in its own way, grounding. Baking it in turn is a reassuring act, making you feel safe, sound, and taken care of—a staple in which you know exactly what you’re getting.

Whether they’re consumed at a café or baked at home, each recipe in this book creates its own ambience, a feeling or an emotion, that is attached to the food itself. Kladdkaka is what you throw together when you’re pulling an all-nighter in college, or when you have a friend coming over to discuss their latest love interest, or even cry about the last one. Semlor you only have in late winter and early spring, when the streets are still dark and cold and the warm lights of a good café are inviting. Biskvier you get at a nicer, more traditional café, or bake up for a special affair. It invokes something fancier, something worth celebrating.

That’s why fika is special; it fits into so many moments and seasons. You select what you eat for fika depending on what atmosphere you’re trying to create: one dish is perfect to celebrate a birthday, another might be better simply to have with afternoon coffee by yourself. After all, fika is just as good a reason for catching up with an old friend as it is for hosting a Christmas party. Fika can be done anytime, anywhere, and with anyone.

Although it may be well meaning, “Do you want to meet up and grab coffee?” in English just doesn’t carry the same weight as the corresponding Swedish question, “Ska vi fika?” “Should we fika?” is shorter, simpler; and every Swede knows exactly what it means: “Let’s take a break, spend some time together, slow down.” In fact, it doesn’t even have to insinuate coffee; fika is all-inclusive and can be done just as well with a pot of tea or a pitcher of fruit cordial. Fika isn’t just for having an afternoon pick-me-up; it’s for appreciating slow living.

Therefore, it’s not just because you bake a certain cake and serve a cup of coffee that you have fika. To truly fika requires a commitment to making time for a break in your day, the creation of a magical moment in the midst of the routine and the mundane. Fika is the time when everything else is put on hold. This book is intended to inspire you to do just that.

the importance of homemade fika

We both have Swedish backgrounds and thus have had the concept of fika ingrained in us from the beginning. As is typical in Swedish culture, both of our mothers regularly had something in the oven, be it a cake to welcome friends coming for fika or their own bread for afternoon sandwiches. While neither of us is a professional baker, we have both baked a lot from an early age. Through the years we have baked the classics and developed a few of our own recipes, and now we’re collecting them all in this book.

 


SWEDISH WORDS INSPIRED BY FIKA

fik — a place to have fika

fikapaus — taking a break to have fika

fikarast — a specific time in the day for having fika, like in a workplace

fikastund — the moment you have fika

fikarum — a break room, often with a kitchen, that is intended to be used for fika

fikaställe — a place to have fika

fikasugen — to have a fika craving

en kopp fika — a cup of coffee



 

For us, baking from scratch is simply the norm. We can’t trace all of this to our roots, but there’s something about baking and cooking with whole ingredients that feels inherently European: the appreciation for simple, good ingredients. You would be hard pressed to find any boxed baking mixes in a Swedish pantry.

The root of this book lies in the desire to make your own, and if you don’t make your own, it’s the desire to eat well: the feeling that when you can’t bake your own cinnamon rolls for fika, you know a good local bakery that can. Extraordinary baked goods come about not only because the bakers know what they’re doing but also because they are artists, paying close attention to the ingredients and materials they use. They are crafting a work of art with passion and soul.

Sweden being a country of the North, butter, potatoes, and milk have always been in abundance, while more exotic ingredients are a much more recent addition to the Swedish pantry. Today’s Sweden, just like the rest of the Western world, has seen the influence of the supermarket and the variety of choice that it brings. And while you can get tomatoes year-round and processed foods are available like never before, there is still an inherent appreciation for good, wholesome ingredients in Swedish culture.

That doesn’t mean that everyone only buys or bakes with the best ingredients all the time, but there is certainly a cultural respect for simplicity. After all, this is the land of dense bread thickly spread with butter. And while prebaked and store-bought goods are served for fika, particularly in the modern age of busy work schedules, homemade is still paramount.

The ideal of homemade is at the heart of this book. In fact, it is the essence of every single recipe. While we have modernized many of the recipes so that they’re easy for even the beginner baker, the book isn’t about speeding up the baking process and taking shortcuts. Some recipes are easy to whip up in 10 minutes, others you have to let sit for 24 hours. In our own kitchens, you will find organic sugar, real butter, and eggs from humanely raised chickens, because we believe that if you skimp on the ingredients and go for something of midrange quality, you can expect the same from your baked goods. Come into either one of our kitchens and you won’t find an assortment of electrical gadgets. We bake as minimally as possible, making use of what we have.

Many of these recipes aren’t complex, but they stand out because they are made with real ingredients. It might seem silly to crush your cardamom in a mortar and pestle instead of buying the ground version, and you might tire of kneading your dough by hand, but these are the details that we love and that make our recipes truly “handmade.”

Just as much as fika is a reminder to take a moment to slow down and take a break, this book is a reminder to do things as basically and simply as possible. You don’t have to be an expert to use this book, just someone who finds joy in the simplicity of good food. Use whole ingredients, nothing processed. Mix and knead by hand. Put love into the food you’re making.

stocking the fika pantry

You will find that most fika recipes are renditions on a very standard baking combination of flour, sugar, butter, and eggs. There are spices here and there, and different ratios to be dealt with, but most of the time essential Swedish baking recipes boil down to those four ingredients.

This is good news for you the baker: although a lot of work has been put into the recipes in this book, and we have focused on creating new spins on old classics, the best part about these recipes is that you should play a little. You’ll find several recipes where we offer optional ingredients, and you are encouraged to try them out. Variations on classics are what will make these recipes, and in turn fika, your own.

But before we get there, let’s cover the basics of what you’ll find in most of the recipes on the following pages. First it’s important to note that we use organic ingredients whenever possible, and there are a few staples when it comes to those ingredients.

FLOUR For the most part you’ll find that recipes in this book use all-purpose flour. A few of the recipes also call for rye flour, which is commonly used in many Scandinavian breads. Whenever possible, use the highest-quality unbleached flour that you can afford.

SUGAR When it comes to sugar, we stick to natural cane sugar. Some of the recipes also use brown sugar. It’s also good to keep a little turbinado or raw sugar on hand for sprinkling on top of baked goods.

BUTTER Butter is at the core of practically every recipe in this book, as it has always been a Swedish pantry staple. Our recipes are made using unsalted butter, and because of this, we often add in a little salt to the recipes. Feel free to use salted butter, but be sure to decrease the amount of salt in the recipe as needed.

EGGS There’s nothing better than watching as the golden yolk of a cracked egg spills into the bowl. Good eggs will get you a long way, which is why we prefer as local and well raised as possible. When whipping eggs into a meringue, it’s much easier when they are at room temperature, which is why this instruction is indicated in some of the recipes. For eggs stored in the refrigerator, just be sure to take them out a few hours in advance.

SPICES Swedish baked goods are known for having a little kick to them, and spices are essential to the fika pantry. The most common are cardamom and cinnamon, and in our own kitchens, the policy is that you can never have enough cardamom. Other typical Swedish spices that you will find in this book are caraway, anise, and ginger. As with any spice, the fresher the better, which is why we like to grind our own spices when possible instead of purchasing preground. In the case of cardamom, that means buying whole seeds, or buying pods and removing the seeds. The recipes in this book are written with that in mind in order to achieve the best flavor, but feel free to use preground spices if that’s what works best for you; just be sure to adjust the amounts.
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NUTS Almonds and hazelnuts are commonly used in Swedish baking. A few recipes in this book are completely devoted to either of these two nuts, and others incorporate just a hint. Buy raw nuts in bulk and store them in glass containers with lids so they won’t lose their flavor. If you aren’t going to use them right away, it’s best to store nuts in the refrigerator.
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DRIED FRUIT In a cold climate where for most of the year fresh produce is available in only limited quantities, it’s no surprise that dried fruits are a Swedish staple; a way of keeping the tastes of warmer months all year long. Figs, prunes, and raisins are typical Swedish ingredients and make their way into many of the recipes in this book.

CHOCOLATE Both unsweetened cocoa powder and dark chocolate are prominent in Swedish baking, and they’re both items to keep on hand if you plan to do a lot of fika baking. As with all ingredients, be sure to buy good quality. After all, you can never bake too many chocolate cakes or cookies.
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Swedish ingredients and alternatives

    There are a few Swedish standards that are hard to come by outside of Scandinavian grocery stores. You have two options
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the fika baking tools
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