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  ON EKSTEDT


  I spent the summer of 2011 with my family, in our summer cabin on the island of Ingarö in the Stockholm archipelago. My wife Katarina had just had our first child, our son Vinston, and the idea was that I should have some time away from work. But although I was meant to be a family man on holiday, my head was still in work mode. I had recently signed the contract to open a new restaurant, in Stockholm’s exclusive Östermalm district, but I had no idea what to do with it.


  I had always thought that I would be settled by the time I had children; that I would mostly oversee the fantastic restaurant empire that I had built up. It hadn’t turned out that way. I was 33 years old, and in the eyes of the media and the general public I was ‘Food Niklas’, a whimsical TV chef without any proper qualifications. It was time to do something big. It was now or never.


  I grew up in Järpen, a small village in the province of Jämtland in the north of Sweden. Like most young people, before I could connect with my roots I first needed to turn my back on them. When I trained to become a chef, we were taught to believe that Scandinavia didn’t produce good ingredients. I became passionate about Italian olive oil and French braised chicken. When I opened my first restaurant, at the age of 21, I went for super-trendy molecular gastronomy, serving dishes such as ‘asparagus clouds’. I could hardly have got any further away from the rustic slow cooking of the Jämtland forests. Now I wanted to reconnect with my roots.


  But how should I approach this? New Nordic cuisine already had its poster boys. Magnus Nilsson, who grew up a stone’s throw away from me, had set up Fäviken, a top-class restaurant with food inspired by the seasons and ingredients from the forest. René Redzepi, with whom I worked when I was a youngster, has been hugely successful with the same concept at Noma, the Copenhagen restaurant that has been named Best Restaurant in the World several times. I wanted to add my own personal touch to the new Nordic cuisine; copying René or Magnus wouldn’t cut it. I wandered around on the island and pondered, like a gloomy character from some black and white Ingmar Bergman film. I stood for ages, just staring at the trees. Later, I realized I hadn’t seen the wood for the trees. Literally.
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  I thought about building a barbecue, but never got round to it. Instead I chopped down some of the birches I had stared at, so that I had some wood. Then I made a fire pit, like the ones I had made with my parents when I was young and we went to the mountains. That fire pit became our family kitchen that summer – it never went out. Most of the time we grilled in the usual way, on a grill grate, but one day I didn’t have enough patience to wait for the fire to burn down to embers, so I whacked a cast-iron pan into the flames. The fire sizzled and sparked around the pan; the force of the heat knocked me back; and the flavours of the food … what depth! Finally I felt like I was on to something.
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  I started thinking about asado, the barbecuing technique from South America. Grilling over open fires was the core of the concept, just as wood-fired ovens were once the core of Swedish cooking. The first penny dropped. Before the arrival of the electric cooker, fire, wood and iron were the holy trinity of the Swedish kitchen. Aha! What if you could combine typical Nordic ingredients with the typical Nordic way of cooking? It would be the perfect way to complete the new Nordic cuisine concept.


  Chance helped me along further. We were building a driveway outside our house, so I cut down a juniper bush that was in the way. When I threw the juniper branches onto the fire, the food developed another dimension. The discoveries succeeded each other and I, by this time properly excited, made excuses to go food shopping every day. ‘Darling, I forgot to buy marmalade yesterday so I’m just going down to the shops.’ Then I would drive the four kilometres, stopping to phone authorities, chefs, suppliers, floor staff and oven builders.


  The image of an analogue fine-dining restaurant developed, a place where everything was cooked over fire, like in the old days. My biggest headache was whether it was actually possible. Thor Heyerdahl must have felt the same worry ahead of the Kon-Tiki expedition. How on earth is this raft supposed to float? Who should I take on board with me? I needed established chefs who dared risk their reputation in a stone-age kitchen. My first recruit was Gustav Otterberg, a promising young chef who shared my love for fire. We met at a party and were soon jotting down wood oven sketches on the back of cocktail napkins. Together we went to the Royal Library in Stockholm and devoured cookbooks from the 18th century. To our excitement, we found some fantastic instructional books on how Swedish food was prepared before the advent of electricity.
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  The idea was, then, to give these ancient techniques a renaissance in my restaurant. Logistically it was pure idiocy – I realized that pretty much straight away. The premises at Humlegårdsgatan had once housed a pizzeria, so pipes for a wood-fired oven were in place, but that was the only thing in my favour. Ventilation was the biggest problem – there was no natural draft, no extraction, there was smoke everywhere! The dry cleaners next door to the restaurant complained that their newly cleaned clothes smelled like a scout camp. Fan motors blew up almost every day. The chefs were pulling their hair out. The heat was far higher than in a modern restaurant kitchen with induction hobs and small copper pans. The ingredients burned up in the pans. What should a wood oven for the modern kitchen look like? We built a stone-age microwave oven: a cast-iron box with glowing embers at the bottom. By placing damp juniper branches on top, we managed to control the heat. Step by step we were getting there.


  Had I made it too complicated for myself? Once the guests had been served their food, surely they wouldn’t give a damn if it was cooked over an open fire or not. One day a food writer from Dagens Nyheter called me up for an interview. The next day I read the headline in the paper: ‘Food Niklas opens new grill’. Shit, I thought. If a journalist from the biggest newspaper in the country doesn’t understand what I’m trying to do, how will the guests get it?


  The first week, the guests all focused on the smoke. ‘How smoky does it actually get?’ a lady asked. ‘I need to know whether to leave my fur coat at home tonight.’ Shortly afterwards, a food blogger compared Ekstedt to Aifur, the Viking-themed restaurant owned by the Euro-techno artist E-type. I felt desperate. For the first time in my career I had created something that was one hundred per cent mine. And no one understood.
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  Luckily, it all turned around. The Swedish food writer Jonas Cramby was probably the first one to get it. In a review in the newspaper Metro, he described the experience as a ‘food orgasm without electricity’. That review was followed by other accolades. The restaurant guide Zagat named us one of the world’s ten most interesting restaurants, and in March 2013 a lifelong dream came true. We received a star in the Michelin Guide. I had succeeded.


  At the same time, I felt I had failed. By opening Ekstedt, I’d contributed to the image of the new Nordic cuisine as unachievable snobbery. Home cooks who have seen me pose with a flambadou, a cone-shaped tool that we use at Ekstedt to drip burning fat over rotating chunks of meat, can’t imagine doing this at home. But in reality, Nordic cuisine can be summarized by a few techniques and tricks that are easy to get the hang of. Anyone can make their own pickles, anyone can handle a cast-iron pan. With this book, I want to show how Nordic cuisine works in everyday life – in both the home kitchen and outdoors – because that is where it belongs.


  Smokily warm greetings, Niklas Ekstedt
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  ON WOOD


  The sound I remember most clearly from my childhood is the sound of my dad’s axe hitting a piece of wood on the chopping block. That hollow sound echoing through the woods. For my dad, chopping and stacking wood was a point of honour. For other Swedish dads, it was even more than that. My friend’s father bought cars that he did up and sold on. When he was inspecting a car he always took a good look at the seller’s wood pile. If it was neatly stacked he assumed that the car was in good condition. If the pieces of wood were all spread out in the melting snow under some mouldy tarpaulin … no deal!


  We Scandinavians are tree huggers. Or, more accurately, we are obsessed with trees and wood. According to Norse mythology, the first people in the world came from the tree Yggdrasil, and trees were for a millennia a prerequisite for life in our part of the world. If we ran out of wood, we ran out of life. There are other countries that have a wood-fired food culture, but we used the wood for both heating our houses and for cooking. First, we made a fire in the wood-fired stove in order not to die from the cold, and then we slow-cooked our food using the residual heat, in order not to die from hunger. By the way, the answer is no, I’m not the one who chops all the wood at Ekstedt. Unfortunately. At the restaurant we use a cubic metre of wood a day, so our only option is to buy ready-chopped wood from Norrland (the northern half of Sweden). Birch wood from the north burns reliably, giving off a high, even heat. Fir and pine, on the other hand, don’t burn well: they crackle and give off sparks.


  But wood isn’t just for making a fire, it is also great for adding flavour. The classic Swedish woods – pine, fir and birch – don’t work well for smoking; for this purpose we use juniper. At Ekstedt we use whole branches that have been dampened before they go onto the embers. You can do this at home too. Place some wet juniper stems onto the embers in your barbecue, kettle grill or smoker, and the fish or meat will taste as if they’ve come from a top restaurant. You can also save and dry twigs from fruit trees such as apple, pear, plum and cherry, to add a fantastic flavour to the smoked ingredient. The food industry has woken up to the trend and you can now even buy smoke flavouring in bottled liquid form. But remember – just because you don’t like the flavour of cheap hickory imitations, that doesn’t mean that you don’t like smoked food. Try the real deal some day.


  [image: Illustration]


  [image: Illustration]


  [image: Illustration]


  Of course, you don’t have to chop your own wood – like I said, I don’t – but I recommend having a go if you get the opportunity. If only to take part in what still is the sport of sports among Swedish men. Even though wood isn’t a prerequisite for survival any more, the art of chopping wood seems to be something that a lot of people dream of mastering. Just look at fashion trends: people who want to look cool dress like lumberjacks, even if they live in the city. In Sweden, chopping wood has become a hobby, a way to compensate for sitting at your desk all day, with palms that carry no trace of calluses. Every bank executive in this country drives out to their cabin and chops wood in the holidays. And I hope that they cook food over the fire afterwards.


  ON FIRE


  Let’s start by setting an old misconception alight. Cooking food with fire is not the same as cooking food over the fire. At Ekstedt we have several fire sources: an open fire, a wood-fired stove, a smoker, a fire pit and a ‘stone-age microwave oven’, which is an ember-filled box warmed with smoke funnelled from the main fire pit. We dip into fire, we grill over embers, we chimney smoke, we drip burning fat over whole cuts of meat using a flambadou … The fire touches every dish. Every evening someone comments on the smoke smell that permeates the dining room. Everyone says the same thing: ‘Ah, it smells like my childhood!’


  During my own childhood, all activities finished with a fire. Mountain walks, canoeing trips and journeys on the snowmobile … Whatever we did always ended up with us making a fire. But as a young chef, when I tried to analyse what I stood for in terms of cooking, I was certainly not looking back towards the fires of my childhood. A sophisticated Swede has always been an outward-looking Swede. But I’m glad that I started to look inwards again. When we opened Ekstedt I got, for the first time, an understanding of the foundations of Swedish gastronomy. Some things had to be slow-cooked out of necessity, using the residual heat of the wood-fired oven. And it’s not delicate, like Asian cooking. There it’s all about finely shredded vegetables sizzling away in the pan and ready in one minute. The shredded veg would just burst into flames if we did that. We shove whole salsify into the flames instead. That’s more how we roll.


  In a way the whole Ekstedt concept – analogue cooking – is playing with fire. We’re swaggering around in welding aprons, lugging piles of wood through the dining room. It’s an enormously long way down should we fall. My greatest fear is to be reduced to a gimmick. If it says ‘ember-grilled’ on the menu, it should bloody well taste ember-grilled. Otherwise, it all just turns into the story of the emperor’s new clothes. Luckily, fire adds to the food. I promise. The fire adds flavour, character and attitude. Cooking with fire means that you become more aware as a cook. You have to master two living things: the fire and the ingredient. For me, cooking is like music, it’s completely different when you do it unplugged.
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