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To Balagog gro-Nolob
 
    My mentor, gourmet, and friend
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INTRODUCTION

It’s strange writing an introduction after years of work, when the book is finally close to finished. It feels like an opening where there should be a close, if that makes sense. But, if my journey to write this collection has taught me anything, it’s that beginnings are often disguised as ends. So I’ll do my best to write an introduction, starting at the beginning.

I grew up at Mor Khazgur, a proud stronghold of miners. My father led our fortress on the values of hardiness and battle fortitude. Which made my life slightly miserable, as I proved incapable of either! I was scrawny for an Orc and had embarrassingly cerebral interests. While others my age trained with swords and crossbows, I hid in a nook of the longhouse and read anything I could get my hands on.

Historical accounts were my favorite, even the many bloody war tales. I shook at the sight of a weapon, but learning about who clashed with whom, and when, and why—that was different. From Tiber Septim’s conquest to the formation of the Knights of the Nine, and how the falling of Baar Dau eventually led Vivec City to become the Scathing Bay, I began to piece together the story of Tamriel. When others made harsh remarks about my lack of strength or my weak aim, I’d pretend to be someone else—an Aldmeri scholar studying at the college of Sapiarchs or a Breton mage conjuring up wondrous spells. Anything to take me away from my own failures.

Until I came across Uncommon Taste.

It was the first cookbook I’d read. One day, I snuck away from the mines to experiment. I diced carrots, combined broths, and stirred vigorously. The result was delectable: a heavenly savor that sparkled on my tongue. The scent was at once soothing and potent and wafted all the way up to the mines. To my chagrin, the miners stormed into the kitchen and discovered me. They wrenched the pot from my hands, wolfed the whole thing down… and asked me for more.

For the first time in my life, something I’d done had drawn respect! I found my calling in that Potage le Magnifique.

With newfound support, I continued to perfect every dish in Uncommon Taste until I could whip up a Kwama Egg Quiche by memory. I’d been starting to experiment with some creations of my own, when serendipitously, word came to Mor Khazgur that the Gourmet, author of my beloved recipes, was visiting Solitude. The Gourmet was famously a secretive person—no one knew who he was. He’d be nearly impossible to locate. But still, the chance to meet the chef who had changed my life! I set out on the next Morndas morning with a pack of provisions and a new frying pan my brother forged me.

When I entered the Winking Skeever inn, the only other person there was another Orc dressed in more refined garb than I’d ever seen our kind wear. I sat down at the other end of the bar—I’d never been good at talking to strangers—but he introduced himself as Balagog gro-Nolob, and we were soon discussing cuisine. I made a fool of myself, babbling on and on about Uncommon Taste. It was after midnight when Balagog leaned across the bar and whispered with a conspiratorial wink, “You must keep this a secret, but the Gourmet isn’t actually all he’s cracked up to be. He’s only an old Orc with a penchant for nice clothes.”

Imagine my shock! For the next few days, I oscillated between apologizing profusely and begging him to mentor me. He repeatedly refused, but he did allow me to taste his dishes. By Fredas, I’d worked up the courage to cook for him.

For hours, I waffled between which recipe to choose: Something extravagant, to prove my good taste? Something from Uncommon Taste, to demonstrate my admiration? None of these felt right, none of them could correctly package a gift equal to that he had unknowingly given me. At the time, I was rather awful in high-stress situations. But that pressure reminded me of a little jewel I often made to comfort myself: a simple bratwurst on a bun, topped with cabbage and mustard. I worried that it was too crude, but as I simmered the cabbage and sautéed the onions and saw the brats take on their gorgeous shine, my fears fell away. Until, of course, I presented the finished dish.

I will never forget Balagog’s face as he ate. He didn’t say a word from the first bite until his bowl was clean. He wore an uncharacteristic frown that slowly turned contemplative with each spoonful. I nearly soiled my trousers waiting for him to speak, but when he finally did, it was only:

“Three months. I’ll teach you for three months.”

Balagog taught me to see food in ways I’d never thought of before, giving me context to the rise and fall of certain recipes throughout history, how they were influenced by magic, by politics, by music. He told me stories of how he’d come to learn searing methods and spicing techniques. And there was one thing he said again and again: “I can teach you this, but you won’t know it until you’ve cooked for Tamriel yourself.” At the end of three months, he left me with a desire to travel the world and a promise to meet back up again when I’d finished.

So I did. I traveled to different lands and had experiences new and sometimes harrowing! From Northpoint to Sunhold, from Senchal to Vvardenfell, to the Imperial City and back around again. As I traveled, I found a particular love in researching and re-creating historic dishes. I never could have guessed the unexpected origin of Gold Coast Mudcrab Fries! And who would have known that there was so much Imperial war history packed into a Colovian War Torte? It was dishes like these that inspired me to write a book. Over the years, I imagined Balagog’s excitement when I presented him with a copy—his pride, perhaps. After four years, I finalized my collection and wrote to Balagog to arrange to meet up in the Pale. I was three miles away when I heard he was dead.

What had I done this all for? All my careful study, the leagues I had walked, the burns on my hands. My mentor, my inspiration, was gone. He’d never see how far I’d come. I crawled home. For days, the only thing I’d eat was tasteless gruel placed by my bedside. The end had come before anything had even begun.

I don’t remember how many moons went by before I began to notice, in spite of myself, that the gruel I was eating was starting to actually taste… good? I realized the hands that were bringing me meals were those of my sister, the most hardened warrior of Mor Khazgur, who had never cooked anything except explosions. When I asked, she admitted to me that she’d started to use ginger and allspice, according to one of my recipes—and that she was enjoying it. Like an Orc coming out of a mine and into the sunlight, I bashfully showed her the collection I’d been working on for so long. Night after night, we worked together in the kitchen, me the teacher, her the student, and my passion began to return.

What had I journeyed for? Wasn’t it to spread the tales that I’d loved to read, and learn new tales from others? Wasn’t it to share the passion that I’d found in that Potage le Magnifique? Yes—Balagog had ignited a spark in me, and if I could ignite that same spark in my steel-hearted sister, I could share it with anyone.

Which brings us here, to the end of my introduction. The end of my current adventure, and I hope, the beginning of yours. In reading these recipes, you will absorb the heart and history of Tamriel. In replicating the meals and adjusting them to your own taste, you continue to add to the story of our wild and wonderful lands! There is nothing more that I wish than this, for endings such as Balagog’s and my own to ignite the spark, to keep the flame on the stovetop going. Thank you for being a part of that fire.

And one last thing I must say, since I was once a nervous young Orc with little confidence: You don’t need fancy equipment or years of practice to become a gourmet chef! For as Balagog would say, the secret ingredient is you.
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“Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

If you live in Tamriel, you’ve likely heard this old adage. I was curious to find out where and when the saying had originated, so I took particular note to look out for it as I visited libraries and restaurants. I wasn’t able to discover its genesis, but I did discover that by the Second Era the saying had proliferated enough that Queen Ayrenn Arana Aldmeri was rumored to believe it the absolute truth. She was said to ensure a large morning meal for every single Aldmeri soldier. (Though, as with all historic records, there are just as many accounts that refute this notion and claim Queen Ayrenn starved her troops.) Still, the key to a successful Dominion might have been as simple as tomatoes every morning instead of solely sausage!

Unlike Queen Ayrenn, I had never subscribed to the idea of using breakfast to set yourself up for a successful day. I didn’t have a favorable opinion of breakfast growing up: Every morning, I’d wake up to a plate laden with unseasoned deer intestine and tasteless gruel. The elders thought me weak and constantly tried to energize me in preparation for full days in the mines. In hindsight, this may have been meant to help, but at the time it just made me feel groggy, sluggish, and slow. I always felt that if I had the choice to skip breakfast, I would.

So of course, on the morning of my journey out into the world, I didn’t eat breakfast.

After finishing my training with Balagog, I’d made my way to Riften. There I had planned to cross the border into Cyrodiil. This would be the official beginning of my travels and my first steps outside Skyrim, for I had never left the northern lands before. That morning was oddly emotional: Up to this point, I had been excited to see the world, to travel as my mentor had. But now I was faced with the magnitude of my journey, and all I could feel were nerves and anxiety. I hadn’t had a wink of sleep and felt queasy already. The inn had prepared porridge for their guests, but I walked straight outside to get some air.

I spent the morning pacing around the city, contemplating my options and muttering to myself. Was I mad to take on the world, when I barely knew how to wield a sword? Was I full of myself, comparing myself to Balagog? Would it be wiser if I just turned around and went home? As the sun rose overhead, I realized I didn’t recognize my surroundings. Just as I turned around to try to get my bearings, I felt rough hands grab my shoulders. My sight went dark as a bag was forced over my head. I started to protest—then felt a sharp pain on the back of my head.

The next thing I remember was waking up in a cold place. All I could feel were a few thin strands of straw between me and the stone floor. My only companion was the sound of dripping water. I thought about calling for help, but my mouth was so dry—and what if they retaliated? Instead, I sat there silently in the dark, feeling my empty stomach twist, lamenting my fate. This is how it would end, before it even began!
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Hours passed. I felt myself weaken to hunger with every second that slipped by. It felt like days before I heard voices. My captors! They spoke in the next room.

“You’ve got him?”

“Aye, Gregof, we do.”

“And you’re sure it’s him?”

“Well, we heard him muttering before we bagged him saying ‘the Gourmet, the Gourmet’ and his stuff’s a bunch of cookbooks and a frying pan…”

“Well, that’s the Gourmet then, is it not? Fetch a high ransom. What’s the problem?”

“Right. Well, only thing is…”

A door—the door to my cell—opened and the bag was unceremoniously ripped off my head.

“He’s an Orc.”

I blinked in the dim light. Three burly Nords stared down at me.

“Hallmar, you fool! How could the Gourmet be an Orc?” My captors argued as I tried to comprehend my situation. Could it be that they had taken me for Balagog? That they believed me the Gourmet? Perhaps my starved delusion made me foolish, but a sliver of pride
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