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“IT’S GOING TO SNOW TONIGHT,” MY MOTHER would say, as she turned her nose toward the dark blue sky, inhaling the crisp winter air. I’d look at her in awe; she knew so many things. “How do you know?” I’d eagerly ask. She’d turn to me and point toward the moon. “The moon has a halo around it; can you see it?” she asked, still pointing toward the sky. And then, she said, letting out a delighted sigh, “You can smell it in the air.”

The smell of snow is quite distinct, yet hard to describe. It’s a crispness in the air, containing little to no perfume, unlike the fresh, “green” aroma after summer rain, or a wet storm in autumn. No, this is different; it smells crisp and blue, if color can have a smell. It marks the beginning of winter, pointing to the long, dark, and moody months ahead. It also marks the countdown to the biggest feast of the year: Christmas.

What cold, snowy winter landscapes may lack in outdoor perfume they certainly make up for in exotic and delicious aromas filling the kitchen this time of the year. In Norway, the lids on glass jars containing spices from far-flung corners of the world are finally popped open. Whole cloves, cardamom pods, and peppercorns—these smells are to me unmistakably Christmas in nature, as are the dark brown cinnamon sticks hanging from our Christmas tree, tied with ruby-red silk ribbons.

On those evenings when my mother would turn her nose up toward the sky, inhaling the first signs of winter, my father would tuck me in at night. I’d lie wide awake with excitement. The smell in the air, the ring around the moon, the arrival of snow—all mark the transition from one season to another, bringing with it a much anticipated culinary change.

After mushroom-hunting and berry-picking season was over, my mother’s kitchen didn’t turn frugal or bare due to the decline in fresh produce. Winter always felt like a season of feasts, one after another, where familiar produce enjoyed fresh during summer and autumn would now be served pickled, frozen, and made into jam or cordials, and meat would be salted and hung to dry in the pantry. The kitchen entered a season when my mother was rarely seen without an apron on, since there was so much to do before Christmas. Even if snow was imminent, her garden had yet to completely doze off until spring, and still yielded a few persistent vegetables amongst the fallen fruit gathering on the ground alongside frozen leaves. The last apples would be carefully brought inside, wrapped in newspaper, and placed in boxes in the cool basement. “Everything has its use,” she’d tell me, pointing toward the rather sad-looking pile of bruised apples in the wicker basket on the kitchen table. “These will make the sweetest jam and jelly,” she’d say with a smile. Behind the brown spots and bruised sides, these apples had ripened to perfection, so down into the basement they went, all wrapped up in ink-smudged old newspaper, like little presents from a bygone era.

A clear blue sky and brisk winds dominated my first days and weeks at my cottage in England. It takes time to settle into a new place, a new home, to find a rhythm to let each room of the house introduce itself to you and each nook of the surrounding landscape to become familiar. I began with the kitchen, opening its doors to the garden and exploring the wilted plants, turning over pebbles and imagining what spring would look like here.

I’d wander the quiet streets of my new hometown engulfed in thick winter fog, seemingly deserted. When my fingers and toes got too cold, I’d duck into a wonky tearoom for afternoon tea. I discovered at the top of the hill a house built during the Tudor era, with big old fireplaces, white plaster walls, and those distinct black wooden beams. I felt as if I’d stepped back in time as I poured steaming hot tea from an elegant pot and swirled milk around my cup with a small spoon. Watching the tea and milk marbleize together, I let the warm cup soothe my freezing hands, thinking to myself how easily I might adopt this English afternoon ritual.

Peering through the large bay window from my seat, I imagined what life must have been like here when King Henry VIII ruled England and destroyed the most beautiful abbey, which had crowned the top of the hill in town since AD 888, just a stone’s throw away from where I sat. Later, walking past the abbey remains, I caught myself gazing in its direction, imagining how magnificent it must have looked. Towering high above the valley, with views of the sea on a clear day, this abbey—which had been run by women—had been the largest of its kind in northern Europe at the time. Now, all that was left was ruins after King Henry VIII ordered it to be pulled down and for the stones to be sold. Some say you can hear the nuns’ angelic voices rising toward the sky at dawn, welcoming the emerging new day with a sacred hymn. Perhaps the women who had joined the convent here hundreds of years ago had made the journey to this hill for similar reasons as I had, to seek refuge and comfort away from the world in a time of need.

“ARE YOU FEELING ENSOM OR ALENE?” my mother wanted to know one day as we spoke on the phone. I paused, trying to listen to how I felt.

In Norwegian we have these two words, ensom, which describes being lonely, and alene, which describes being on your own. They are distinctly different words, yet describe two sides of the same thing. She wanted to know which of these described my state the best, the way I was feeling as I began to settle into my home in England. I hesitated as I mulled the two words over.

“Rarely ensom,” I began. “But I do feel sentimental about being alene,” I continued.

She paused. “Acknowledge the feeling of ensom, but I hope you won’t linger in it. It can be soul destroying if one does,” she said somberly. “However, being alene, or being on your own, is needed for growth, and is an undervalued tool for progress and for finding ourselves amidst the many voices and elements of noise in the world,” she added with warmth in her voice. I nodded on the other end of the line, a bit too choked up to utter any words.

I missed her, and I missed my family and friends, even if they came to visit often. Of course this was not the first time I had lived abroad, away from my childhood home in Norway, but it felt different this time around—perhaps because I had this emerging feeling that this was not a visit to another country, but rather an indefinite move.

After our phone call, I paced around the cottage, mulling her words over. Upon catching my reflection in the hallway mirror, I hesitated. “It’s going to be all right,” I whispered to my own reflection, all choked up. Deep down, in a nook to the right of my heart, I felt this incredible yearning, a longing, after years and years of travels, of gathering experiences, filling me to the brim with inspiration, to finally put my bag down, and begin creating for myself, to create a home.

To reignite my passion for home-cooked meals, the simple, rustic cuisine of my childhood, and to create a home for the woman I’d become.

WINTER IN THE ENGLISH COUNTRYSIDE revolves around hearty food, such as perfectly pink Sunday roast with a side of Yorkshire pudding, bangers and mash, and game—that is consumed more often than not. 

Game regularly appeared in the household I grew up in too, sending my father rummaging in the basement for his saws and my mother preparing the kitchen and cleaning the big oak dining room table. A family friend on his way down from the mountains would occasionally pay us a visit in the evenings as the temperature dropped below zero, and he’d place a whole deer or moose on the table. Starting by dividing up the parts, the men in my family would gut and part the beast, while I watched on in awe. Meanwhile, Mum heated pots and pans in the kitchen, browning the liver with a bit of butter as an evening meal for the hardworking men to enjoy.

Game found at the market in my English countryside town of Shaftesbury is thankfully much more manageable, consisting mainly of pheasants, rabbits, partridge, and pigeon. That first winter in England, each week I would try something new, testing out old traditional recipes and making them my own. My pots and pans, never having time to gather dust, looked shinier than ever, and I began to find my own rhythm. My heartbeat had begun to steady, and I felt a tingling excitement for the year ahead as I settled into this new life of mine in the English countryside.

“Come what may,” I whispered, to no one in particular.





STARTERS AND SIDES

Foie Gras and Kidney Bruschetta with Parsley

Fig and Pecan No-Knead Bread

Waldorf Salad

Truffled Yorkshire Pudding with Onion Gravy

Warm Salmon, Mint,and Potato Salad

No-Knead Country Loaf

Tarragon Butter Baked Scallops

MAINS

Chorizo Macaroni and Cheese

Norwegian Pork Belly with Mustard Coleslaw and Brown Gravy

Norwegian Sweet Rice Cream Porridge with Cinnamon

Truffled Vegetable Toad-in-the-Hole

Creamy Fish Soup with Clams

Warming Lamb and Cabbage Stew

Butter Baked Cod with Saffron and Parsley Sauce

DESSERTS

My Father’s Troll Cream

Saffron and Vanilla Poached Pears

Olga’s Caramel Pudding

Norwegian Waffles with Strawberries and Sour Cream

Crema Catalana

DRINKS AND JAMS

Lemon Curd

Limoncello

Campari Citrus Marmalade






FOIE GRAS AND KIDNEY BRUSCHETTA WITH PARSLEY
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Makes 4 bruschetta

During the colder months of the year, I yearn for rustic comfort food that’s full of flavor. This delightful little starter is a hearty winter treat that’s rich in texture and aroma, and is lovely served warm with a Pinot Noir. I usually prepare one bruschetta per person as a starter, but it’s a great evening snack as well, for when you’re all snuggled up with a blanket around the fireplace with a glass of red in hand.


30g / ¼ cup all-purpose flour

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

Sea salt and coarsely ground black pepper

4 lamb kidneys

1 tablespoon salted butter

60ml / ¼ cup white wine

4 small slices baguettes, toasted

1 smoked garlic clove, halved (optional; see Tip)

4 tablespoons foie gras

2 tablespoons roughly chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley



In a small bowl, combine the flour and red pepper flakes, and season with salt and pepper to taste.

Butterfly the kidneys, cutting out and discarding the white core. Toss and coat the kidney pieces in the flour mixture.

In a small skillet set over medium heat, melt the butter. Add the white wine and cook until slightly reduced, 1 to 2 minutes. Add the floured kidneys and fry until cooked through, 2 to 3 minutes per side.

Rub the toasted bread slices with the garlic, if desired. Slather each of the slices with 1 tablespoon of foie gras, before topping with 2 kidney halves. Drizzle any remaining juices left in the skillet over the kidneys, and garnish with parsley and a sprinkle of salt. Serve immediately.

TIP: Smoked garlic has a delicious flavor that I love in this dish. You can find it at some specialty groceries or online, though the dish is already full of flavor.




FIG AND PECAN NO-KNEAD BREAD
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Makes 1 loaf

I first learned about “no-knead” bread from a friend of mine in Norway, Ina Johnsen, who runs a great Norwegian food blog called Mat På Bordet. She had come across this way of making bread on her travels to New York, and even though I love kneading dough just the way my mother does, I really enjoy this recipe. Easy to make, with a lengthier rising period, it’s simply baked in a cast-iron casserole in the oven, resulting in a country-style bread with a crunchy crust and a moist and airy interior. Slather slices of it with butter when it’s warm out of the oven, or toast it and top with a cinnamon compound butter for a sweet treat with your afternoon tea. It keeps for four or five days.


410g / 3 cups plus ¼ cup all-purpose flour, plus more for rising and baking

125g / 1 cup whole-wheat flour

Pinch of sea salt

60g / ½ cup pecans, roughly chopped

5 dried figs, stemmed and finely chopped

500ml / 2 cups plus 2 tablespoons lukewarm water

½ teaspoon active dry yeast

1 generous tablespoon honey



In a large bowl, combine both flours together with the salt. In a dry pan set over medium to low heat, toast the pecans for 5 minutes, until golden and slightly crunchy. Add the toasted pecans to the flour mixture along with the figs. Mix well. In a small bowl mix the lukewarm water with the yeast and honey. Make a well in the middle of the flour mixture, and pour in the liquid. Combine well with a wooden spoon until you have a wet dough. Cover the bowl with a kitchen towel, and place in a warm, draft-free location to rise for 12 to 18 hours. You can even leave it for up to 24 hours; you’ll get the best results if it rises between 18 to 24 hours, as more flavor may develop.

After the rising period, flour a large sheet of parchment paper on a flat surface and empty the dough out of the bowl. With a flexible spatula fold the dough into itself 4 to 6 times. Cover the dough with the bowl turned upside down, and let it rise again for another 2 hours on the kitchen counter.

Thirty minutes before the dough is ready to be baked, preheat the oven to 250°C / 480°F, and place a Dutch oven, or an ovenproof cast-iron casserole dish with an ovenproof lid, inside the oven. When the dough is ready to be baked, quickly take the hot dish out of the oven, remove the lid, flour the bottom of the dish generously, and dump the dough inside. Don’t be discouraged if the dough is quite wet; simply scrape it out of the bowl with a flexible spatula and arrange it in the middle of the dish.

Cover with the lid, turn the heat down to 220°C / 425°F, and bake for 30 minutes. Remove the lid and bake for 15 to 18 minutes more, until the crust is golden. The bread will now have a lovely crunchy crust. Turn the bread out onto a wire rack and let it rest 5 to 7 minutes before serving.




WALDORF SALAD
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Serves 4 to 6

On New Year’s Eve and other special occasions, my mother makes her fresh and creamy Waldorf salad. Even though it’s quite rich, the apples, grapes, lemon juice, and cabbage add just the right amount of acidity to cut through the cream. It never fails to complete our New Year’s Eve meal. It’s a great side for any meat dish and is particularly good with the Norwegian Pork Belly (this page). Serve it freshly made, as the cream might separate if it sits for a few hours before serving.


300ml / 1¼ cups double cream / heavy cream

150ml / ½ cup plus 2 tablespoons mayonnaise

1 tablespoon sugar

Juice of ½ lemon

1 Granny Smith apple, cored and cut into bite-size pieces

200g / 7 ounces white cabbage, cored, finely sliced

1 to 2 celery stalks, thinly sliced

3 canned or fresh pineapple rings (drained if canned), chopped

200g / 7 ounces green seedless grapes, halved lengthwise

100g / 1 cup walnuts, roughly chopped



In a small bowl, beat the cream until soft peaks form. Gently fold in the mayonnaise, sugar, and lemon juice. Add the diced apple to the cream mixture to prevent the fruit from browning.

In a large bowl, combine the cabbage, celery, and pineapple. Add two-thirds of the grapes and walnuts and stir well. Fold in the cream mixture until well combined, and refrigerate for 5 to 10 minutes. Garnish with the remaining grapes and walnuts before serving.




TRUFFLED YORKSHIRE PUDDING WITH ONION GRAVY
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Serves 4 to 6

We didn’t watch much TV growing up, but one show was a must—a British TV series from the ’80s called The Darling Buds of May. It was there, during family evenings gathered around the telly for the weekly viewing of the show, that we discovered Yorkshire pudding. The end credits hadn’t even begun rolling over the screen before my mother, in true pre-Internet style, picked up the phone to call a trusted English source to get the recipe. As a family we fell in love with the golden, puffed crust, and the way it so perfectly serves as a vehicle to soak up gravy. I brought this recipe with me to my English cottage and made it my own, tweaking it and adding flavors that I love. My version includes truffle oil and a dash of mustard, which lends a decadent aroma to this humble pudding and gives it a bit of body. It’s a must for your Sunday roast, and a tasty side to many hearty meat dishes.


3 medium eggs

150ml / ½ cup plus 2 tablespoons whole milk

70g / ½ cup all-purpose flour

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

4 tablespoons truffle oil

Pinch of sea salt

Onion Gravy (recipe follows)



Preheat the oven to 200°C / 400°F.

In a medium bowl, whisk together the eggs, milk, flour, mustard, 1 tablespoon of truffle oil, and salt. Let the batter rest, covered, for 15 minutes.

Add the remaining tablespoons of truffle oil to a 20 × 30-centimeter / 8 × 12-inch baking dish. Place in the oven for 10 minutes.

Lower the heat to 180°C / 350°F.

Remove the dish from the oven and quickly pour the batter into the hot dish. Return the dish to the oven and bake, without opening the door, until the pudding is puffed up and golden brown, 20 to 22 minutes. Cut into squares and serve warm with onion gravy.


ONION GRAVY

Serves 4


1 tablespoon salted butter

4 medium red onions, halved and thinly sliced

1 carrot, chopped

50g / ¼ cup sugar

100ml / scant ½ cup red wine vinegar

500ml / 2 cups plus 2 tablespoons beef stock

1½ tablespoons all-purpose flour

½ teaspoon sea salt

½ teaspoon coarsely ground black pepper



In a medium saucepan set over medium heat, melt the butter. Add the onions, carrot, and sugar, and cook, stirring constantly, until the sugar is browned, 3 to 4 minutes. Add the vinegar and cook, stirring, until the sugar has dissolved completely, 2 to 3 minutes.

In a glass jar, combine 100ml / a scant ½ cup of the stock with the flour. Place the lid on tightly and shake vigorously until there are no lumps. Pour the flour mixture and the remaining stock into the pan of vegetables, increase the heat to high, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to low and cook until thickened, 25 to 30 minutes. Season with salt and pepper.

TIP: Any drippings you may have from cooking meat can be added before seasoning to enhance the flavor and depth of the gravy.




WARM SALMON, MINT, AND POTATO SALAD
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Serves 4

In Norway, fresh wild salmon is readily available and is found in abundance. This pink fish is a staple in Scandinavian cooking and is at its best when not farmed. Should you not be able to find salmon at your local fishmonger, you can substitute with freshly caught trout. You can make both the potatoes and salmon in advance and enjoy the salad chilled, or quickly warm it up before adding the dressing, cucumber, dill, green onions, and mint. I love serving it as a starter or for lunch. Either way you choose, be sure to serve it with a dry white wine.


500g / 1 pound new potatoes, scrubbed

1 tablespoon salted butter

500g / 1 pound salmon fillets

150ml / ½ cup plus 1 tablespoon Greek or plain yogurt

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

1 heaping tablespoon roughly chopped fresh dill, plus more for garnish

½ teaspoon sea salt

3 tablespoons diced English cucumber

1 Granny Smith apple, peeled, cored, and chopped

Juice of ¼ lemon

Coarsely ground black pepper

1 heaping tablespoon roughly chopped fresh mint

15g / 2 tablespoons green onions /scallions, trimmed and sliced, for garnish



Put the potatoes in a medium saucepan set over medium heat, cover with water, and bring to a boil. Cook until tender, 18 to 20 minutes. Drain and set aside. When cool enough to handle, cut each potato in half.

In a medium skillet set over medium heat, melt the butter. Add the salmon and cook until cooked through, 4 to 5 minutes per side. Transfer the salmon to a cutting board and remove the skin if present, before shredding the flesh with a fork.

In a medium bowl, combine the yogurt, red pepper flakes, dill, salt, cucumber, apple, and lemon juice. Season generously with black pepper and mint.

Arrange the potatoes in serving bowls, evenly distribute the shredded salmon among them, then place a dollop of the yogurt mixture on top. Garnish with the mint, scallions, and additional dill, and serve.




NO-KNEAD COUNTRY LOAF

Makes 1 loaf

Little beats waking up to the aromas of bread baking in the oven. To me, it’s these comforting smells that make a house a home. I usually make this bread a couple of times a week. With a golden crust and a moist inside, it’s my go-to recipe. I like to mix up the dough midafternoon and let it sit overnight. The next day, I’ll get up early to bake it before the house awakens. When friends and family come to visit, I love the gesture of serving a freshly baked loaf for breakfast, as few things are more welcoming than baked goods. Serve it warm, with butter and honey, or garnish as you would your favorite bread.


535g / 3⅔ cups all-purpose flour, plus additional for rising and baking

Pinch of sea salt

500ml / 2 cups plus 2 tablespoons lukewarm water

½ teaspoon active dry yeast

1 generous tablespoon honey



In a large bowl, combine the flour and the salt. In a small bowl, mix the lukewarm water with the yeast and honey. Make a well in the middle of the flour and pour in the liquid, mixing well with a wooden spoon until a wet dough forms. Cover the bowl with a kitchen towel and place in a warm, draft-free location to rise for 12 to 18 hours.

After the rising period, use a flexible spatula to fold the dough into itself 4 to 6 times. Cover the dough again, and let it rise for another 2 hours on the kitchen counter.

Thirty minutes before baking, preheat the oven to 250°C / 480°F, and place a Dutch oven, or an ovenproof cast-iron casserole dish with the lid on, inside the oven. When the dough is ready to be baked, quickly take the dish out of the oven, remove the lid, flour the bottom of the dish generously, and dump the dough inside. Don’t be discouraged if the dough is quite wet; simply scrape it off with a flexible spatula and arrange it in the middle of the dish. Cover, turn the heat down to 220°C / 425°F, and bake for 30 minutes. After 30 minutes, remove the lid and bake for another 15 minutes. The bread will now have a lovely golden crust. Let it rest 5 to 7 minutes on a wire rack before serving.




TARRAGON BUTTER BAKED SCALLOPS
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Serves 6

This is a darling little recipe for a quick and easy starter. Prepare all the ingredients in advance, simply arrange them in the scallop shells and pop them in the oven right before your guests take their seats at the table. Serve the scallops warm out of the oven in their shells, with a glass of sparkling wine and a basket of torn sourdough bread or No-Knead Country Loaf (this page) to dip in and mop up the tarragon sauce. If you can’t purchase fresh scallops, you can use frozen and purchase the shells separately. If the scallops are small, place two to three in each shell. Rinse and keep the shell to use again.


3½ tablespoons salted butter, room temperature

Juice of ¼ lemon

1 shallot, finely chopped

1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh tarragon

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

Sea salt and coarsely ground black pepper

6 scallops, in their shells

Torn sourdough bread, for serving



Preheat the oven to 220°C / 425°F.

In a mortar and pestle, pound the butter, lemon juice, shallot, tarragon, red pepper flakes, salt, and black pepper until well combined.

Arrange the scallops, in their shells, on a large baking sheet. Divide the tarragon butter evenly among the scallops.

Bake until just cooked through, 5 to 7 minutes. Serve hot, with bread on the side to soak up the juices from the shell.




CHORIZO MACARONI AND CHEESE
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Serves 4 to 6

When I was thirteen I visited my sister, who was living in America at the time. I fell in love with macaroni and cheese—the unsophisticated version that comes in a blue box with powdered cheese in a sash. I thought it was the most delicious treat, and filled up my suitcase with these boxes upon my return to Norway. My love for the dish remains, though thankfully my taste buds have outgrown the contents of the blue boxes. These days, I make it with my favorite cheeses and spicy chorizo for a bit more zing. Spicy or not, be sure to choose a quality chorizo. Serve this dish warm with a sprinkle of coarsely ground black pepper and a chilled crisp
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