Frisian Cuisine
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Map of Europe, 1000 CE

“At this very moment, he had a mighty vision of a higher and purer life, without creditors' letters or parental lectures... and with a gentle angel at his side.” 

– spoken by the Narrator, from the film Babette's Gæstebud

How I Ended Up Where I Am

I blame it all on Isak Dinesen.  She wrote one of my favorite short stories, “Babette’s Feast”, and the day that I realized that I’d not read it in too long was the day that I found out about the Frisians. When it struck me that a Flemish Cook was working for a Danish, Viking Age autocrat, I knew I must do a Frisian feast, without actually knowing what that was.

For those of you unfamiliar with the plot of Babette’s Feast, it is the tale of a meal made in gratitude and love by a French housekeeper/cook for her Danish employers and the rest of the town to celebrate the birthday of the sisters’s beloved father.  It’s a meal that brings out fear of the unknown, highlights the differences between the cultures of the Danes and the French, and ultimately pulls the entire village together despite rifts and age-old feuds.  It is everything that I love about how food affects people, beyond just fueling the body, it’s about feeding something deeper and more meaningful.

The entire reason that I decided to recreate Frisian cuisine was to give the gift of the foods of my culture to my Viking friends, a group that includes my King and Queen, I decided to base my menu on the idea that I was given a great deal of money specifically to make this meal (much like Babette had after winning the French lottery).  This premise provides for the most diverse and luxurious meal I could provide for such honored company.

A Brief and Incomplete History of the Frisians

Ing wæs ærest mid Eàstdenum

Gesewen secgum, oð he síððan eàst

Ofer wæg gewàt.  Wæn æfter ran.

Þus heardingas Þone hæle nemdon.

Ing was first amidst the East Danes

So seen, until he went eastward

over the sea.  His wagon ran after.

Thus the Heardings named that hero.

-Old English Runic Poem

The Frisians are believed to have originated in the area encompassing Southern Scandinavia and the Weser/Oder region some time around 1750 BCE.  This group of people is also referred to as the Ingaevones, a name given to them by Tacitus in his Germainia (c. 98 CE).  Around 1000-500 BCE they began moving into Jutland, Holstein, Frisia, and the Danish Islands.  By 50 BCE, these groups had evolved into the distinct cultures of the Frisians, Saxons, Jutes, and Angles.  The Frisians believe that they descended from the god Inguz (or Ing); this is another name for the Norse God Freyr.  Culturally, they are most closely related to the Saxons.

Around 12 BCE, the Roman Emperor Augustus wanted to make the Elbe river the Roman Empire’s most northerly border, in order to do so, he negotiated a truce under which the Frisians had to regularly pay taxes in the form of cowhides.  By 28 CE, this deal was no longer working for the Frisians and they stopped paying their taxes to Rome, when Rome sent a collector to get the outstanding taxes, the Frisians hung him.  Rome responded by sending some legions to punish the Frisians and to conquer Frisia, however at the battle of Baduhennawood, the Frisians drove the Roman legionnaires out of Frisia, and the Romans did not return to the region after that.

Between 47 CE and 250 CE there were a series of interactions between the Romans and the Frisians.  Around 250 CE, the Frisians turned their attention away from the Romans as the coastal districts (the area that is now The Netherlands) had to be abandoned due to the sea level rising so high that it was utterly uninhabitable.  These districts remained empty for 150 years.  During this period of flooding, the Frisians formed a tribal alliance with a neighboring group, the Chaukians.  This alliance created the group known as the Franks.  This alliance migrates towards the south, away from their flooded lands, and, despite its former history of glory in battle, eventually will be known as the French.

As we fast forward through the great migration that sent some Frisians to England and Germany, the Frisians built their Empire, which was established in approximately 400 CE.  By the 7th century, this Empire spanned from northern Germany, to northern Belgium (the modern border of Flanders mimics the ancient one for Frisia in Belgium).  Figure 2 is provided to show the western parts of the Frisian Empire at the start of the Middle Ages.  Their location put them in the position to control a large part of the Northern trade routes.
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Most of the time between the establishment of the Frisian Empire and its assimilation into the Frankish empire is documented only by the Franks and Anglo-Saxons.  There are very few historical documents of Frisian origin from this time period as the Frisians didn’t start writing things down until after their conversion to Christianity.  Prior to the Frisian writings, extant documents are mostly from church officials who interacted with the Frisians and Romans who interacted with the Frisians.

Frisian and Viking Interaction
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The possibility of Vikings experiencing the food of Frisia is historically plausible, based on multiple sources of evidence.

Figure 3 is to illustrate the very close proximity between the lands held by the Vikings and the lands held by the Frisians.  This map shows Europe in 800 ACE.  As you can see, there is a clear geographic reason for the two cultures to have interacted, especially in Denmark, which was the northernmost neighbor of the Frisian empire.


The archaeological evidence is very strong, including finding coins from Dorestad, Netherlands in Denmark
 (see Fig. 4), the coins were so popular, that even after Dorestad was destroyed, the coins were copied by the Vikings.  There were also bone objects carved with Viking-influenced designs
 found in the terp-mounds in Frisia.  There is also archaeological evidence that supports trade taking place between the city of Utrecht and cities in Germany and England
 as there were goods from each area found in the other areas.  It was also recently reported in the Dutch journal Westerheem where ships made from native English trees, not ones indigenous to Frisia, dated to between 918 and 1009 CE
 were found in the Netherlands.  As is also marked on Figure 3, there is an obvious trade route between Frisia and the coast of England, which makes this highly probable.

I would like to conclude with the mythological evidence that the Vikings and the Frisians interacted.  Here is a passage from the Heimskringla
, King Olaf Trygvason’s Saga (Part One), where King Olaf raids several lands, including Frisia:

30. OLAF'S JOURNEY FROM VINDLAND.

Olaf Trygvason was three years in Vindland (A.D. 982-984) when Geira his queen fell sick, and she died of her illness.  Olaf felt his loss so great that he had no pleasure in Vindland after it.  He provided himself, therefore, with warships, and went out again a plundering, and plundered first in Frisland, next in Saxland, and then all the way to Flaemingjaland (Flanders).  So says Halfred Vandredaskald: --

     "Olaf's broad axe of shining steel

     For the shy wolf left many a meal.

     The ill-shaped Saxon corpses lay

     Heaped up, the witch-wife's horses' prey.

     She rides by night: at pools of blood.

     Where Frisland men in daylight stood,

     Her horses slake their thirst, and fly

     On to the field where Flemings lie.

     The raven-friend in Odin's dress --

     Olaf, who foes can well repress,

     Left Flemish flesh for many a meal

     With his broad axe of shining steel."

The Feast: or Documenting Food Without A Cookbook

In order to establish the cultural cuisine
 of the Frisians, I had to discover: what foods were available in the area known as Frisia during the time period of 800-1000 CE, what flavorings would have been used, how would food have been processed, and what were the cultural meanings of different kinds of foods (what was served to the wealthy, what was served during feasts, what kinds of foods would have been taboo, etc.).  This task was made more difficult as there are no cookbooks dating from this period of time in this area.  To answer the questions that I needed to answer, I used archeological evidence, mythological information, and written records from that period of time by people who had come into contact with the Frisians.

Frisian Ingredients and their Origins

Finding out the available foodstuffs in Frisia is simplified by the Frisian role in the trade of the North Sea.  They controlled great portions of that trade, so there would have been a somewhat steady stream of goods coming in from Scandinavia and England, as well as trade with their German neighbors.  

The sources that I used for this feast were archaeological evidence found in sites in Frisia and the regions most likely to have had trade associations with the Frisians:  specifically, digs located in Jorvík (York, England), Hedeby (Denmark), Oseburg (Norway), Dorestad (Holland, Friesland), and Tiel (Holland, Friesland).  

Obviously there was a disparity between the items available to the wealthy and the common folk.  What will be brought to your table today is a reflection of the great wealth and privilege that was afforded to very few. The goal of the original feast was to provide a selection of foods that would be appropriate for wealthy Frisians during the time period, and would also be appropriate for the SCA’s lighthearted and fun gatherings with an abundance of food.

A comprehensive listing of available foodstuffs according to archaeological data
:

Meat: beef, mutton/lamb, goat, pork 

Poultry: chicken, geese, duck

Saltwater fish: herring, cod, haddock, flat-fish, ling, horse mackerel, smelt 

Estuarine fish: oysters, cockles, mussels, winkles, smelt, eels, salmon 

Dairy products: butter, milk, eggs 

Grains: Oats, wheat, rye, barley, spelt, millet

Legumes: fava (Vicia faba L.) 

Vegetables: carrots, parsnips, turnips(?), celery, spinach, brassicas (cabbage?), lichen

Fruits: plum, sloe (Prunus spinosa L.), cherries, elderberries, blackberries, raspberries, strawberries, apples, and pears

Nuts: hazelnuts, walnuts, almonds

Herbs/spices: dill, coriander, hops, garlic, long pepper, salt, “huttentut”(or “dederzaad”) a relative of the mustard family, parsley, cumin, mustard, horseradish

Cooking aids: linseed oil, hempseed oil, walnut oil, honey

Beverages: Rhine wine, ale

The Process of Preparing Food

Most of the cooking processes that are used today would have been used during the Dark Ages, including frying, baking, roasting (on a spit), toasting, smoking (for flavoring, not necessarily preservation), drying, poaching, and stewing.  The methods of food preparation were also very similar to modern preparation techniques: chopping, dicing, slicing, carving of meats, grinding of grain and nuts into flours, etc.

There is no solid evidence that details how food was specifically prepared among the Frisians in this time period.  For example, we don’t know if chicken was stuffed and roasted, or how beef may have been served because there have been no intact food items found.  Therefore it is up to the individual cook to come up with preparation methods for the ingredients based upon their knowledge of cooking techniques both modern and medieval.

Food would have been prepared over a fire, either an open fire in the outdoors, with a tripod and a pot suspended over it, or on a stone hearth
 inside of a house.  This is the major division in how modern cooks approach cooking and how cooks during our period of study approached cooking; modern cooks have access to ovens and very tightly controlled flame.  We do not have to make sure to have a store of the correct woods to ensure that the fire burns as hot as we need, or to start early enough to have the proper amount of coals.  We just turn the stove or oven on and cook.

The cooking vessels that would have been used also had an affect on the quality and flavor of the food.   Pots made of iron, ceramic, or soapstone depended on the quality of the materials they were made of, and the skill of the craftsman who created them.  A cooking vessel also was affected by age and use.  A new pot may heat evenly, but over time may be weakened by exposure to high temperatures.  The flavor of the food would also be affected by the cook’s diligence in cleaning the 

pot.  This makes for an inconsistent product.

With modern cookware, we also must rely on craftsmanship, quality of materials, and cleaning skill.  However, our cookware is mass produced and tested for quality and purity.  Mass production has eliminated a great deal of the character of cookware, but with that small loss of character we gain simplicity of food preparation and a more consistent final product.

Generally, the food that is produced in a modern kitchen using a range and oven does not fully recreate the food that would have been eaten by those using a wood-based fire as a heating source.  The tradeoff, again, is convenience for the modern cook.

These are some archaeological examples of the types of cooking vessels and utensils that would have been used during the Viking Age:
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	Flesh Fork and Small Griddle: The fork would have been used to handle meat and the small griddle would have been used for making either small flatbreads, or for moving hot food from one place to another.

	Pot, Hanging Chain, Soapstone Cooking Vessle, and other cooking tools: These are general cooking tools.
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	Cooking Pot: This is a representative example of the iron cooking pots used by the Vikings.

	Cooking Spits: This is a scene from the Bayeaux Tapestry showing birds cooked on spits.
	[image: image6.jpg]




	[image: image7.jpg]



	Rotary Quern: this was used to mill grains into flour.  The two disks spin together, crushing the grain.


There are also some peculiarities to the Flemish palate that I included, specifically the use of butter as the fat of choice, rather than olive or other oils.  This preference is one that there is solid documentation for once you get into the 12th century, prior to that, it’s conjecture that the habit of using butter rather than oil existed for at least a thousand years.

Other Sources Used

Libellus de arte conquinaria: An early Northern Cookbook 

This is also called the Harpestræng Manuscript.  I have used several recipes directly from this cookbook, however, I limited myself to the first book, which is referred to by the authors of the translation that I’m working from as Codex K.  The primary reason for using this manuscript alone is because the manuscript shows strong evidence that it was translated it into Danish from a manuscript written in Middle Low German.  “Low German” is frequently used to identify the Dutch language, the language primarily spoken by the inhabitants of The Netherlands and Flanders.  The importance of this is that it is likely that these recipes were of either Dutch or Flemish origin, which are areas that were inhabited by the Frisians.  

It was not unusual for recipes to be copied and recopied from earlier sources.  Since written records from Frisia began to emerge shortly after 1000 CE, it is not out of the realm of reasonableness to expect that the recipes may have existed prior to that time.  Because of the possible Dutch origins and the fact that the recipes may have existed during the period of time that I was addressing, they would have the proper “taste profile” for Frisian foods.

There are only 25 recipes contained in Codex K, and a quick breakdown of its contents are: 2 recipes for oils, 1 recipe for Almond butter, 1 recipe for almond pie, 1 recipe for making sour milk from almonds, 8 recipes for sauces, 1 recipe for how to use a sauce, 1 instruction for dressing fish, 1 recipe for mush, 2 pasty recipes (1 deer marrow, 1 chicken), and 7 chicken recipes.  As you can see, the majority of the recipes are for sauces and chicken.  

De Re Coquinaria 

This is a collection of recipes written by Apicius, a Roman gastronome.  I elected to use some recipes from this collection for the process.  There is nothing particularly Roman about the ingredients used, however, the recipe is suitable for my use as the ingredients and processes are like those that would have been used in Frisia during the period of time being covered.

Setting the Atmosphere

Because food and culture are utterly entwined, merely serving food didn’t strike me as enough.  There was a concept of polite table behavior and a rhythm to how food was shared in groups.  I wanted to include as much of what a shared feast would have been like as possible to bring a more full experience.

The meal will begin by everyone washing their hands and drying them with a small towel, which will be brought to the tables.  The drinks will be brought to the tables by serving women, but the women will not be filling your glasses as they are emptied.

The courses have been separated in order to serve the foods grouped as they would have been during the Dark Ages
:

First Course

Fish ball soup

Wheat Bread

Chicken cooked with a stuffing of walnuts, oysters, cherries, and barley

Parsnips with coriander

Spelt Pudding

Second Course

Cheese and Herbs

Beef served with mustard sauce, and horseradish sauce

Spinach cooked with chicken and garnished with walnuts

Pear Pie

Recipes

Fish Ball Soup

(recipe from Odriana)

Make fish balls from Cod or Haddock.  Cook them in fish stock, remove from stock when done and set aside.  Cook carrots, celery, and turnips in fish stock with a bit of Garum.  When the vegetables are done, add fresh parsley and dill and the fish balls.  Serve.

This recipe was inspired by techniques used in Japanese cuisine, which was the culture that I am familiar with that uses a great deal of fish.  It ended up bearing a strong resemblance to Gefilte Fish

Wheat Bread

(recipe from Odriana)

This is a pretty straightforward bread recipe.  The loaves are in a round shape, mimicking the shape of loaves found in archaeological digs.

Chicken with Stuffing

(recipe from Odriana)

Take Chicken Parts and roast them well.  Cook barley in stock until it is soft and swollen with the liquid.  Add in oysters, and ground walnuts.  Cook until done.  Serve with the chicken on one side of the platter and the stuffing on the other.

This was a dish entirely inspired by the ingredients.

Parsnips with coriander

(from Apicus “[116]Another Way”)

Boil the Parsnips in salet water, with pure oil, chopped green coriander and whole pepper.

Spelt Pudding

(recipe from Odriana, in the style of Apicius)

Cook spelt in water with some hazelnuts.  Blanch some other hazelnuts, peel, and chop.  Add condensed wine and serve with fruit preserved in honey.

Cheese and Herbs

(from Apicus “[303] Cheese and Honey”)

Prepare cheese either with honey and broth or with salt, oil and coriander.

The cheese being used is called “Skyr” and the recipe is borrowed from Nana Rognvaldrardottir
 and Dame Aoife Finn
:

(from Dame Aoife’s Recipe)
For 5 lbs. Skyr:
8 quarts skim milk and 2 quarts buttermilk

2 heaped Tbs sour cream (for a starter, can also use previously made Skyr)

Rennet (commercial)

Abbreviated version of directions, which are quite long:

Warm milk (buttermilk) to 190*, then cool to 100 degrees. Thin starter (Skyr or sour cream) with milk, and add to milk. Dissolve rennet in water according to package directions, add to milk mixture. Cover with pot lid, cover pot with towels. Let sit for about 3 hours, check for coagulation. Score slightly, and then let sit another 2 hours. Strain through cheesecloth. Tie Skyr up in the cheesecloth and let hang to drip for 8-12 hours, until fairly firm. You can weigh the Skyr and let drip further, but this is usually not done modernly. To serve; Whip until smooth with milk if desired, and sweeten if for a desert.

Beef served with Horseradish Sauce and Mustard Sauce:

(recipe from Odriana)

Roast a large amount of beef until it’s an acceptable amount of done.  Mix mustard powder with white vinegar until it’s a paste.  Grate or grind horseradish until it’s gone.  Serve beef in slices with small dishes of the sauces on each table.

Spinach cooked with chicken and garnished with walnuts

(recipe from Odriana)

First cook chicken until it’s falling off the bone, use parts or boneless breasts, depending on how much money you have.  Chop this very finely.  Clean fresh spinach well, and cook in chicken broth.  When spinach just wilts, throw in the chopped chicken.  Cook until spinach is done.  Sprinkle with ground walnuts before serving.  If you’re feeling adventurous, add some cinnamon.

Another recipe that was inspired by nothing but the ingredients.

Pear Pie

(from Apicus “[161] A Dish of Pears”)

A dish of pears is made this way: stew the pears, clean out the centre, crush them with pepper, cumin, honey, raisin wine, broth and a little oil; mix with eggs, make a pie of this, sprinkle with pepper and serve.

The greatest difficulty posed by creating a menu based on archaeological data is that archaeology can only tell us about the leavings of a culture long gone, and can not flesh out the true lives of the people who left those things.  We are left to archaeological fact, bolstered by our imaginations to fully recreate the lifestyles of the people who we are attempting to reenact.

Even written records of this place and time are coloured by the non-Frisian authors of those records.  Tacitus brought with him the prejudices an expectations of a Roman, and the Priests who came to convert the masses brought their own agendas and perspectives to their writings.

Recreating the food and dining practices of the Frisians is made difficult because understanding the culture in which a cuisine was created and enjoyed is essential to understanding what was eaten, when, and why.  We will never truly know what foods were communicated to recreate a dish “just like Mom made”, to know what dishes were requested when someone was ill, or to know what dishes were dreamt of having served during times of famine.  The poetry of the time, to some degree, fill in the gaps of the last item, but were the foods mentioned ones that were actually cooked and served, or were they like the Mythological “manna from heaven”?

The greatest joy of creating these dishes was the possibility of introducing something that as closely as possible resembled the food of a particular culture during a particular time, and to prepare and share that food within the culture of the Society for Creative Anachronism.  The vision of “Babette’s Feast” that started the process of research and the creation of the meals served is one conceived in a love of bringing people together to share their comraderie with each other.  Even if not one dish is remembered, it will be a far greater thing for the memories that linger to be those of wonderful conversation, fellowship, and affectionate interactions with those sharing your table.
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