Odriana zegt iets die over voedsel interesseert

-Odriana vander Brugghe

This is more about culture than cuisine, this time around.  There is fruitcake, sort of.  This is about Sinterklaas (the feast of St. Nicholas of Myra
, December 6
).  The tales of Sinterklaas are not entirely different from the Santa Klaus story, but with some notable differences.

In The Netherlands, Sinterklaas lives in Spain and comes to The Netherlands and Flanders on a Steam Ship a few weeks before the December 6th feast day.  His arrival is televised and is very much looked forward to by the children.  Starting the day that Sinterklaas arrives, until his feast day, children put their shoes in front of the fireplace to be filled with presents.  Sinterklaas travels over the rooftops on a white or grey horse (schimmel).  Sinterklaas has helpers know as Swarte Piet (or “Black Peter”) who are called that as their skin is black from going down the chimney so many times delivering presents that they can no longer wash off the soot.  The Swarte Piet give presents and sweets (called pepernoten, taai-taai, or schuimpjes) to good children, bad children will get the roede (rod) instead of presents, and really bad children will be stuffed into Swarte Piet’s sack and taken away to Spain.

The Dutch gather together to celebrate the feast of St. Nicholas by doing pretty much everything Americans do on Christmas: see family, eat lots of seasonal foods, and exchange gifts.  What they also do is write gedicht, which are humorously insulting poems written about family members and/or friends.

So, where’s the fruitcake, you ask?  Well, there is a kind of Dutch fruitcake called kruidkoek.  I looked around for a recipe, and could not find one, I could only find people willing to sell me one already made.  Unfortunately, my main contact in The Netherlands for such information had a sudden attack of life and was unable to get back to me with her recipe before my deadline for this article.

Since we do not have a recipe for Dutch fruitcake, I am including a recipe for one of the traditional Dutch Sinterklaas delicacies, Speculaas:

“The name seems to derive from the Latin "speculum" (mirror, the biscuits had the carved figure of the mould in mirror image). Old wooden biscuit moulds show biblical scenes, historic events, ships, windmills, mermaids, and of cours[sic] images of Saint Nicholas with the small children he had saved according to the legend.”

Here is Christine Muuser’s recipe for Speculaas (from her website):

Ingredients:
500 gram simple white flour
375 gram cold butter
250 gram sugar
2 eggs, stirred
1/2 decilitre cream
salt to taste (don't forget this, and be liberal, otherwise your speculaas will taste bland)
50 to 60 grams spice mix for speculaas

grated skin of 2 untreated lemons
250 gram flaked almonds, broken in to little pieces
1 teaspoon baking powder
1 teaspoon baking soda

Preparation in advance:
Mix flour with the baking powder and soda and spices (don't forget the salt, otherwise the speculaas will be bland). Add the butter, cut it with two knives to little chunks the size of peanuts. Add almonds and lemon peel, and as much egg and cream as necessary to obtain a firm dough. Place the dough in a bowl, cover, and let it rest, preferably a whole night, in the refrigerator. 

With this dough you can make small biscuits[sic], called speculaasjes. To roll the dough out, the dough must be taken out of the refrigerator well in advance, because otherwise it will be too firm to roll out (because of the butter in it). Once the dough is rolled out, you can use either a cookie cutter, or real Dutch wooden speculaas moulds. If you use these, be sure to sprinkle the mould liberally with flour ever time you press fresh dough into it.
Tap the mould upside down on the worktop to free the speculaas dough. Cut the sides to make a neat form, and place the biscuits on a greased baking sheet. 
Bake the biscuits in the preheated oven (175ºC) until done (about 20 minutes). Let the biscuits cool on a cake rack.

To make the speculaas with almond stuffing, we go on:
500 gram pure almond paste

1 or 2 eggs
1 to 3 tablespoons rose water
whole peeled and blanched almonds for decoration

Preparation in advance:
Stir the eggs with the rosewater. Knead the almond paste with the eggs and rosewater to moisten it. Don't add the liquids all at once, start with half the amount, then add a little at the time until the stuffing is smooth.

Preparation:
Divide the dough in two. Roll out one half, and cover a bakingsheet with it. If you have trouble rolling the dough out and transferring it to the baking sheet, just flatten it with your hand to your satisfaction. Spread the moistened almond paste on the dough, but be sure to keep away from the borders of the dough. 
Roll our the second portion of dough, drape it over the stuffing, press the sides of both sheets ofdough well together.
With a knife trace a pattern of lozenges, and decorate further with the almonds.
Bake the filled speculaas for 20 to 30 minutes in a preheated oven (175ºC).



I would pair this with Almond Tea, a warm fuzzy blanket, and a book.

To everyone I wish a happy $WINTERHOLIDAY, and hope that your homes are filled with laughter, love, peace, and good food.

Next month: Planning the spring garden, no January is not too early.
� Kuulkers, Eric. Sinterklaas. Located on the web at http://www-astro.physics.ox.ac.uk/~erik/sint/sint.html
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� Muusers, Christine. Speculaas with Rich Almond Filling. Located on the web at http://www.coquinaria.nl/english/recipes/speculaas.htm


� Spice mix for Speculaas:  In The Netherlands you can buy the spices for speculaas premixed. I doubt whether that is the case elsewhere in the world. So here you have a mixture to make yourself: Take cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, white pepper, ginger and cardamom (everything powdered) in a ratio of 12:2:2:1:1:1  (whether you use grams, teaspoons or tablespoons, the proportions must be the same). The used spices betray the age of the recipe for speculaas: this combination of spices can be found in many fifteenth century recipes.


� Almond paste: Almond paste can be bought, but you can easily make it yourself: grind blanched sweet almonds to a flour (or buy ground almonds), add as much sugar in weight as you have ground almonds, and add 1 egg for every 100 to 150 gram of almond flour (depemding on the size of the eggs) .  A cheap replacement of almond paste is a paste made with ground legumes (I believe haricot beans are used). 





