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Foreword

Years ago I began planning the first of what would become several research trips in Denmark to study the resurgence of heirloom Nordic grains. In advance of the trip, I asked my friend Kille Enna—a noted chef and cookbook author who currently lives in southern Sweden—where to eat in Copenhagen. Kille is a trusted source in such matters; she is as critical as she is dear, and only suggests places exceptional enough to merit a detour in her perpetually overscheduled days. With no hesitation, and no other recommendations, she directed me to a newish place where a young chef from Noma was “doing his own thing.” That was all I knew of Relæ before showing up for my first dinner there with Nick Balla (my chef and colleague at Bar Tartine in San Francisco).

I had been thoroughly enjoying my visit to Denmark so far: meeting Danish bakers and farmers, and making bread using the local, fresh-milled flours. Little did I know that Christian, the chef/proprietor whose restaurant I had just walked into, was a serious baker himself. He greeted us warmly and seated us at the bar facing into the open kitchen. The two cooks working across the bar welcomed us also, and set to making our first courses.

As dinner began, paired with classic-era Johnny Cash, Nick and I knew we were amongst friends. We settled in as exceptional bread, folded warm into a soft leather pouch, was brought from the oven in the center of the kitchen. Deep green Sicilian olive oil was measured into a shallow dish and sparkling natural wine was poured. A plate of burnt, gnarled roots appeared too: bitter-sweet, char-roasted Jerusalem artichokes, an early variant of a recipe that appears in this book. Nick and I could have made a meal of these alone.

We investigated drawers under the table which revealed our utensils, and then, quickly, the plates started to come. There are no actual servers here, belying the seemingly effortless service. What followed was one astonishingly focused dish after another. Food that was conceptual yet comforting, restrained and absolutely generous. A fascinating contrast unfolded throughout the meal: that of luxury and economy. Cooks set out each plate, wines were poured, and the sommelier’s introductions transported us to the place the grapes were grown and wine was made. All of this at once, in less than a minute. Like a well-built track racing cycle, the evening had been perfectly engineered.

This is what one experiences as a diner at Relæ. But one also senses a complex back story, one that is relentlessly workshopped before we ever step in for dinner. Afterwards, I struggled to describe my meal to friends at home. It was not Nordic food per se—Christian sourced seaweed from Brittany, citrus and olive oil from near his childhood home in Italy. Reading the menu aloud to illuminate didn’t help much:


Ox tartar, mussels, bergamot

Barley porridge, smoked almonds, and black trumpets

Pork, poached salad, and unripe fruit

Jerusalem artichokes, coffee, and passion fruit



There was something else going on here that fundamentally changed the way I looked at modern cuisine. Was it “post-regional,” perhaps? Nick and I were moved by the singular voice of our dinner.

I returned to Copenhagen a few more times to visit Kille, and to work with the local grains and the bakers I had made friends with—who inspired large parts of the bread book I was working on. And each time I returned to eat at Relæ. There are many restaurants I love to eat in, but very few that I look forward to months in advance. Christian’s vision has a clear and independent perspective. Dishes finally make it onto the menu after many weeks of development, wrought through a deliberate, obsessive, and very personal approach. This book brings us to the heart of his process—from the kernel of an idea to the finish. Essentially, it offers the back story I had wondered about since that first meal at Relæ: the dynamic way concepts are hewed, honed, distilled, taken apart, and put back together in a fresh, hard-edit shorthand where flavors fit together like a Mamet dialogue. The cache of ideas presented here helps articulate the language of Christian’s distinct style of cooking—and gives readers new ways to express their own ideas using the language of Relæ. For those interested in a more hands-on approach, a collection of practical, slightly radical recipes follows—comprised of healthy, vegetable-focused food that is light, yet delivers strong, satisfying, and memorable flavors.

I gave up long ago trying to describe Relæ in much detail. These days I keep it simple: “my perfect restaurant, serving the food I want to eat every day.” Thankfully, this book brings us a much more detailed narrative—straight from the mind of the chef.

—Chad Robertson


Acknowledgments

In the process of making this book, I really focused in on analyzing my team’s work, trying to find the most essential ideas that frequently show up in our cuisine so that you could read about and find inspiration from them. That is why I felt it appropriate to write the entire book myself. The process of analyzing and thus questioning every aspect of our work has truly helped clear up my ideas and thoughts about food. Not only has this book become a way of communicating our food and introducing you, the reader, to our cooking; it has also been an adventure to rediscover the dishes we created and try to clearly understand their qualities.

But I must admit that it was a tough process. I am used to numerous deadlines a day, with phones ringing, people demanding my attention, and something cooking in a pan at the same time. I am very good at that. You won’t stress me out—the worst thing that can happen is a bit of shouting. I keep on top of things. Yet working on a book required concentrating on a single idea—one chapter, one dish—for hours and hours without interruptions. It proved to be extremely difficult for me to find and prioritize that time, and it has challenged me just as much as running two restaurants and taking care of my family. But I love being challenged. The blood, sweat, and tears I put into this book made me grow as a chef, a person, and a writer.

Even though the process of communicating this big mess that is going on in my head made me swear that I would never do this again several times, it has helped me further understand my own work and define my own ideas and opinions. I thank Ten Speed Press for being as focused on the details of the writing of this book as my team and I have been on every single dish we send from our kitchen, making me incredibly proud now that the work is finally coming to an end. I also thank Tara Duggan for polishing up my kitchen English (if this sentence makes sense to you, it’s because she probably rewrote it) and the entire team at the restaurant for supporting me during this period of enormous work.

It is needless to say that the love of my life, Cecilie, and our son, Louis, deserve all the praise in the world for their patience with me. They accepted my venture of writing this book—and the enormous workload it entailed—because they knew what a dream it was for me to realize. As if running two restaurants didn’t challenge our lives enough. Thanks to my family, which is spread across a good portion of Europe, for introducing me to the joy of cooking from the very beginning. An enormous thank-you to my father and mother for making me understand the value of hard work, responsibility, and sacrifice, while always prioritizing my future before their own. And at the same time for making the best decision of my life for me when they pulled their roots and brought us all to Denmark, which is today our home. Thanks to Kim Rossen and Ulrik Mikkelsen for partnering up with me on these crazy adventures. Thanks to John Tam for the sparring, honest feedback, and creative contribution to all the dishes in this book. Thanks to Lisa Lov for doing a hell of a job in converting all our professional gibberish to meaningful, foolproof, and precise recipes. Thanks to all the rest of my staff for challenging me and inspiring me to do better every single day. Thanks to Katherine Cowles for holding my hand all throughout this process and to Chad Robertson for introducing me to her. Thanks to all the chefs that I have worked under, over, and next to—for the massive inspirations, lessons, and ideas with which you have influenced me.


Introduction

When I opened Relæ in 2010, the last thing I wanted was for it to be just another fine dining restaurant. Our entire philosophy is grounded in the idea that conventional fine dining—with its big round tables, waitstaff showing you the way to the toilet and constantly scraping the crumbs off the thick tablecloth, jazz music piping through the speakers—has little do with the way people actually want to eat. Rather, we want the dining experience at Relæ to be simple and unpretentious, focusing solely on gastronomy. Everything else—all those unnecessary details—is stripped away. We describe our restaurant’s philosophy as “cut to the bone.”

Similarly, when I sat down to write this book, I didn’t want it to be a conventional cookbook that readers were expected to page through from cover to cover. I could have written it the easy way: line up fifty to one hundred recipes and scatter some pictures throughout. But my goal was not just to give you an introduction to the food we do and make it possible for you to cook it yourself. I wanted to show you the creative process behind our work and the ideas that inform the fundamentals of our kitchen.

As I was thinking about this book, I realized that all our dishes are interconnected by the ideas behind them—the practical ideas, theoretical ideas, and technical ideas. The dishes themselves are the most superficial expression of our work. Rather than just list the ingredients and step-by-step methods for each dish, I felt it was more useful to actually articulate the concepts that underlie them.

To be honest, I rarely read cookbooks, though I love to buy them. I have shelves and shelves lined with colorful covers emblazoned with big chefs’ names writing about everything from nose-to-tail cooking to German fine dining. That said, I rarely have time to read them, and whenever I do grab one, I impatiently open it up, flip through a few pages, and then close it again. Maybe I’ll pick it up later and take another peek. Admittedly, I never cook from others’ recipes; I want to put my imprint on everything I do. I might be interested in how Fergus Henderson cooks trotters, but ultimately I will use his work as inspiration and find my own way of cooking them.

I want you to use the recipes in this book in the exact same way. Feel free to look up a dish and cook it exactly as it is written on the page. But I would be even happier if you plunged into this book just to see how we pickle mackerel, how we plate that dish with cauliflower, and then have a go at it yourself. I want you to grab this book, open it like a deck of cards, and flip to whatever attracts you. Once a dish has captured your attention, take a look at the handful of ideas listed at the bottom of the page; hopefully that sparks your curiosity and leads you to another spot in the book with another list of interconnected dishes and ideas. Each dish in this book is grounded on a set of ideas—and each idea is the basis for several other dishes, dishes you can then jump to and have a look at. Everything is connected in a sort of web in which one thing springs out of another in a big hot pot of inspiration, hard work, and craft. I want you to mix and match all these ideas and thoughts. Take what you can use, throw away what you don’t like, and make it your own. That is what the cooking at Relæ is about, and I hope that that’s what this book inspires you to do.


Chapter 1

The Groundwork

The Initial Idea

I had been sous chef at Noma for about two years when I dropped the bomb on René Redzepi. I wanted to quit so I could go out and open my own restaurant. Since I was basically running the kitchen, I knew it would take time to find the right person to replace me, so I was giving him about four months’ notice. I knew it wouldn’t be good for any of us if I kept my job at Noma while secretly nailing down a location, investor, and concept. But still, I dreaded telling him.

There was nothing to dread about René’s reaction, though. As he had often done before and would continue to do after I left his restaurant, he surprised me. “You know what, I can’t even get mad at you,” he said. “I just know your restaurant will be great. I am looking forward to it. Good luck.”

I felt the relief of someone who finally revealed his greatest secret. Believe me, Noma was a great restaurant to work in. I learned so much, but it just wasn’t my project. My heart was not in it anymore, and my mind was heading somewhere else—somewhere I could create my own little universe. I wanted to influence not only the kitchen’s organization, the cooking, and the menu, but everything else as well. I wanted to release myself from the world of fine dining—the huge staff, fancy linens, and long tasting menus. “Coming out of the closet” allowed me talk openly about my own ideas for the future with everyone around me. René proved to be a great ambassador and soon began pushing journalists in my direction, saying, “You know, Christian is opening his own restaurant.” I was pitching journalists from all over Europe before I even got a bank to finance me, found a potential investor, or had a location. This all helped me get closer to what I really wanted. As I talked about it again and again, I found myself gaining a better understanding of what my ideal restaurant would be.

My goal was to serve inventive, intelligent cuisine based on simple, high-quality ingredients. But I wanted to serve it in an environment that made guests feel welcome and relaxed. I couldn’t understand why a creative kitchen should be a slave to a luxurious dining room and its oppressive style of service. As a young apprentice, I occasionally went to the fine dining restaurants that were considered the best in the country at the time. Believe me, I was impressed. I was in awe. But as I grew as a chef, going deeper and deeper into cooking itself, I realized I was losing interest in all the things surrounding the plate. I can pretty much take care of finding the toilet, at least the second time I go, and I prefer pouring my own water, thank you very much. It felt like everyone was putting an array of extraneous things on top my dining experience, not to mention increasing my bill. I didn’t want those things and I sure didn’t want to pay for them. I dine out to savor the food, the quality ingredients, the techniques—not the chandeliers or the plush towels neatly rolled up next to the bathroom sink.

It really started to bother me when I realized that I felt more comfortable in a bistro. While I still wanted to try the cuisine of fine dining, I grew tired of sitting for hours with waiters all over my back. In my own restaurant, I wanted to combine that feeling of sitting in a crowded restaurant filled with laughter and joy with the cuisine of the greatest kitchens. I wanted to cut to the bone, strip away everything but the most essential, and put all our effort into creating great food in a relaxed atmosphere.

Without really knowing how to get started, at least financially, I sought advice from a friend who connected me to Ulrik Mikkelsen. A slick businessman with a heart that beats for the restaurant industry, Ulrik had always wanted to open a café or a restaurant but had never found the right opportunity. Then I found out that my former colleague, Kim Rossen, had quit his job as assistant restaurant manager at Noma. Kim and I quickly found common ground. He was even more tired of fine dining than I was, and the idea of serving great food to guests in a small restaurant without all the fuss had him hooked within a few weeks. He soon joined our partnership.

I felt that the first and most important criterion for the restaurant’s success would be total liberty. I needed us to be free from the financial constraints of investors, and the only way to do that was to be humble, to start off simple and small. We wanted to get away from the long tasting menu—not only because it’s expensive, but also because I wanted guests to be able to experience great gastronomy in less than two hours. We settled on a four-course menu, which allowed us to turn the tables twice and get the largest number of guests, especially on weekends. To keep prices down, we opted to make vegetables the unifying theme of the menu, and we also offered a vegetarian menu. It made total sense to me to have vegetables as our focus. Their great variety would make for an interesting base to work with, and on a personal level I wanted to eat that way myself—more veggies and less meat. And the meat I did want to eat must be of a higher quality. It’s a philosophy that should make sense to most people in the Western world in the beginning of the 2010s.

We needed a small spot where we could seat about forty diners around an open kitchen, but finding such a spot was nearly impossible. The open kitchen was crucial for me: I wanted total control of the restaurant, even when I was in the kitchen, and I wanted to integrate the chefs into the service as much as possible. The problem was that no establishments with an open kitchen were ever for sale, and buying a place and remodeling it was financially out of reach for us. I dragged Ulrik, Kim, and my girlfriend, Cecilie, to numerous locations without even knowing how to pay the security deposit—a worn-out Chinese restaurant, a sushi place, and even a smelly old bodega were candidates. It all seemed a bit impossible, until one day when I went for a bike ride with Ulrik around the Jægersborggade neighborhood, close to my own apartment.

Jægersborggade, for non-Danish readers, is the most famous street in Copenhagen’s multicultural Nørrebro district, previously best known for drug deals. I had heard that signs of gentrification were slowly starting to appear there, as creatives were taking over small basements to live out their dreams. On our bike ride, we saw a woman putting up posters for a street party. She put us in contact with Jonas Steenstrup, who back then was in charge of coordinating the leases available on the street. My background with big-name restaurants like Noma and elBulli piqued his interest, and we got to see the biggest lease available, a corner spot that was all of 163 square meters.
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At this point, my desperation to find a location was making me restless, and I saw potential in just about everything. Even this former bikers’ club, with its stained yellow walls, brown tiled floor, and dilapidated pool table, had appeal. The place had to be completely redone, but I realized that even if the place looked like crap now, this was the opportunity to build the open kitchen that would be so crucial to our style of service.

There was only one problem: Jægersborggade was struggling to move on from its past as a drug-infested nest of criminals, and the dealers were selling hash on the doorsteps of our future restaurant. That specific corner had a strategic value for the dealers, serving as a lookout for spotting police and rival gangs from all directions. It was doubtful they would let their spot go.

It wasn’t my job to take care of drug dealers, but I certainly didn’t want to piss them off either. Most people around me suggested looking elsewhere, but whether I was being naive or just totally desperate, I was determined to make it happen.

Next came the agonizing planning phase. We must have made dozens of pencil drawings of possible layouts of the establishment to be. After all, 163 square meters is not a lot of space. The first priority was the open kitchen, then the forty seats that would make our business viable. We also wanted a few seats at the counter, so we could serve directly from the kitchen. We decided to make the heart of the kitchen a small deck oven; I wanted to live out my dream of baking fantastic bread from Day One. We positioned the kitchen so that it was the very first thing that you saw when you walked in the door, letting us chefs welcome the guests, seat them at the table, and eventually even bring them the bill. With Ulrik we approached the bank and they finally, after a lot of convincing, approved a minuscule credit of about 300,000 Danish kroner, or about 55,000 U.S. dollars. The initial start-up costs, deposits, and so on left us with very limited funds for the interior of the restaurant, and that was very much in line with our philosophy. Kim and I ransacked flea markets and secondhand sales for furniture, until we finally realized that the small, irregular room called for custom-made tables.

We chose an oak veneer for the tables, which was cheap and had a clean look, and made sure they measured 70 centimeters by 70 centimeters. We wanted there to be enough room so that the table would not feel as if it was crammed with plates; we preferred reducing the space between the tables rather than the size of the table itself. A crowded restaurant would give us a bustling ambience, while a crowded tabletop would just be uncomfortable.

At this point both Kim and I were without a job, and we focused on those details like engineers building the space shuttle. I remember bringing the carpenter’s sample of the table to my apartment for the first of many “virtual restaurant” sessions. Was the table big enough? What if we used these glasses? How big will the plates be? I remember the numerous cookbooks we stacked high in order to simulate the perfect table height for the cheap stool we had bought. We were working full-time on every single detail.

During this period I attended an aunt’s funeral in Norway with my mom, and we stayed at the house where my grandparents used to live, which was built in 1729. I was amazed by an old table that had a drawer in it. My mom explained that the traditional Gudbrandsdal flatbread was kept there, and the idea struck me to build drawers under the tables for our bread at Relæ. Maybe we could even put the cutlery in there! Kim and I eventually dismissed the idea of putting bread there, but we did want to make full use of the limited table space. What better way to do that than by putting the cutlery under the table?


Table 0

At Relæ, we have Table 0 instead of a classic chef’s table, which, at fine dining restaurants, sets a tone of exclusivity, with its extra servings of caviar, more truffles, and older vintages of wine. Since our regular menu is only four courses, when we have colleagues or friends coming in, we often want to share more with them. We set aside this table near the kitchen for them to try the new dishes we are working on and give us feedback.

When we are working on a new dish, having to put it on the table for someone really pushes us to finalize it. I really like that pressure because it forces us to come up with new and often unexpected ideas, especially when we’ve overthought things.

We realized that regular guests might also enjoy Table 0, so we opened it up to the public so they could experience our creative process too.
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When we seat our guests at the table, we immediately ask them if they want to start off with a snack and a glass of sparkling wine. As they get settled, we ask them to pull out their drawer to find their menu and napkin. Everyone smiles at this element of surprise and it help breaks the ice, so much so that it has become a crucial part of the meal at Relæ. We also let guests pour their own water and wine.

Our bare-bones style of service and cooking and their freedom from conventions resonated very clearly with our first two sommeliers, Ulf Ringius and Anders F. S. Hansen, both of whom were also former colleagues at Noma. They wanted to focus on all-natural wines—low-intervention wines with little or no added sulfites—made by lesser-known wine makers from sometimes unknown European wine regions. Liberty was our mantra, so we started off with a list consisting of only a handful of wines we would like to drink ourselves, not necessarily the wines our customers expected. I’ll admit I didn’t think a lot about pairing wine with food prior to opening, but those guys’ talents proved that we needed to handle the wine with the same care and passion as we did the food. Pairing natural wines with our food became part of the culture of our restaurant, and we’ve even gone so far as to start our own wine import business so that we can bring in wines previously unavailable in Denmark, educate ourselves, and work more directly with wine makers.

Our cooks bring almost all the dishes out to the tables themselves, and I am so proud that the guests can receive their food from the people who make it. If a guest ever has a question about the food, we want someone there who knows the answer.

The restaurant was roaring from the very first day, with hype and good reviews filling up the place. It made me so happy to be somewhere I could smile and have fun, all while serving food that was prepared at a very high level. In the first few months, the drug dealers refused to move even an inch, but nobody seemed to really care. We got great feedback from our peers in the industry. Fellow chefs and former colleagues praised the fact that we served gourmet food in a place with the vibe of a local joint. It was satisfying to show that we could serve clever food with a paper napkin in a tiny restaurant with incredibly simple bathroom facilities. I felt we were anti–fine dining. And because a meal at Relæ was less than 50 U.S. dollars, we had a pretty young, mixed crowd.

Relæ has evolved a lot since our first days. After about three or four years, we sort of grew up. Rather than define ourselves by what we don’t do, constantly reacting against the expectations of fine dining, now we focus on the things we want to do.

Relæ, which is Danish for “relay,” was inspired by the electrical component and the idea of making a place dynamic and powerful, and the restaurant was indeed electric from the very first day. But the lesson I learned is that a restaurant is not ready-made prior to opening. No matter how much you dig into the details and polish your ideas, no matter how much time you prepare, the beauty of running a restaurant is in the daily work of improving your menu, your staff, your surroundings, and yourself. When we opened Relæ, it was not like building a bike from scratch or finishing the manuscript for a book. Once you send it in, you are not done. You can’t just ride your bike into the sunset. We had only built the frame of the place where we would realize our dreams and do things exactly as we wanted. And once that frame was in place, then the real work could begin, work I enjoy as much today as I did the first moment Relæ opened its doors.

Jægersborggade

The center of Copenhagen is surrounded by a few artificial lakes originally made to protect the city. The areas around those lakes are today the most populated neighborhoods of Copenhagen, with Vesterbro and Nørrebro being the youngest and most vibrant. Toward the north of the city, Nørrebro is the most densely populated and ethnically mixed borough, and our street, Jægersborggade, is nestled at its very heart.

At one point, the popular and worn-out working-class neighborhood around this street had become the center of hash sales outside Christiania. Christiania used to be a sort of “free town” where the selling of hash was unofficially tolerated, making it a tourist attraction with an Amsterdam coffee shop feel. On Jægersborggade a gang of bikers had set up shop, and I remember it being a recurring venue during a period when I was a teenager and hanging with a crowd of dubious character.

At some point in the 2000s a few local initiatives started cleaning out the basements of Jægersborggade, which were evidently in the grasp of the drug dealers controlling the criminal business going on in the street. These were brought up to a decent standard and leased to whoever wanted cheap rent for their business. The rugged ambiance of the street attracted a few creative entrepreneurs to begin with, such as the soon-to-be-famous Coffee Collective and Elsgaard, maker of classic handmade shoes. As we started considering opening our restaurant on Jægersborggade, there were great expectations for the future of the street, but things had not yet reached a fever pitch. Many considered us to be complete lunatics to think of opening a restaurant there. At the time, there were no cafés or much traffic whatsoever, so their doubt was well-founded. Still, as I tried to get to know the local business holders, their energy was contagious and everyone was extremely excited about a restaurant opening up on their street. I would not have been welcomed like this if I were opening a restaurant in one of the city’s revered addresses. In the city center I would have been one among many, but there was true support to be found in Jægersborggade.

Still, at the time a few rival gangs had been going at it on each other and the ambiance was very tense in Nørrebro. Then, a month prior to our opening, a famous Danish rapper, Niarn, and a policeman were shot just feet away from Relæ’s future entrance. Luckily no one got killed, but it would not be the last shooting in the street. It’s easy to imagine the amount of media attention the incident created in the Danish press, which loved to tell the tale of this outlaw street in Copenhagen. The Copenhageners are used to their city being peaceful and safe, but in 2010, gang wars, shootings, and drug dealing were all hitting the headlines. Our location was at the heart of it all: it was a strategic spot for gang members on the lookout for rival gangs and police. I was confident that when we opened, the restaurant traffic would push them away. It was just a question of time, I told myself. But apparently these guys didn’t notice the frenetic building that had been happening on the site for months and months, or the waiters getting the dining room ready, or the chefs prepping, or, you guessed it, the customers once we finally opened our doors. I guess those guys weren’t reading our newspaper reviews.

In those early days, there was a cut-up leather couch with its yellow insides sticking out, soaking in the rain for months and blocking the biggest window by the entrance of the restaurant. It turned the front of our establishment into a living room only lacking a TV set and four walls. Those guys hung out on the couch from ten in the morning until midnight, smoking hash. Sometimes it would just be one sleepy teenager laying there, at times it would be four face-tattooed guys, a few very blonde blondes, and a fighting pit bull or two. These guys were the first people we saw when we came to work and the last as we headed home for a bit of sleep. It was hard to ignore and my temper was really put to the test in those days. I just wanted to make a restaurant, how could that not just make sense to everybody? As a kid, my temper would make me throw chairs around the classroom or fight the teachers, but I knew that the last thing that would solve this would be violence or aggression. I was scared, and I basically had to ignore that there was a pending security issue. No one ever got hurt, but we got tons of menacing threats for random things, such as when a blogger took a picture of one of the guys and got the camera taken from her. It was scary stuff, but I somehow kept myself together and it all turned out all right.

Finally all the restaurant’s media attention meant that the cops felt compelled to drag away that couch. In the meantime, the street grew at a frenetic rhythm. Just before we had opened Relæ, Inge Vincents and Julie Bonde opened their pottery shops, Thinware and Uh La La, and they would provide us with tableware for the restaurant. Cafés like the nonprofit Cafe Retro and the hipster spot Lyst opened more or less at the same time as we did, and soon we also had a bar, a porridge-only restaurant called Grød, a hairdresser/retro video game shop, a chocolate maker, a butcher, a cheesemonger, and a greengrocer. The street was in the media spotlight and young students were flocking to the apartments on the street. It wasn’t that rents were skyrocketing—local housing regulations meant that prices have stayed pretty stable—there was just more demand coming from this new type of low-income city dweller drawn to what the street had to offer. A Saturday flea market and annual street parties filled up the streets with thousands and thousands of people through the summer, and the few hoodlums still hanging out on a corner here and there had lost everyone’s attention. With all those young hipsters, I am sure their business was proportionally growing at the same time.

Soon, colleagues were asking me about available spots in Jægersborggade, wondering if I could hook them up, so to say. As we were grinding on at both Relæ and Manfreds cooking food for up to 250 people on the busiest days and hiring more than 30 people, we watched the street change right before our eyes. One day I had drug dealers in front of me, harassing me, and then suddenly I didn’t, and a lot of that was because the media attention we generated also got the police’s attention. We learned that economic development might start in the heart of a street, but it is realized far from its worn-out walkways: in the hands of journalists, bloggers, and of course, hipsters.
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Staff

The staff at Relæ and Manfreds are the beating heart of the restaurants. We employ around thirty skilled personnel, including cooks, waiters, sommeliers, office staff, and dishwashers. The work we all perform is physically tough, mentally stressful, and not always that well paid. Still, I have managed to gather a team around me that I am perpetually thankful for and proud of.

You often hear chefs praising produce and other raw materials as the main ingredient in great gastronomy. But they are not; it is the people. Without the fast-moving hands prepping the food, the strong shoulders bringing out the trash, and the patient minds dealing with all my ideas and opinions, we would not be anywhere today.

I drew up Relæ around the idea that I would be able to do everything myself. I had left room for a bit of expanding, a few more chefs in the kitchen and someone to take care of accounting, but to begin with I was able to do everything from putting on the stocks to updating the home page and calling in the deliveries. Maybe curiosity or the will to be independent and to influence every single part of the restaurant made me very controlling. Soon I realized that the life of a chef-proprietor was not what I had expected. I was not only a chef but also a restaurateur, and my perfectionism had me wanting to decide the color of the sign in front of the restaurant as well as how long we would marinate the mackerel for the first course or whether we would dress three or four carrots per person on the second course. I realized that if I had thought that I was busy being a sous chef and taking care of a huge kitchen brigade at Noma, that was nothing compared to my new life. All the details had always mattered to me, and now I felt that they were all up to me to decide and perfect. Luckily my staff was motivated from the beginning. I had prepared them, letting them know this was our chance to do something great and that it would require an enormous amount of work from Day One. None of the guys starting up that first day ever let me down.

Soon my trust grew in my staff and their abilities. We started up with an unclear structure of who was in charge of what, but based on their personalities, the two cooks I had hired at the time, Kristian Baumann and Jonathan Tam, rose to take their own responsibilities. Kristian was in charge of ordering, organization, and staff, and John was more focused on the creative work of the kitchen, working on new dishes and new ideas. Kim Rossen was totally in control of the front of house, and the sommeliers were doing a great job pairing wine with the food. As the days grew shorter and more intense, we were all becoming a part of something that looked successful, and the bond between us grew tighter as we worked shoulder to shoulder. Working for so many hours under so much pressure turned staff food into what is righteously called “family meal.”
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The meals for the staff are as crucial for us now, when we cater to about twenty people a day, as they were when we opened up with about a third of the current employees. As soon as the restaurant opened its doors and we went into a working frenzy, I knew that the staff meal would be what I would eat most often during the week. Without necessarily indulging in steaks and truffles daily, I want to eat well. It’s essential to me.

Since we obtained our organic certification, all our family meals are now made of 100 percent organic vegetables and meat. True to my own mantra of eating less meat and more vegetables, we have made Thursday our weekly vegetarian day, which means we get to eat a nice roasted Sødam chicken on Saturdays, when we also always have dessert, a glass of wine, and a bit of cheer. We seat the first guests at 5:30 p.m., so the meal has to be done by 5 p.m.

Since I became a father and my girlfriend started bringing our son, Louis, along for the staff meal as often as she can, we expanded our break to 45 minutes rather than 30. That has created a great culture where we all find ourselves with time to wind down and relax. Other members of the staff with family living close by often bring their kids as well, and the ambiance is incredibly familiar. Nobody is allowed to work during that period, and punctuality at the buffet line is as important as being on time for work. I am often asked what it’s like to raise a kid while dealing with these working hours. I admit it isn’t easy all the time, but I am also proud to offer Louis this rare opportunity to regularly have a meal with up to twenty people at the table. Because this is truly our family. We may not sit at the same table for the next fifteen or twenty years, but for however many years I get to hold on to my staff, I can enjoy sitting next to a handful of the trusted people with whom I share my business, my ideas, and my thoughts every day.

I also sit next to the young ones who are starting their apprenticeship, who hand us the responsibility of making them great workers and precise cooks and who I proudly get to see grow and develop. I also get to sit next to the guests of our kitchen, the stagiaires who come to work with us for a week, a month, or even longer. These guys travel the kitchens of the world to learn and be inspired, as I did myself. Stagiaires, as they quietly scrub carrots in a corner sink, observe everything going on around them. If you really want to know what is going on in a small culinary city such as Copenhagen, those are the guys to ask, because they pick up all the details, both the good and bad, as they roam the kitchens of a city. The stagiaires are also a great reminder of how small a world we live in. There is always someone saying “hi” from In De Wulf in Belgium or Mugaritz in Spain, as careers cross paths constantly. They are the “fresh blood” in our kitchen, and the brightest among them always bring something new to us. One guy had seen a great way to ferment leeks and another one had experimented with preserving unripe plums, a technique we could use with unripe strawberries we wanted to store for the winter. At times they bring a bit of their culture too, such as when Dennis made us extraordinary bulgogi, a spicy dish from his homeland Korea, or when Andrew, a native Texan, made us Southern-style ribs on a Saturday.

I never thought that the staff would be this important to me. But working with people is the most exciting part of my life. To cook based on values that have been handed down to you in a school or inspired by a mentor gives you great satisfaction. But being in a situation where I get to hand down some of my own values and experiences is my greatest responsibility and, as I now understand it, by far my greatest privilege.
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Locavorism:
When It Makes
Sense, and When
It Does Not

I am thankful to live in this moment of gastronomy. Worldwide, chefs seem to be returning to the roots of cooking—respecting produce, manipulating things less. Ancient techniques are being dusted off and reconsidered. And with that comes a new appreciation of place: locally rooted gastronomy is often what makes the difference between a restaurant in Madrid and one in Copenhagen.

For me, the best restaurants use the best possible ingredients in the most respectful way. Creativity is just a tool to exploit them to their maximum potential. Today, there’s a greater understanding of how “eating local” influences quality, since shorter distances assure us freshness. There is no doubt that when a radish is pulled from the ground mere hours before it is served, its freshness, snap, and spice is far superior than the next week or even the next day. A carrot’s sweetness, an asparagus stalk’s juiciness, and a tomato’s aroma will all fade with time; it’s incredibly important to consider these factors when planning a menu.

Still, I do not feel that I’m a part of the New Nordic movement, as I don’t adhere to a dogma of using only ingredients from Denmark or the surrounding Nordic region. I am an individual, and Relæ is a unique restaurant with its own identity. What I have in common with most chefs in the locavore movement is that my staff and I carefully study each ingredient that enters our door to confirm that the quality meets our standards. We consider many more factors than just proximity, and sometimes, it might be that a local ingredient just isn’t high enough quality for us. Foods that are very sensitive to freshness, such as fish, shellfish, and many types of vegetables, obviously gain from zero mileage. However, I’m proud to source the less perishable pistachios from Bronte in Sicily and citrus from the Mediterranean.

Regardless of where our ingredients come from, we keep in close contact with our purveyors and collaborators. Having a human connection with people who understand our philosophy and share our values is what really ensures quality. For example, I already loved the fresh, unadulterated flavor of the Sicilian olive oil from Frantoi Cutrera, and when I visited the mill and saw how much care they put into sorting the fruit before pressing, I knew this was a producer our restaurant would have a long relationship with.

I was born Italian, my mother is Norwegian, and I have lived in Italy, Denmark, Spain, and France. I am a child of the globalized world, and anyone who draws up national borders and geographical restrictions on people—or vegetables—always provokes me. The question of whether our cooking is locavore, Nordic, Italian, or French is the same as asking me whether I am Italian, Norwegian, or Danish. The answer is yes to all of them. The point is, my mixed background, not the color of my passport, is what defines me as a person and a cook.

That’s why it makes perfect sense to me to use imported citrus and olive oil in our cooking as well as locally sourced, newly dug carrots and potatoes. I see nothing wrong with adding a salted anchovy from Spain to slices of raw Danish beef, or mixing the bitter notes of dried black olives from Sicily with the tang and acidity of local buttermilk. Considering my upbringing, the urban setting of the restaurant, the mixed ethnicity of our staff, and our international inspirations, trying to cook strictly locally would be too simplistic. Not adhering to any dogma also forces us to stay awake and keep questioning everything we do and why we do it. That is what creates Relæ’s identity.
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Organic:
Is a Certification
All That?

Halfway through 2011, I decided that we were ready for a new challenge—or as members of my staff would put it, to make our lives more complicated—by obtaining organic certification for the restaurant.

In my personal life, I started consciously buying only organic when I started a family. Becoming a father made it more of a priority to preserve the environment for the next generation, and I wanted to protect my child from pesticides and the industrial food system as much as I could. Eventually that philosophy crept into my professional kitchen too. I wanted us to make all the right choices and I wanted our guests to know about it, not by our telling them stories but by our showing them actual proof. I wanted to not just use a lot of organic produce, I wanted our restaurant to be certified organic. The certification seemed like the clearest, least ambiguous way to signal to guests that we were making a real effort to serve them ingredients we were proud of.

In Denmark, foods that earn the iconic red Ø label have been produced, processed, or packaged following regulations that are sometimes stricter than European Union organic rules. As of 2007, Denmark had more than 2,500 certified organic farms, all of which are regularly inspected to make sure they follow rules around issues like animal welfare and pesticide use. As a food-service business, to be certified organic at the highest level means you use 90 to 100 percent organic ingredients. This meant that all the produce we would buy would have to be followed by documentation that it was certified organic, and we would need to have the certification of any producer we sourced from readily available for any routine check. Every three months, we would have to submit our own calculations on the amount of produce and food products we had acquired, and which were organic and which were not, including drinks, wine, and even staff food. The logistics behind this are, to say the least, very complicated.

I still abide by the idea that most important step toward cooking great food is to be able to choose the produce you find to be the best. But even though we live in a time when chefs forage for carrots in a quest to move fundamentally closer to nature and agriculture, a chef is still an expert on cooking and a farmer an expert on farming. Even though I have been interested in organic farming for years, I’ve had only a glimpse at the load of decisions and compromises a farmer is forced to make through the year. A farmer must make those decisions while somehow balancing sustainability, quality, and economy in the same way that a chef must make similar decisions when running a restaurant.

Regardless of a farmer’s good intentions and whether or not I know his first name, sometimes as a chef and as a consumer I need a guarantee that what I put on a plate is, to at least some extent, sustainable and ethical, and a certification helps me in that sense. Even though the organic regulations are criticized by both extremes in agriculture, with the industrialized side seeing it as too expensive and the idealist, beyond-organic side seeing it as too watered-down, there’s no doubt that getting organic certification is still an easily understandable—and recognizable—stance for us to take.

That said, after we made the decision to go completely organic, we encountered problems. One of the most famous farmers in Denmark who grows the tastiest asparagus in the country was not certified and had no plans to get a certification. If we chose to go all the way on this, we would probably miss out on asparagus season, because it is close to impossible to source organic asparagus in Denmark. Our long-lasting friendship and collaboration with the Coffee Collective down the street would also be put at risk, because they didn’t work with any organic certified coffee growers at the time. Apart from chicken and lamb, finding organic meat such as pork and grass-fed beef was quite difficult. I spent a lot of time on the phone in those months, trying to figure out what we would actually lose out on and what we would gain. The more I learned from questioning the practices of nonorganic producers, the more I was determined that certification was a necessary step for us to take.

Ultimately, going organic focused our cooking even further, making it more simple and direct. The white asparagus went off the menu, and we are still looking for an alternative, but until then, we will just enjoy all the other bountiful vegetables in spring. The Coffee Collective ended up going through the same agonizing and bureaucratic process as we did to achieve an organic importing license and found a fantastic organic Ethiopian coffee farmer for us.

    After months and months of bureaucracy, we received our organic certification in the spring of 2013. Today I see it as one of my proudest moments. We chose overall ingredient quality over having the bragging rights of serving exotic cuts of veal, pig’s head, or lamb tails. We were pulled through a process of questioning every single thing on our shelves, welcoming new and passionate producers that share our philosophy and saying good-bye to others that no longer live up to our standards. We started our own wine import business so that we can assure the same standards in the glass as on the plate. We have also had to become extremely organized to keep up with sourcing our ingredients from more than thirty-five suppliers. But all this has been worth it, as every single plate we dress, we can dress even more proudly than before.
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Breaking Bread:
The Cornerstone of
an Ideal Meal

“We say that the bread should speak English—sjoop, sjoop, sjoop,” the French baker told me, mimicking the sound that dough slowly kneading in the machine makes when you add more water. I’m not sure sjoop qualifies as an English sound, but apart from that, I take everything this baker says seriously. I first met Alex Croquet during an event called Extravaganza Mediterranea in a hotel in Ravello, on Italy’s Amalfi coast. Alex was there to make his incredible bread, and I was there to do a dinner on behalf of Noma. I was lucky that I speak reasonable French, because as you can tell, Alex couldn’t speak a word of English. At the welcome dinner for the event, I was seated at the same table as this charismatic and passionate baker, who hails from Wattignies, Normandy. That conversation didn’t really require much more French than the occasional nod because Alex was speed talking about his passion and his craft for the entire night. I just tried to keep up with the vast amount of information he threw at me.

I asked to see him mix his dough later that night, which is when I got the “sjoop” lesson. “Nothing but water, flour, and a pinch of salt,” he told me. Alex uses only natural levain in his breads—instead of using commercial yeast he makes his own sourdough starter by harnessing wild yeasts that occur in the air, which allows his bread to develop much greater depth of flavor—and he kneads the dough slowly. When his breads come out of the oven the following day, his loaves are intensely flavored, almost bitter, with an open crumb and thin crust. When I first tasted his bread, back in 2008, it was a revelation. The simplicity of it—working with just three ingredients—was incredibly appealing. He relied on craft, sensibility, and experience to make his final product great.

Though our interaction was limited to that dinner discussion and little more, Alex has probably had the greatest impact on how I cook and, obviously, bake. At the time, I was not very involved in baking bread, but as soon as I quit Noma I understood that my own restaurant should celebrate this simple yet essential part of a meal. I liked the idea that once you reduced something to just flour, water, and salt, there would be no limit to how good a bread could be. Even if you source the most expensive flour you can find, bread will still not be a luxurious and expensive item on the menu. The luxury lies in the craft and technique you put into it. Yet the bread conveys a message to the diner. It can show how much care we put into the basics. I wanted to bake hearty rustic loaves that we would break in two by hand to reveal the perfect crumb. The bread had to be fantastic, because it would be the only item that everyone would taste. It would be the backbone of our menu.

When I stopped working at Noma, I immediately started baking bread at home using a small batch of sourdough starter (also known as levain) that a German friend had given me. I indeed had time on my hands, as it would be one and a half years until the restaurant opened. I was determined to make my own bread, so I started mixing up my own recipes based on my research and avidly fed the starter daily. I bought a ceramic baking stone to put in my small home oven, which I would crank up to its absolute max. I watched as my oven puffed out black smoke for long periods of time. I added only minimal amounts of commercial yeast to my dough and kneaded everything by hand. The process was fun but the bread was horrible: dense, thick-crusted, and way too sour. Yet I was relentless and kept trying to improve it. Maybe I wasn’t kneading it enough, maybe it should have proofed longer, maybe the flour was not good. I had baskets to proof the bread in and I sometimes punched the wall in anger when the dough stuck to the basket, scaring my girlfriend and worrying the neighbors.

This was all before Relæ ever opened. Because construction on the main restaurant was delayed, we decided to open a small eatery across the street. We called it Manfreds and sold organic, vegetable-focused, rustic takeaway food. It eventually morphed into Manfreds og Vin, Relæ’s noisy younger brother and soul mate. Manfreds was a venue for me to conduct my bread trials and experiments on a slightly bigger scale, this time with a kneading machine and a proper oven. The bread got lighter and improved a lot with each trial. I found a routine of kneading the dough the day before and keeping it cool until I was ready to bake it the following day. Still, it was not consistent, and I did not have the knowledge or experience to counteract the fluctuations in weather and climate. But I did my best, and the bread was tasty.

When Relæ finally opened, I was pretty satisfied with the results of my baking endeavors. We served the bread I baked, and the customers praised it as it was served, simply ripped in two with olive oil on the side. But I knew there were ways of improving it. At this point, the starter I was using was quite dry and sour since I was feeding it only once a day, which made a very rustic bread that was high in acidity. Sometimes it completely overproofed, making it flat and dense.

    Alex had told me how he believed that tap water needed to be “revitalized” before being added to flour in order to contribute to a dough’s fermentation. Basically, the idea was that chemical remnants in tap water can arrest bacterial fermentation, preventing the bread from rising properly. He had built a complex system in which he would pump the water through a sort of fountain made of natural stone, making it, as he called it, “active,” again, by removing some of those chemicals. Bread dough can be made from equal parts water and flour, and since I was making bread using Alex’s “water, flour, salt—and nothing else” model, I wondered if sourcing the water might be as important as sourcing the flour. I hoped that the water filtration system the Coffee Collective had suggested we use for our coffee might help our bread too.
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When it came to the flour, we decided on Per Grupe’s wonderful Ølandshvede, or Øland wheat, after being introduced to it by Nicolai Holle of the acclaimed Meyers Bakery down the street. We opted for a mix of finer-ground wheat, stone-ground wheat, whole-grain wheat, and the Ølandshvede in varying ratios. We loved the flavor from this combination of flours, but the dough still had structural issues—it became so slack that it would occasionally fall apart completely. Luckily we had a young baker, Karen Man, staging with us (completing a short internship, in restaurant speak). Now the pastry chef at Oxheart in Houston, Texas, she introduced us to the practice of folding the bread throughout the bulk fermentation, which strengthened the gluten. The effects were immediate; the crumb became lighter and airier and we were able to use the flour mix we wanted. She also suggested using less starter, which reduced the amount of fermentation, lightened up the gluten structure, and reduced the acidity slightly.

One day an American baker named Chad Robertson came to eat at Relæ. He had booked the table online, and even after I had looked him up, I honestly wasn’t too sure who the guy was. As he commented on the bread we were serving him, we started chatting and it turned out that he and chef Nick Balla were on a trip researching everything from Hungarian pickles to Nordic varieties of wheat and rye for their San Francisco restaurant Bar Tartine as well as Chad’s Tartine Bakery. Just chatting a bit in between the dishes, we immediately clicked, and I mentioned that I was satisfied with our bread though I knew it could be so much better. Our chatting led to a few emails about bread and fermentation, and after he kindly sent me his cookbook Tartine Bread, we adopted some of his techniques to improve our bread. He returned to Copenhagen several more times, and I also had the opportunity to cook a meal at Bar Tartine and spend time with him and his team, sealing our friendship. Talking with Chad pushed our bread another step further; it was great to bounce ideas off someone with so much more experience. Most important, his technique of cautiously folding the bread throughout the bulk fermentation helped us strengthen our dough considerably.

I still made the bread daily at Relæ, baking the buns for the restaurant and the loaves for Manfreds in our small but effective hearth oven. That was until the oven, which we had imported specially from Germany to fit the small kitchen, broke down and left me desperate. Luckily our baker friends at Meyers left their bakery in the early afternoon and let us use it until we opened at about 5 p.m. As if Jægersborggade wasn’t colorful enough, for a few months you would see a line of stagiaires, dishwashers, and whoever had an available hand follow me down the street, each of us carrying a tub of fermented dough. I would enjoy my Zen moment alone in the quiet bakery, shaping and baking dough just as the restaurant was reaching its peak of preopening frenzy. Eventually we expanded Manfreds, making it a sit-down restaurant and not just a takeaway spot, and we made space there for a proper baking oven. Now our cooks have to run around with bread only in the short distance between Relæ and Manfreds. As both Relæ and Manfreds grew, it was time to hire a dedicated bread baker. Carol Choi has taken our bread making a step further; her sensitivity toward the dough and our daily discussions about its state and well-being give me almost as much satisfaction as if I were putting my own hands in it every day. Since we stopped adding yeast a few years ago, monitoring the bread and its actual fermentation is essential. My work with charcuterie—in which you measure the pH value to monitor the fermentation process—gave me the idea to do the same thing with the bread. We eventually found that the initial bulk fermentation done at room temperature improved if it reached about 4.7 pH before being cooled, and that baking it as it reaches about 3.9 to 4.0 pH after about 24 hours at refrigerator temperature gives the most open crumb and complex flavor. Omitting commercial yeast also made a huge difference in flavor. As Alex, the French bread savant, said at that dinner in Ravello when I first met him, “If you add [commercial] yeast to a dough, it is like inviting someone extremely rude and loud to your table. You miss out on all the other voices and can only hear its monotonous speech.”

Ultimately our bread—the simplest dish on our menu, with just three ingredients—is the most essential. It is the dish that requires the most attention, and even gets a full chapter in this book. It is what brings me the most pleasure day in and day out.
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