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EATING & DRINKING

A Very Nordic Noel
A trip to Copenhagen yields something even better than a table at the world’s best restaurant: Christmas dinner at home with the chef

LAST CHRISTMAS, I decided to treat my-
self to lunch. It wasn’t a Christmas gift,
per se—I don’t celebrate Christmas. And it
wasn’t a small gift either. It was a pilgrim-
age to Copenhagen, for a meal at what had
ranked for three years running at number
one on Restaurant magazine’s World’s 50
Best Restaurants list: Noma.

I managed to secure a table. Then, with
some hesitation, I emailed the chef, René
Redzepi. I’d met him in New York a few
months before, but I still felt shy about
reaching out. His reply was prompt: “Hey,
we are having Danish Christmas dinner
on Sunday—you are welcome to join at
our home.”

I let out a whoop. How did I get so
lucky? Excited as I was to be going to the
restaurant, this was even better. Most food
writers will tell you that, far more than a
fine-dining experience, what we really
crave is a good home-cooked meal.

The day of the dinner, I strolled under
the Christmas lights of the Strøget, Copen-
hagen’s main shopping thoroughfare, to-
ward the cobblestone street where the
Redzepis live, bearing gifts for René, his
wife, Nadine, and their two young daugh-
ters, Arwen and Genta. I suspected our
meal would be quite different from the
fare at Noma. This is a chef who revolu-
tionized Scandinavian food by creating a
cuisine based on what grows locally—in-
cluding moss, weeds and other foraged
foodstuffs that weren’t even considered
food before he started to serve them (un-
less you happen to be a reindeer). Not the
sort of ingredients one expects to find in a
home kitchen—even a chef’s.

When I arrived at the apartment, there
was René, casually dressed in a button-down
shirt and jeans, glass of wine in hand. With a
warm “Welcome!” he led me to the dining
room, where we took our places at a long ta-
ble set with hand-thrown ceramics and crys-
tal stemware. There were 16 of us in all. I sat
next to René’s twin brother, Kenneth, who’d
brought his dog, Ludo, and across from Na-
dine’s brother, Marcus, who wore a light-up
bowtie. Suddenly, I heard a familiar tune:
“Gangnam Style.” René cranked up the vol-
ume, and Marcus got up and started to do
the famous galloping dance move with 4-
year-old Arwen while the rest of us cheered.
The party had officially started.

Then out came rye crisps, raw oysters,
crème fraîche, pickled herring, cured
salmon and bowls of lumpfish roe. René
went around and squeezed cod roe cream
out of a small piping bag onto our oysters,
adding an extra hit of richness and salinity.
We greedily filled our plates, emptied them
and filled them again.

I learned that René, whose father is
Muslim, and Nadine, who is half-Jewish,
didn’t observe Christmas at their home un-
til recently. Once they had children, they
decided to create a tradition of their own,
and with that came decisions about what
food to serve. They settled on a menu
mostly of Danish classics.

Once the seafood course was cleared, I
followed some of the other guests into the
kitchen, where René was frying coins of
black pudding. He added fillets of eel that
he’d smoked himself, then cracked eggs
over the top. The sizzling dish went
straight to the table in the skillet and dis-
appeared almost as quickly as it arrived.

Next it was time for the Christmas roast.
Back in the kitchen, two of Noma’s chefs,
Beau Clugston and Tom Halpin, got to work
carving juicy ducks that had been aging for
days in the refrigerator—a method that
concentrates the birds’ flavor and makes
for crisper skin once they’re cooked. Duck
fat also enriched the braised red cabbage,
which was served along with tiny caramel
potatoes made by Nadine and her mother,
Bente Svendsen. Tangy yet toasty, the pota-
toes were unlike anything I had tasted be-
fore; René told me that this dish is served
only during Christmas. The presentation
was unpretentious: potatoes served straight
from the pot, duck legs eaten off the bone.
It was good, honest food.

Though there was hardly room for des-
sert, Nadine and Bente had made a bowl of
fluffy rice pudding large enough to feed us
twice over, full of chopped almonds and
served with both cherry and caramel
sauces. While dessert was passed around,
Nadine explained a game involving the pud-
ding: A whole almond was hidden inside,
and whoever found it would receive a gift
at the end of the night. “Don’t tell anyone
you’ve found the almond until the pudding
is done!” Nadine instructed. That night, her
mother was the winner.

“You always speculate whether there are
people who are just more lucky than oth-
ers,” René told me later. “There are some
who find the almond more than others do.”
I may not have found the nut that night,
but I still couldn’t quite believe my luck.

BY GABRIELLA GERSHENSON

For the duck:
1 whole duck, such as D’Artagnan Pekin duck

(about 6 pounds)
2 teaspoons salt, plus more to taste
1 pound Granny Smith apples, peeled, cored

and chopped into 1/2-inch cubes
1/2 pound prunes
1 1/2 tablespoons fresh thyme leaves
Freshly ground black pepper
1 cup water
1 cup red wine

For the gravy:
Duck giblets, diced, and wing tips
1 tablespoon rendered duck fat
2 cups combined chicken stock and

skimmed duck roasting liquid
1 cup heavy cream
2 tablespoons Sherry vinegar
2 tablespoons red currant jam
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Age duck: Five days before cooking, remove
giblets from duck cavity and cut off wing tips. Re-
serve giblets and wing tips, refrigerated, for mak-
ing gravy. Rinse blood out from inside cavity and
pat dry with paper towels. Trim excess fat from
neck and reserve, refrigerated, for rendering. Us-
ing tweezers, remove any remaining feathers from
duck. Sprinkle 2 teaspoons salt all over duck and
rub in gently.
2. Use the tip of a knife to make a small hole un-
der each wing, making sure hole penetrates into
cavity. Grasp a foot-long piece of kitchen twine
with sharp tweezers and push one end through
opening under one wing. Pull twine through cavity
and out through hole under other wing. Tie the
ends in a knot above neck and hang in refrigera-
tor, over a tray to catch drippings, 5 days.
3. Render fat: Wash reserved fat and cut into
1/4-inch cubes. Place fat in a small frying pan and
add enough cold water to cover. Bring to a simmer
over medium-high heat, then reduce immediately
to very low heat and cook until all fat has rendered
out, bits have shriveled and water has evaporated,
about 1 hour. Strain over cheesecloth into a bowl.
Let rendered fat cool, then cover and refrigerate
until needed for gravy and cabbage.
4. Roast duck: Remove duck from refrigerator and
set on a baking sheet. Remove twine and let duck
come to room temperature, about 1 hour. Preheat
oven to 450 degrees. In a medium-size bowl, com-
bine apples, prunes and thyme for stuffing. Sea-
son to taste with salt and black pepper. Fill duck
cavity with stuffing until nearly bursting. Use poul-
try lacers to close cavity. In a heavy roasting pan,
lay duck breast-side up. Roast in oven until skin
begins to caramelize, about 20 minutes.
5. Remove duck from roasting pan and place on a

baking sheet. Decrease oven temperature to 350
degrees. Use a knife to separate legs from duck.
Return legs to roasting pan, skin side up, and roast
until partially cooked, 40 minutes. Remove from
oven. Skim roasted fat off of pan juices, transfer fat
to medium-size pot and set aside for braised cab-
bage. Add water and wine to roasting pan and
place duck body back in pan between legs. Cook,
basting a few times with pan juices, until a meat
thermometer inserted into thickest part reads 165
degrees and juices run clear, 40-50 minutes. Re-
move duck body and legs from pan and place on a
platter deep enough to catch juices. Cover with foil
and let rest 30 minutes. Skim any additional duck
fat from pan juices and transfer to pot with re-
served roasted fat for gravy. Transfer roasting juices
to a bowl and set aside.
6. Make gravy: Set roasting pan over high heat
and add 1 tablespoon rendered fat. Once fat melts,
add giblets and wing tips and cook until browned,
5-10 minutes. Add stock and roasting juices and
bring to a boil. Reduce heat to low and simmer
gently until slightly reduced, 15-20 minutes. In a
small saucepan over medium heat, bring cream to
a boil. Reduce heat to low and simmer until re-
duced by a third, 3-5 minutes. Strain stock-roast-
ing juices mixture and add to cream, stirring until
combined. Stir in Sherry vinegar and red currant
jam. Season with salt and pepper.
7. Preheat broiler. Remove stuffing from duck and
place in a serving bowl. Carve duck into pieces
and return to baking sheet, skin-side up. Crisp
skin under broiler, 3-5 minutes. Arrange on a plat-
ter and serve with gravy, stuffing, braised red
cabbage and caramel potatoes.

1 cup water
1 cup high quality apple cider vinegar
1 cup maple or pomegranate syrup
1 stick cinnamon
2 whole cloves
3 whole allspice
2 dried bay leaves
1 teaspoon dried coriander seeds
1 head red cabbage (about 2 pounds), outer
leaves removed, halved, cored and sliced
into 1/8-inch-thick pieces

1/2 cup rendered duck fat, plus more as needed
1/2 cup roasted duck fat, plus more as needed
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Make marinade: In a medium saucepan over
medium-high heat, bring water, vinegar and ma-
ple syrup to a boil. Whisk in spices and set aside
for at least 30 minutes and up to overnight.
2. Make cabbage: Bring a pot of lightly salted
water to a boil over high heat. Add cabbage and
simmer until tender, about 20 minutes. Drain
cabbage and return to pot.
3. Pour marinade through a fine-mesh sieve into
cabbage, discarding spices, and toss to coat. Let
marinate at least 1 hour and preferably overnight.
4. Strain cabbage, reserving marinade. Place cab-
bage in a large pot over low heat with 1/2 cup of
marinade. Mix in 1/2 cup each rendered and roasted
duck fat, adding more marinade and fat as needed,
until cabbage is covered. Season with salt and
pepper. Cover with a round of parchment that fits
snugly over cabbage and cook until soft, about 2
hours. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Keep
covered and warm until ready to serve.

5 pounds small, waxy potatoes such as new or
fingerling, peeled

1 tablespoon salt
2 cups superfine sugar
1 stick unsalted butter, cut into 8 pieces, at
room temperature

1. In a large, lidded saucepan over medium heat,
cover potatoes with cold water and bring to a boil.
Add salt. Partially cover pan with lid and continue
cooking until potatoes are almost done, about 10
minutes. Turn off heat and keep potatoes in water
until just tender, about 10 minutes. Drain and cover
to keep warm.
2. Meanwhile, make caramel: To a wide heavy pan
over medium heat, add sugar and cook, stirring
occasionally with a wooden spoon, until evenly
melted and amber-colored, 10-15 minutes. Add
butter and stir until fully melted and incorporated,
about 3 minutes.
3. Reduce heat to a low simmer and carefully fold
in warm potatoes. Caramel will stiffen at first, then
melt as pan heats up. Simmer potatoes with cara-
mel, stirring occasionally, until potatoes have taken
on the caramel color, about 30 minutes.

Caramel Potatoes
Called brunede kartofler in Denmark, this Christmas-season dish of tiny boiled potatoes

napped in buttery caramel is a traditional match for the festive roast.
TOTAL TIME: 1 hour SERVES: 8-10

Aged Duck Stuffed With
Apples and Prunes

With this method of preparation, you’ll get the
most out of your duck. Aging in the refrigerator
tenderizes the meat and concentrates its
flavor; the rendered and roasted duck fat is

reserved for use in the braised red cabbage recipe
below—an appropriately rich and flavorful
accompaniment for the festive roast.

ACTIVE TIME: 21/2 hours TOTAL TIME: 5 days
(includes aging duck in refrigerator) SERVES: 4

Braised Red Cabbage
Enriched with both rendered and roasted fat cap-
tured from the Christmas duck, this may well be
the most scrumptious cabbage you’ll ever eat.
ACTIVE TIME: 1 hour TOTAL TIME: 1 day

(includes marinating) SERVES: 8-10

The presentation was
unpretentious: potatoes served
straight from the pot, duck
legs eaten off the bone. It was
good, honest food.

HO HO HAUTE Chef
René Redzepi of
Copenhagen’s Noma
prepares a festive
meal at home.
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 See the recipe for Nadine Redzepi’s almond rice
pudding with cherry and caramel sauces at
WSJ.com/OffDuty.
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