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Introduction

We know far less about Tolkien’s Elves’ eating traditions, customs and meals than his Hobbits’ or Men’s – there is certainly nothing to compare, in all our encounters with this immortal, otherworldly people, with the blow-by-blow account of the ‘unexpected’ tea party we are treated to at the start of The Hobbit. We do not know how many meals the Elves ate in a day – though we imagine certainly not the five the food-oriented Hobbits aspire to – nor do we get to know what their favourite ingredients or dishes are. Generally, Tolkien keeps his readers’ prying eyes away from the Elves’ domestic lives, and thereby points up their difference from the other, ‘earthier’ peoples of Middle-earth. The Elves may be a part of the world, but they somehow live in a different atmosphere.

What is certain is that the Elves do eat and drink, and appear to enjoy doing so. Immortal they may be, but they are subject to hunger, as the Exiles’ epic trek across the Grinding Ice in The Silmarillion reveals. And they are fond of feasting and merrymaking – there are frequent references to feasts of welcome and celebration in the tales of Beleriand – and from The Hobbit we know that the Elvenking of Mirkwood (Thranduil) is more than partial to good red wine, imported in large numbers of barrels from the East. Thranduil, it seems, is as greedy as any Dwarf or Hobbit, and his example, along with those of several other Elves, suggests that they may not quite as ethereal and appetite-less as they might at first appear. The tantalizing glimpse – or should we say smell? – of the roasting faggots and baking bannocks that Bilbo encounters when he first arrives in Rivendell during the Quest of Erebor certainly suggests a more complex picture of Elvish cuisine than the fresh draughts, gathered fruits and vegetables, and sustaining waybreads that otherwise seem to predominate. Elves are certainly not (at least not solely) vegan ascetics.

In both The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit, we often feel we are sitting down to dine with the adventurers – tucking into a bowl of buttered mushrooms at Farmer Maggot’s kitchen table, cutting into a fragrant blackberry tart at The Prancing Pony in Bree or spooning cream and honey onto bread in the House of Tom Bombadil. We become Frodo’s, Sam, Merry’s and Pippin’s table companions, all the while drawing on our own memories of food to enhance our enjoyment, our savouring, of Tolkien’s consummate storytelling. This is not the case with the Elves – it is hard to imagine sharing a dish of rabbit stew with Lady Galadriel – so one of the primary goals of the following collection of recipes is to fill that gap: to let us dine and make merry with the Elves.

The Eldar – to give the Elves their true name – are by no means a monolithic people – in their characteristics, their languages and their cultures, they are if anything more various than Men (see the Genealogy of the Races of Elves diagram). Tolkien devoted volumes to imagining and developing the Elvish kindreds and their histories – stretching back into the deepest past – and created the vast diversity of landscapes in which they lived – forest, mountain, valleys, sea coast – and the flora and fauna that flourished alongside them. It is to these exhaustive details that we must look if we want more clues about what the Elves ate and drank.

For example, of all Tolkien’s kindreds of Elves, the group known as the Teleri are the most closely associated with the sea and seafaring. The evolution of the various kindreds, as described in The Silmarillion, are extremely complex: originally the Teleri were the third and most numerous of the houses of the Eldar (Firstborn) that awoke in the far east of Middle-earth and were led by two brothers, Elwë and Olwë. Even in this kindred’s earliest days, Tolkien tells us, they began to build rafts, then boats and finally ships to sail on the great inland Sea of Rhûn, so we can imagine that, even at this ‘prehistory’, they loved to cook the fish that lived in this vast freshwater lake and the rivers and streams that flowed into it. Tolkien subsequently shows how the Teleri’s love of Middle-earth’s waters grows still deeper when they reach the shores of Beleriand, where they also find a protector in the Maia Ossë, a spirit of the seas. The Vala Ulmo – Tolkien’s Poseidon or Neptune of a kind – arrives to take the Teleri across the ocean to Valinor, tethering an island to the shore to act as a ferry and then anchoring the islandferry far out at sea. On this island, Tol Eressëa, the Teleri – now known as the Sea-Elves – live for many years, until, aided by Ossë, they build ships and migrate westwards to Aman, settling on its shores next to their beloved sea. The Teleri must have been expert fishermen as well as shipbuilders, although Tolkien is silent on this matter. We can well imagine the Teleri swan-ships bringing home vast catches of fish, lobsters and other seafoods to the port-city of Alqualondë, to feed the kindred’s burgeoning population, as well as the gathering of seaweeds, mussels and other fruits of the shores and inlets as they sought to add still further variety and interest to the Teleri’s pescatarian cuisine.
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So while this book is arranged much as many a traditional cookbook – with sections on Breakfast, Light Meals, Mains, Desserts and Drinks, with an additional section on Feasting and Sharing – there is constant reference to the kindreds of Elves and their characteristics, so in association with the seafaring Teleri, for example, you will find plenty of fish and seafood dishes while for the woodland-loving Sindarin, you’ll find an array of delicious recipes focused on game, nuts and berries.

Kindred by kindred, landscape by landscape, the book aims to build up an imaginary picture of the cuisine of the Elves. Forget The Prancing Pony or the taverns of Minas Tirith – the best food to be had in Middle-earth is in the halls of the Elves. Eat, drink and be merry!
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