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It is a pleasure for me to be given the opportunity to give you a short presentation of our two companies, ”Bjäre Hembygd” and ”Spirits of Gold”.

My name is Bertil Gunnarrson. I am one of the seven potato farmers on the Bjäre Peninsula who took part in founding the two companies. Today we are about 70 shareholders. 

The Bjäre Hembygd Project dates from 2001, the worst growing season in living memory. The founding farmers realized that they would need to market their crop in a new way if they were to survive as farmers in an area with many small family farms – many specialised in the cultivation of new potatoes for several generations - and a single main crop. Together with a neighbour, Peter Ekelund, who was the promoter of ”Absolut Vodka” years ago especially in the USA, the farmers met to plan the branding and marketing of their native peninsula. Peter Ekelund is now one of the biggest part owners and he is also the chairman of the board of both companies. 
I would like to tell you the story of how an old variety of potato can contribute to building new possibilities for the future. There is a long history behind the potato variety ”Old Swedish Red” (Gammal svensk röd). We first found it mentioned in old literature from 1771.

These potatoes were one of the main reasons why the population of Sweden increased rapidly from about 1850. 1,3 million people left Sweden for America bewteen 1868 and 1925 and more than 6000 people left Bjäre. But that is another story.

Bjäre produces 50.000 tons of potatoes a year of several varieties, some of which are too irregular and ”knobbly” for the table. These are used to produce Karlsson’s,  the world’s first and so far only new potato vodka, in blends such as Karlsson’s Gold and single variety vodkas such as Karlsson’s Vintage Minerva and Karlsson’s Vintage Gammel Svensk Röd. 
The ”vintage” (or ”årgång”) designation comes from the master blender’s realization that the blend has a different taste from year to year, depending on growing conditions. The bottles are simple and classical but with labels giving the year, the name of the potato variety, the farmer and the field, and the type of soil. In addition to the Swedish market, Karlsson’s is now being promoted, for example, in U.S. up-market life-style publications.
New potatoes from Bjäre Hembygd are served as named varieties in leading restaurants and sold as delicacies in ”new potato boxes” in supermarkets and gourmet shops. The project has also developed (delicious!) potato and root vegetable crisps. Tourists to the peninsula can book guided tours of a potato farm, take part in potato sowing and harvesting arrangements, or enjoy potato and vodka tasting events. 
