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Cornel Pola is a young Italian Chef that moved to Iceland in 2017. He is now 
leading the Slow Food Youth network in Iceland. Last year he teamed up with 
Samhjálp and volunteered to give cooking classes for six months. Corneĺ s 
idea is to bring something back to the community that he now lives in. 

Cornel Popa and his philosophy on giving back to the community

COOKING CLASSES  
FOR THE LESS 
FORTUNATE IN ICELAND

Cornel is 25 years old and has been living in Iceland’s capital city of Reykjavik 
for the past three and a half years. He lives with Rory and Amelia, two amazing 
cats. Cornel loves to travel: first he lived in London, for about two years, and 
in Italy. His family used to live in a small town in southern Italy, Carpino, but 
as of today only his parents live there. He usually travels around the world 
on his motorcycle and loves being outdoors. His latest adventure, before the 
pandemic began, was a 6-month motorcycle trip to Southeast Asia.  
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For the past 10 years, he has worked as a professional chef, first in Italy, 
then in the UK and finally in Iceland. Today, he works as a book writer, as 
well as a cook for a homeless shelter. Two years ago, he published his first 
cookbook titled “Food and Family, Secrets of an Italian Family Kitchen.” 

“Most people who know me would also call me a loner, because I enjoy 
spending time alone; it helps me focus on my work. I love solitude, but 
that does not mean I forget about the others, on the contrary. They are 
always my first thought.”

So begins Cornel’s account of himself and the project he pursued in 2020, 
during the lockdown due to the pandemic.

“In May of last year, a few months after the global pandemic began, I 
decided to quit my job at the restaurant in favor of a new job. As fate would 
have it, a few weeks after my resignation letter, the pandemic had also 
reached Iceland, so, every restaurant had to close for a few weeks, and 
even after reopening, the situation remained quite critical. And because 
of that, in a nutshell, I found myself out of a job.” 

One should never lose heart. Sometimes what seem to be insurmountable 
difficulties, may become opportunities for growth and, above all, give rise 
to new adventures. And so it was for Cornel who, had more time to write, 
on the one hand, but on the other did a lot of reflection on the difficulties 
he was experiencing and realized that he was still a lucky person and had 
to help those who did not have the strength to get back up. 

“I realized that I would like to help people in need, to the best of my 
ability,” Cornel  tells us, “and so I started volunteering for a local soup 
kitchen, run by a non-profit organization called Samhjalp. I would show 
up twice a week or so to help them cook. Eventually, the head of the 
organization offered me a part-time job as a cook for the shelter. I was 
already there helping so I didn’t have to think much before accepting. And 
that was pretty much the official start of the cooking project.”
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Soon after he started working for them, Cornel realized that the guys 
working at the shelter -mostly former inmates who were therefore paying 
their debt to society- did not have any particular cooking skills. 

This is why he created a real free cooking course that aimed not only to 
teach them the basics of cooking, but also to give them the confidence to 
pursue a career as a cook (one of the easiest jobs to find in Iceland) once 
their community service was over. 

“At first people around me didn’t believe in my project, but I was 100% 
sure that at least someone would be interested. Which actually happened 
fairly soon. The new kitchen brigade consisted of five people, two of whom 
decided to stay after work and learn more about cooking!”

In about two months, all five of them were able to cook good food, from 
scratch, for over 100 people every day. And the two guys who stayed after 
work are now in charge of training the new guys and can easily run the 
entire kitchen on their own. 

“It may not sound like much,” Cornel explains, “but considering they had 
zero knowledge of cooking and organization two months earlier, it was a 
great accomplishment!
Not only were they learning how to cook and run a kitchen, but one of my 
main goals was to teach them how to reduce food waste, and let them 
know where the actual food came from. 
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We were able to organize trips, as we were allowed by the prison authorities, 
where we could take these people out of town, where we visited farms, 
and met food producers.”

At the end of this project, Cornel 
returned to his job as a cook, but to 
this day he is proud to say that one 
of the boys took his place as head 
cook at the shelter, and was hired by 
Samhjalp, something which had never 
happened before. And together with 
the others he managed to run the 
kitchen for a long time. 

What did we learn from this story?
 
Cornel explains it directly.
“On a human level, this experience gave me a lot. It taught me to be open 
minded, and not to judge a book by its cover. When I first started this project I 
had my doubts and also prejudices - not going to lie - but after spending some 
time with these people I learned that they are just like you and me, behind 
the curtains of thugs, convicts, addicts or homeless,; these people have goals 
and ambitions, have made some mistakes in the past, but are trying to make 
up for them,  and don’t want anything else in life besides being happy. People 
just like you and me, but with a different story. 
I feel much more spiritually fulfilled after this experience . It made me realize 
that even when you are in your darkest hour, when you have lost everything, 
and your life seems to have no meaning , there is still hope; hold on tight and 
believe in yourself and in the kindness of others. Don’t be ashamed to reach 
for help, and don’t hesitate to help others. Anyone can take action to help ”. 

Our Slow Food Hero really exists: 
his name is Cornel Popa and he is a young Italian chef who moved to Iceland

Slow Food Heroes project is funded by the European 
Cultural Foundation, with the contribution  

of CRC Foundation.


