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[image: ]My Grandmother 

and I: A tale  

of love  

and cuisine

It was love imparted through taste. The love of flavorsome food. 

The love of passing down knowledge, of cooking, relishing, 

talking, and sharing. Cooking was my grandmother’s 

unbreakable bond with others, with her family, and with me. 

Éric Nebot

Baking was always an important part of our 

relationship. When I was very young, I learned 

to make my irst cake with her. It was a yogurt 

cake, and the recipe was extremely simple 

thanks to the foolproof memory aid of 1234. 

Tip 1 pot of plain yogurt into a mixing bowl 

and then, using the empty yogurt pot, add:  

1 pot of oil

2 pots of sugar

3 pots of lour

4 eggs

1 tablespoon of baking powder

1 pinch of salt (never forget the salt, even  

in cakes and pastries!)

And the inely grated zest of 1 lemon

Stir everything together until well mixed  

and transfer to a cake pan.

Bake in an oven preheated to 350°F (180°C/

Gas Mark 4) for 45minutes.

And that’s it!

When my grandmother passed away, I was 

left with an unimaginable void in my life that I 

felt a vital need to ill. I did this through a love 

of good food. It was as if taste had become a 

divine means of communication between us.

  In 2017, I went to live in Los Angeles. The 

city’s culinary culture is vibrant. The climate 

provides the perfect conditions for a wide 

range of high-quality fruits and vegetables 

throughout the year. There are also excellent 

pastries made using superior ingredients— 

larger than life pastries that are generous and 

beautiful.  It’s a vast city where you can often 

enjoy great food, when you know the right 

places to go.

  Living as an expat for the past four years, I 

follow French pastry chefs on social media. 

I am often blown away by the photos they 

post on Instagram, each one more incredible 

than the last. I excitedly plan tastings 

whenever I return to France, but am frequently 

disappointed by the taste, which rarely lives up 

to my expectations and the promise conveyed 

by the pictures posted online. Rarely, until one 

day in May 2018.
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[image: ]An extraordinary 

encounter!

François Perret’s masterpiece—his Proustian madeleine—is 

testament to the mysterious magic of the art of patisserie. His 

trompe l’œil madeleine is a fusion of traditional and modern 

cuisine in a sublime wrapping. While the dessert looks exactly 

like a conventional madeleine, François Perret’s genius 

becomes apparent when your silver fork divides the cake in two. 

Instead of finding simple sponge inside, you marvel at the slight 

tang of chestnut honey, the crunch of toasted almonds, the 

lightness of Savoy sponge, and the velvetiness of vanilla cream.

In 2018, I came across an article entitled, 

“François Perret’s Stratospheric Patisseries.” 

I read it, looked at the pictures, and soon 

developed an obsession with Perret’s creations. 

I had to taste them, and soon. I took advantage 

of a business trip to Paris to visit the hotel 

where François Perret works, and I ordered 

all the desserts. The entire menu. Everything. 

The madeleine may have left its impact on 

Marcel Proust, but the feelings of nostalgia 

that its shell-like grooves evoke overwhelm all 

generations. Everyone has their own childhood 

reminiscences of this little cake in France, 

and each mouthful of Perret’s entremets 

encapsulates a memory that will resonate 

inside you for a long time. His madeleine 

entremets, marble cake, vanilla meringue, 

caramel barquette, vanilla plated dessert, 

chocolate plated dessert, and... his iconic 

sugared strawberries with cream. 

  I’d like to take a moment to talk about this last 

dessert: sugared strawberries with cream.

  Memories from my childhood come looding 

back. The cool sea breeze that is carried all the 

way across the countryside and the scent of 

fresh herbs mingling under my nose create a 

fragrance that is forever anchored to my spirit. 

Whenever I went to visit my grandmother 

between April and September (the strawberry 

season), I eagerly awaited lunchtime for the real 

highlight of my visits: strawberries with sugar 

and cream. Has there ever been a dessert 

so simple yet so satisfying? I remember one 

sunny spring day, when I was devouring my 

strawberries, my grandmother took me aside to 

explain to me why it is scientiically necessary 

to add sugar to strawberries, even the best 

strawberries on earth. Was there a reason? 

The only reason in my eyes was because it 

was delicious! But in fact, as I discovered that 

day, the love of good food can converge with 

science. Sugar, when added to strawberries, 

produces a syrup. The fruit itself contains water 

and natural sugars, so adding sugar to the fruit 

triggers osmosis. The water, concentrated in 

the strawberry’s juice, is drawn outward, giving 

it a sweeter, more syrupy taste and adding 

texture.
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[image: ]François’s sugared strawberries could be ordinary—yet  

they are anything but.

A plate arrived at my table with several 

strawberries on it. The maître d’hôtel 

approached, added a spoonful of cream, and 

sprinkled large grains of sugar over the top. 

I looked at him, almost suspiciously. Was he 

pulling my leg? Was this really just strawberries 

with cream and sugar? I wondered if it was a 

joke. But, no, it wasn’t. I picked up a strawberry 

with my spoon and put it in my mouth. The 

maître d’ had told me to eat the green hull, so 

I did just that—and suddenly nothing was as it 

was supposed to be. Or rather, everything was 

even better. 

  As the strawberry exploded in my mouth, it 

was ecstasy. What was inside? It was impossible 

to describe. I cut the second strawberry to try 

and understand, and it was then that I realized 

the strawberries had been literally hollowed out. 

Only a thin layer of the outer lesh remained, 

and inside were succulent cooked and raw 

strawberries that had been inely chopped and 

macerated. They were accompanied by the 

inest cream from the French town of Bresse,  

a sprinkling of crunchy sugar, and a trompe l’œil 

hull that revealed itself to be a butter cookie 

lavored with basil. 

  The chocolate dessert arrived next. The 

maître d’ informed me that this dish was not 

simply for tasting—I needed to use my other 

senses. All of my senses, I wondered? The plate 

was covered with a cloche and, before lifting 

it o, he told me to move closer, adding, “As 

soon as I remove the cloche, inhale deeply.” 

I was intrigued, not only by what was hidden 

beneath the lid but also by what I was about 

to experience. The maître d’ lifted the cloche, 

I took a deep breath, and everything around 

me reeled. The scent was indescribable: the 

aromas of chocolate were like nothing I’d 

ever smelled before, and the fragrance will be 

forever engraved on my memory.

  The visual impact of the dessert followed, 

but, to be honest, I was a little disappointed 

after being hit with such an olfactory punch. 

There was a chocolate coil in the center,  

a je ne sais quoi that I could barely guess at, 

and chocolate sauce all around. The maîtred’ 

explained that the aroma was due to a chemical 

reaction between the very cold frozen parfait 

in the center of the chocolate coil and the hot 

serving plate. Inspired! With a preconceived 

idea of its texture, I got ready to taste this 

coiled chocolate serpent—and once again, 

my preconception was proven totally wrong. 

This chocolate serpent, whose visual impact 

fell short of the intensity of its aroma, was so 

designed to better deceive you and lead you in 

the wrong direction, as it was not a chocolate 

coil at all, but a butter cookie. The inest 

butter cookie that I have ever tasted, with an 

unimaginable lavor and texture. Who was the 

genius hiding behind these desserts? 

  There was only one thought in my head: I had 

to meet him.
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To prepare the sponge cake

Preheat the oven to 300°F (150°C/Gas Mark 2). Spread out the 

sliced almonds on a silicone baking mat or cookie sheet lined 

with parchment paper and toast them in the oven for about 

8minutes, watching them carefully to make sure they do not 

burn. Remove the almonds from the mat or sheet and set aside.

  Increase the oven temperature to 325°F (160°C/Gas Mark 3) 

on fan setting. 

  Whisk the eggs and sugar together in a mixing bowl until pale 

and doubled in volume. Gently fold in the warm melted butter. 

Sift together the lour, potato starch, and baking powder, and 

fold into the whisked mixture using a lexible spatula.

  Lightly grease the 4¾-in. (12-cm) baking ring with butter and 

dust with lour. Set the baking ring on the silicone mat or cookie 

sheet lined with fresh parchment paper. Pour the cake batter 

into the ring until it is half-illed, then scatter the toasted almonds 

over the top. Bake for 30 minutes. 

  Remove the cake from the oven and let cool. Unmold by 

running the blade of a knife around the edge, between the 

sponge and the ring, then lift o the ring. The sponge needs 

to be 1 in. (2.5 cm) thick, so trim the top using a serrated knife if 

necessary. Wash and dry the baking ring. Stretch plastic wrap 

over the top and set it upside down on the silicone mat or 

cookie sheet so the base is lined with the plastic wrap.

To prepare the vanilla syrup

Heat the water and sugar in a saucepan until the sugar dissolves. 

Bring to a boil and add the vanilla bean. Take o the heat and 
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In 2018, | came across an article entitled,
“Frangois Perret’s Stratospheric Patisseries.”
I read it, looked at the pictures, and soon
developed an obsession with Perret’s creations.
| had to taste them, and soon. | took advantage
of a business trip to Paris to visit the hotel
where Frangois Perret works, and | ordered
all the desserts. The entire menu. Everything.
The madeleine may have left its impact on
Marcel Proust, but the feelings of nostalgia
that its shell-like grooves evoke overwhelm all
generations. Everyone has their own childhood
reminiscences of this little cake in France,
and each mouthful of Perret’s entremets
encapsulates a memory that will resonate
inside you for a long time. His madeleine
entremets, marble cake, vanilla meringue,
caramel barquette, vanilla plated dessert,
chocolate plated dessert, and . . . his iconic
sugared strawberries with cream.
I'd like to take a moment to talk about this last
dessert: sugared strawberries with cream.
Memories from my childhood come flooding
back. The cool sea breeze that is carried all the

way across the countryside and the scent of
fresh herbs mingling under my nose create a
fragrance that is forever anchored to my spirit.
Whenever | went to visit my grandmother
between April and September (the strawberry
season), | eagerly awaited lunchtime for the real
highlight of my visits: strawberries with sugar
and cream. Has there ever been a dessert

so simple yet so satisfying? | remember one
sunny spring day, when | was devouring my
strawberries, my grandmother took me aside to
explain to me why it is scientifically necessary
to add sugar to strawberries, even the best
strawberries on earth. Was there a reason?

The only reason in my eyes was because it

was delicious! But in fact, as | discovered that
day, the love of good food can converge with
science. Sugar, when added to strawberries,
produces a syrup. The fruit itself contains water
and natural sugars, so adding sugar to the fruit
triggers osmosis. The water, concentrated in
the strawberry’s juice, is drawn outward, giving
it a sweeter, more syrupy taste and adding
texture.
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1t was love imparted through laste. The love of flavorsome food.
The love of passing down knowledge, of cooking, relishing,
talking, and osharing. Cooking was my grandmothers
unbreakable bond wilh others, wilth her family, and with me.

Baking was always an important part of our
relationship. When | was very young, | learned
to make my first cake with her. It was a yogurt
cake, and the recipe was extremely simple
thanks to the foolproof memory aid of 1-2-3-4.

Tip 1 pot of plain yogurt into a mixing bow/
and then, using the empty yogurt pot, add:
1 pot of oil

2 pots of sugar

3 pots of flour

4 eggs

1tablespoon of baking powder

1 pinch of salt (never forget the salt, even
in cakes and pastries!)

And the finely grated zest of 1lemon

Stir everything together until well mixed
and transfer to a cake pan.

Bake in an oven preheated to 350°F (180°C/
Gas Mark 4) for 45 minutes.

And that’s it!

When my grandmother passed away, | was
left with an unimaginable void in my life that |

éric Nebol

felt a vital need to fill. | did this through a love
of good food. It was as if taste had become a
divine means of communication between us.

In 2017, | went to live in Los Angeles. The
city’s culinary culture is vibrant. The climate
provides the perfect conditions for a wide
range of high-quality fruits and vegetables
throughout the year. There are also excellent
pastries made using superior ingredients—
larger than life pastries that are generous and
beautiful. It's a vast city where you can often
enjoy great food, when you know the right
places to go.

Living as an expat for the past four years, |
follow French pastry chefs on social media.
| am often blown away by the photos they
post on Instagram, each one more incredible
than the last. | excitedly plan tastings
whenever | return to France, but am frequently
disappointed by the taste, which rarely lives up
to my expectations and the promise conveyed
by the pictures posted online. Rarely, until one
day in May 2018.
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frangoiod sugared slrawberries could be ordinary-yel

they are anything but.

A plate arrived at my table with several
strawberries on it. The maitre d'hétel
approached, added a spoonful of cream, and
sprinkled large grains of sugar over the top.

I looked at him, almost suspiciously. Was he
pulling my leg? Was this really just strawberries
with cream and sugar? | wondered if it was a
joke. But, no, it wasn't. | picked up a strawberry
with my spoon and put it in my mouth. The
maitre d” had told me to eat the green hull, so

| did just that—and suddenly nothing was as it
was supposed to be. Or rather, everything was
even better.

As the strawberry exploded in my mouth, it
was ecstasy. What was inside? It was impossible
to describe. | cut the second strawberry to try
and understand, and it was then that | realized
the strawberries had been literally hollowed out.
Only a thin layer of the outer flesh remained,
and inside were succulent cooked and raw
strawberries that had been finely chopped and
macerated. They were accompanied by the
finest cream from the French town of Bresse,

a sprinkling of crunchy sugar, and a trompe I'ceil
hull that revealed itself to be a butter cookie
flavored with basil.

The chocolate dessert arrived next. The
maitre d’ informed me that this dish was not
simply for tasting—I needed to use my other
senses. All of my senses, | wondered? The plate
was covered with a cloche and, before lifting
it off, he told me to move closer, adding, “As

soon as | remove the cloche, inhale deeply.”

| was intrigued, not only by what was hidden
beneath the lid but also by what | was about
to experience. The maitre d’ lifted the cloche,
| took a deep breath, and everything around
me reeled. The scent was indescribable: the
aromas of chocolate were like nothing I'd
ever smelled before, and the fragrance will be
forever engraved on my memory.

The visual impact of the dessert followed,
but, to be honest, | was a little disappointed
after being hit with such an olfactory punch.
There was a chocolate coil in the center,

a je ne sais quoi that | could barely guess at,
and chocolate sauce all around. The maitre d
explained that the aroma was due to a chemical
reaction between the very cold frozen parfait
in the center of the chocolate coil and the hot
serving plate. Inspired! With a preconceived
idea of its texture, | got ready to taste this
coiled chocolate serpent—and once again,

my preconception was proven totally wrong.
This chocolate serpent, whose visual impact
fell short of the intensity of its aroma, was so
designed to better deceive you and lead you in
the wrong direction, as it was not a chocolate
coil at all, but a butter cookie. The finest

butter cookie that | have ever tasted, with an
unimaginable flavor and texture. Who was the
genius hiding behind these desserts?

There was only one thought in my head: | had
to meet him.
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MADELEINE ENTREMETS

| created a special mold myself to make this dessert. Here, however, | have adapted the recipe so
that it can be made in a 5%-in. (14-cm) baking ring, with a depth of 2 in. (5 cm).

SERVES 4

PREPARATION: 3 HOURS + CHILLING AND FREEZING * COOKING: 38 MINUTES
INFUSING: 10 MINUTES * LEVEL: INTERMEDIATE

INGREDIENTS

Savoy sponge cake with almonds

10z. (25 g) sliced almonds

2 medium eggs
(scant % cup/100 g)

Scant % cup (3 0z./80 g) superfine
sugar

1% oz. (40 g) butter, melted and
still warm

Generous % cup (1% 0z./50 g)
all-purpose flour

10z. (30 g) potato starch

% tsp baking powder

Butter and flour for the baking
ring

Vanilla syrup

Scant % cup (100 ml) water

2Y% tbsp (10z./30 g) superfine
sugar

% vanilla bean, split lengthwise

Caramel crémeux

1sheet (2 g) gelatin

1cup (12 0z./340 g) chestnut
honey

Scant 2 tbsp (1% 0z./40 g) acacia
honey

3 tbsp (60 g) glucose syrup

Scant 1 cup (210 ml) whipping
cream

3 medium egg yolks (2% tbsp/45 g)

Pastry cream

% vanilla bean, split lengthwise

Scant % cup (150 ml) whole milk

1tsp unsalted butter

1large egg yolk (1tbsp/20 g)

2Y% tbsp (% 0z./20 g) light brown
sugar

1tbsp (10 g) cornstarch

-

To prepare the sponge cake

Preheat the oven to 300°F (150°C/Gas Mark 2). Spread out the
sliced almonds on a silicone baking mat or cookie sheet lined
with parchment paper and toast them in the oven for about

8 minutes, watching them carefully to make sure they do not
burn. Remove the almonds from the mat or sheet and set aside.

Increase the oven temperature to 325°F (160°C/Gas Mark 3)
on fan setting.

Whisk the eggs and sugar together in a mixing bow! until pale
and doubled in volume. Gently fold in the warm melted butter.
Sift together the flour, potato starch, and baking powder, and
fold into the whisked mixture using a flexible spatula.

Lightly grease the 4%-in. (12-cm) baking ring with butter and
dust with flour. Set the baking ring on the silicone mat or cookie
sheet lined with fresh parchment paper. Pour the cake batter
into the ring until it is half-filled, then scatter the toasted almonds
over the top. Bake for 30 minutes.

Remove the cake from the oven and let cool. Unmold by
running the blade of a knife around the edge, between the
sponge and the ring, then lift off the ring. The sponge needs
to be 1in. (2.5 cm) thick, so trim the top using a serrated knife if
necessary. Wash and dry the baking ring. Stretch plastic wrap
over the top and set it upside down on the silicone mat or
cookie sheet so the base is lined with the plastic wrap.

To prepare the vanilla syrup

Heat the water and sugar in a saucepan until the sugar dissolves.
Bring to a boil and add the vanilla bean. Take off the heat and

let infuse. When cool, lightly brush the syrup over the sponge to
moisten it.

To prepare the caramel crémeux

Soak the gelatin in a bowl of cold water until softened. Heat

the chestnut honey, acacia honey, and glucose in a saucepan
until the temperature reaches 300°F (150°C) on an instant-read
thermometer. While the honey mixture is heating, warm the
cream in a separate saucepan. Stir the hot cream into the honey
mixture to prevent further cooking. Remove from the heat.
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