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			To Carla, for always being by my side.

		

	
		
			Jon Cake

		

	
		
			Why would an engineer be writing a book about cheesecakes?

			It would be difficult to speak about JonCake without understanding why and how I got here, because the question that anyone who reads this book (and knows a little of my background) will probably be asking themselves is ‘why would an engineer be writing a book about cheesecakes?’

			From the very start, the JonCake project has seemed an excuse or a means by which to showcase cheese in the context of pastry and desserts, in the world of cheesecakes. I always say that cheesecakes have been the common thread that has allowed me to work tirelessly with such a versatile and varied raw material as cheese: at the time of writing this book, more than 120 varieties of cheese went into the making of our cheesecakes, and I would imagine that this figure will exceed 200 varieties by the time it is published. This is possible because the ingredient in question offers one of the widest ranges of different varieties. After all, cheese is a processed product, which means that it can be made in hundreds of ways, and with thousands of different results. Because of this, there are more than 2,000 different varieties of cheese around the world, and that is a great advantage.

			Although I think you have to go back a bit further to understand when and how this project came about, because both its development to date and the way forward are greatly influenced by its context and my background.
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			How JonCake was born

			The context in which this project arose is important to the understanding of how the business developed, how our products took shape and why JonCake is what it is today. Without the right environment, this project would probably not have made it this far.

			
				Passion for cooking

				In April 2018 I made one of the most difficult decisions of my life, probably the one that has changed my life the most: I chose to leave everything behind and devote myself to my true passion, cooking.

				Ever since I was a child, or at least for as long as I can remember, I’ve loved eating, especially good food. Therefore, anybody who takes pleasure in good food, and in an environment where cooking is pervasive, naturally forms an interest in learning the ins and outs of something as complex and creative as the world of cooking. In my case, mushroom risotto was my reason to start to cook: as nobody at home made this rice dish that I liked, if I was going to eat it, I would have to cook it myself. And here, unbeknownst to me at the time, the seeds were sown of a passion that years later would end up tipping the scales.

				As I said, cooking had always been part of my background: my paternal grandfather, Santos, spent his life as a cook on a merchant ship, while my maternal grandparents, María and Moloni, ran a restaurant for many years, with my grandmother working in the kitchen alongside her uncle, a cook by profession. I suppose that, also owing to her background, my mother has always cooked, and my father, although less so, has always managed to prepare certain dishes. Consequently, having lived my entire life by people with a hand for cooking and who also enjoyed eating, my taste for cooking also began to garner approval when I started cooking dinners and other meals for the family, especially for our Christmas gatherings.

				The year 2009 arrived, and with it came the time for me to make that important decision we all have to make at a stage in our lives when we lack the maturity to know which path to choose; because I have little doubt that very few people have any idea of what they want to do with their lives when they’re only 18 years old.

				People who have worked in hospitality typically prefer that their children choose a different profession because that world is really demanding, even though it has improved considerably in recent years. In a nutshell, that’s what happened to me: when the time came to choose whether to study engineering at university or to enrol in a cookery school, I ended up choosing the first option and not entering into a world that I knew first-hand would be tough. Here, obviously, my grandmother and parents’ opinions were influential, as they had all actual experience in the restaurant trade and they believed that studying for a degree was a better option.

				Over the years, and after I graduated, I continued to cook for my friends. Sunday lunch became a routine during the time I was working in Madrid, which involved a morning of going to the market, buying a few things to prepare and sitting around a table with a bottle of wine. I also continued to devote Christmas and the many lunches and dinners in those days to practising, which always meant browsing recipes in cookery books by such leading chefs as Arzak (his was my first), Martín Berasategui and Karlos Arguiñano.

				Finally, a day came with the realisation that devoting myself to what I love, even though it might be very hard, would make me happier at the end of the day. I decided to leave a job that I found quite satisfying and return to Barcelona to study cooking for a year, thinking ‘if I don’t like it, I can always go back to my old job and, for one year, I will have at least learnt something.’

				However, what I learnt was that I loved cooking, that I was as passionate about cookery as I was about pastry-making. The world I discovered was so interesting and complex that I was hooked from the very first instant. I discovered that my true passion could also be my career, and I was amazed to think that I would be able to dedicate my life to doing what I love, although it wasn’t going to be a bed of roses, and I also began to discover what working in the hospitality industry involved.

			

			
				The road to cakes

				You could say that my path towards cheesecakes began at the Bellart Cookery and Pastry School, located in Carrer Aribau, Barcelona, where, as well as learning to cook, I was lucky enough to encounter passionate teaching staff from whom I learnt much more than just how to make recipes. I believe that education and training is essential for anyone who wants to dedicate themselves to this world, as cookery and pastry-making are both complex and sometimes difficult to imagine, and there is also an essential part that consists of understanding how hospitality businesses are run and what goes on at restaurants, as well as knowing how to prepare certain dishes with more or less flair.
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				I am fortunate that the first restaurant I worked in, La Tasquería de Javi Estévez, in Madrid, had a team that taught me a lot and shared everything with me, and it was where my fear was confirmed: I love working in a kitchen. I passed through all the stations and began to form a general idea of how a kitchen and catering business worked. Perhaps I should point out here that it was a Michelin-starred restaurant, where the demands are, if possible, somewhat greater, and it meant that everything had to be perfect, that all the dishes had to be uniform and that everything had to be done with the same level of care. Probably one of the things that sticks in my mind is that there’s nothing like a close-knit team working towards a common goal and leaving personal goals aside.

				My route then took me to the small town of Castroverde de Campos, in the province of Zamora, where I found myself in what I consider to be one of the temples of fine dining: Lera. When you see how Luis welcomes his customers, his suppliers, people like me on a work placement,and even the locals who occasionally drop by the kitchen, you understand that a business like his is made up not only of the restaurant but also of the people who work in it. Everyone shares a working philosophy and pursues the same goals. I remember on one occasion he said something like this: ‘Here we all have values and a way of doing things, and those who don’t fit in simply leave, because it’s not for them.’ And this is what allowed the restaurant to progress consistently and ultimately be awarded a Michelin star in recognition of all the work done by Luis Alberto Lera and his team. What’s more, something that I think adds even more value to Lera’s offering is its setting and the work that the owner does to ensure that rural nature of the land is present in his cuisine.

				Finally, I ended up joining one of the world’s best restaurants, El Celler de Can Roca, in Girona, where I discovered a completely different world. It’s hard to imagine the ins and outs of a restaurant of this calibre without having been there (or in a similar restaurant), and to understand how well a team of more than forty individuals has to operate to produce the same dishes every day without a single mistake, and how difficult it must be to maintain the same standard year after year, bearing in mind that the team is constantly changing. What was evident to me at El Celler is that excellence can be sustained. even when different hands are doing the work, if all the steps that go into making a dish (from peeling a prawn to the moment when that prawn is taken out into the restaurant’s dining room) are properly supervised and defined. Another detail that became clear to me, given the level of R&D going on, is that the phrase ‘reinvent yourself or die’ makes perfect sense: if your offering is very good but never changes, it really narrows down your customer base, which is why you have to constantly work on updating and improving your offering.

				When I finished my placement at El Celler de Can Roca, I began in earnest to look for a restaurant where I could form a part of a growing team and develop at the same rate as the restaurant. I was also looking for a project that would be a good fit for me and allow me to gain both knowledge and personal development. The only problem, which I had left out so far, was that it was now the middle of 2020, and we were fully immersed in the Covid-19 crisis. Given the circumstances, no restaurant could afford to focus on growth or ambition; it was all about surviving in the face of constant closures and openings, and lockdowns repeatedly being declared and then lifted.

				At that time, when it made little sense to start any project, I was given the opportunity of working at Casa Garras, located in a small town in the Karrantza Valley, in the Basque province of Biscay. The restaurant offered everything from a daily set menu to a beef-centred gourmet menu, including a very complete à la carte menu and another entirely different gourmet menu. It was recommended by a relative of mine in the trade who described it to me as ‘the best à la carte restaurant in the Basque Country’. So special was this restaurant that after only being there for a couple of weeks, we all went to harvest the grapes used to make its own txakoli wine, Petite Txakolina. This is a restaurant that rears its own oxen so that they can be slaughtered as needed during the restaurant’s beef festival, where a special tasting menu is devised around this beef that is particular to the house. In such an ecosystem, it went without saying that the ingredients were of the highest quality and that standards were non-negotiable. Nothing was done by halves. And it was in this restaurant, which would be the last one I would work in before embarking on my own project, that I realised that work and personal sacrifice are two unavoidable, or practically unavoidable, factors when you want your idea to come to fruition.

				November 2020 arrived and a municipality-wide lockdown was declared in the Basque Country. There I was, in a small-town restaurant watching the reservations for the following weekend fall from 140 to ten in just a few hours, in what was yet another hard blow for the hospitality industry. So I took my car and the few things I had with me and returned to Barcelona with the idea of opening a gourmet sandwich bar.

			

			
				From gourmet sandwich to cheesecake

				The idea of sandwiches had been on my mind for a long time. I had intended to open a casual eatery where you could enjoy a sandwich with a twist, an offering that was different from the rest, and I had already started to develop my business plan. As with any plan, there is an important part to assess, which is risk: in the midst of a pandemic, with an investment of at least five figures required and with restaurants opening and closing without rhyme or reason, it was easy to reach the conclusion that blowing my savings at such an uncertain time wasn’t a good idea.

				However, for some time I had been seeing people starting to make cheesecakes, probably my favourite dessert, and selling them on Instagram. And as I was driving back to my hometown, a journey of six hours or so, I had time to think about it: the ingredients required were quite straightforward (cheese, eggs, sugar, flour, cream or milk, biscuits and butter) and not too varied; little equipment was needed – it was enough to have a few different baking tins, an oven, a mixer and a freezer – so the initial investment would consist of buying a number of baking tins and setting to work (the rest I already had at home). At that time it seemed evident to me that if I could make ten cheesecakes a day and sell them at a reasonable price, the business could take off.

				The circumstances were also ideal. I have always said that the situation that developed around Covid-19 actually benefited me, or at least I think it helped my project to take off the way it did. We had already been in lockdown for a long time, and two effects of this played out in my favour: people were bored and couldn’t leave the house, so they were paying more attention to social media content than ever; what’s more, being confined to their homes encouraged people who had never ordered food for delivery to start to do so and to trust this type of consumption, without having a physical place of reference. Without knowing it, most people began to rely on dark, or ghost, kitchens. Added to this, a little later – in January 2021 to be precise – The New York Times declared the Basque burnt cheesecake, also simply known as the Basque cheesecake, to be the flavour of the year.

				The day after I arrived back in Barcelona, I was already buying baking tins and shopping at the supermarket for moulds. Then I set to work by making the most popular recipe, the one from La Viña restaurant in San Sebastián, and I chose Picón cheese for my first attempt. It was an abject failure: the cheesecake was nowhere near creamy, although the flavour wasn’t too bad.

				My second attempt resulted in a soup; you could even drink it through a straw. The wow effect lasted less than three seconds; the cake had sloshed all over the plate and there was no saving it. The two extreme possibilities had been covered.

				I would take it slow on my third attempt. There was no point wasting cheese without knowing where I wanted it to go and how I could achieve the desired result.
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				Recipes, spreadsheets and trials, lots of trials

				We are very fortunate nowadays to have the internet. With just a couple of clicks, we can find any information of interest: from buying things and having them delivered to our homes in an instant, to reading the history of Rome or finding a muffin recipe. Our generation has a big advantage when it comes to information.

				When I started JonCake and began experimenting, I was lucky enough to be able to consult many of the recipes that have made cheesecake an emblematic dessert in this country. As I said, information is very important, so perhaps something we owe to the great Ferran Adrià is that, at a time when cooking was shrouded in secrecy and all the great chefs were suspiciously guarding their recipes, their dishes and their techniques, Ferran began to disseminate everything that was happening at El Bulli, from techniques to ingredients, and from preparations to the ideas that were being developed. And then everyone else jumped on the bandwagon, and we began to see books being published that otherwise might never have reached our shelves.

				It was a great advantage, therefore, to have direct and easy access to the best recipes on the day I set out to make cheesecakes. So, before my third trial, I filled an Excel sheet with information from all the recipes I could find in one or two days of internet searches, plus everything I already had and was given to me by some of the chefs I had worked with.

				A spreadsheet probably isn’t the most common tool for a chef, but when you’ve worked as a consultant and, more particularly, in data analysis, it’s what you know. The advantage? I could easily compare all those recipes and see what points they have in common and where they differ (weights, ratios, cooking times and temperatures, etc.) as a starting point from which to construct a recipe based on everything I had studied.

				It took me a couple of days to prepare an Excel sheet for all my notes and samples; now all I needed to know was who the cakes were for and what I still needed to accomplish my goal. The solution was easy: I started selling my cheesecakes to my friends, who paid whatever they wanted, which covered the costs of all the samples I made. The added advantage of this was that I could be with them when they tasted them to see whether the texture was right, whether the flavour appealed to them and, more importantly, whether they thought they were delicious.

				After making more than fifty samples, I started to define the JonCake cheesecake further, and I began to have a clear idea of the path I had to follow, where I wanted to go and, above all, what would make this cheesecake different from all the others.

			

		

	
		
			Background: more than just recipes

			Whenever I tell the JonCake story, I always like to describe the context and setting. They also help to explain the success of an offering that was influenced by many factors: from closure and lockdowns through to the different formats.

			After such a short time in operation, I believe that the point where we are today is due to many factors, to the path we’ve chosen and the decisions we’ve been making as the business has grown, as we try to stay on track.

			
				Cake formats

				I’d like to say that I spent a lot of time thinking and designing the different cake formats that would help me to reach so many people, but the reality is much simpler than that and, as so many other times, chance played a big part.

				One day, as I was making the first batch of cheesecakes at my parents’ home, I realised that I was running out of cake tins. Although I wasn’t making more than four or five cheesecakes a day at the time, I only had three or four of them and, as you can imagine, they needed to rest. So I called my parents and asked them to buy me a couple of large cake tins.

				They arrived with two sets of cake tins, both of which contained three different sizes, which would eventually become the three sizes we have today: a small one, with a diameter of 11–12 cm; a medium one, 17–18 cm; and a large one, 21–22 cm.

				The notion of size might seem trivial now, but because nobody knew who I was when I started this project, I had to try to sell whole cheesecakes; I wasn’t in a position to sell them by the portion. The decision to include a small cheesecake in our product range was key when it came to making a name for ourselves. It allowed anyone who wanted to sample a cheesecake to order one without the need for birthdays, celebrations or events, and at a much lower price that what a whole cheesecake would typically cost.

				The way I see it, the first factor that would help me reach more people and in a much simpler way was to offer a small format for two to three people.

			

			
				Covid-19, lockdowns and dark kitchens

				The first thing I wondered when I opened my Instagram account in December 2020 was whether anybody would dare to buy a cheesecake from me without a shop.

				Despite the dramatic effects of Covid-19 on the hospitality industry in general, it did bring about some good things, or at least it served as a driver for projects like mine that started out without a space where people could go. People had been very wary of dark kitchens in the past, but with all the restaurants closed, there was no choice for them but to order food for home delivery if they wanted to eat different kinds of food.

				During the different lockdowns people got used to ordering food from unknown places with little else to go by other than photos and reviews. But that opened many doors for those of us who were trying to make a name for ourselves with the public.

				There are many entrepreneurs who are trying to get their projects off the ground and who, for economic reasons, do not have enough capital to open a shop. Just as I did, they start with shared spaces, a sort of co-working kitchen. People don’t know what you look like, but it seems that this is no longer a drawback.

				Finally, lockdowns gave social media a huge boost: having all that free time and being unable to go outside led to people using their phones even more and spend time looking at Instagram posts.

			

			
				Instagram and the start of a project

				The first time that the name JonCake appeared was on Instagram. I had already created several accounts with different names, but none were quite convincing. I continued to consider names until one day, when I was speaking to my friend Benta – who has been in charge of the design of the brand since then – he told me that the film John Wick came to mind and that he thought ‘Jon Tartitas’ (‘Jon Little Cakes’) might sound fun. After an exchange of ideas lasting a few minutes, we settled on ‘JonCake’.

				JonCake was born as both a brand and an idea in December 2020. The first few weeks basically consisted of trials, getting the word out to friends, friends of friends and family, and anyone else willing to hear me out.

				After two months of hard work, in December I had a lucky break by featuring in a short article in the local newspaper El Periódico, but I could never have imagined what was to follow. By January I had managed to send one of my cheesecakes to most of the food bloggers and influencers on Instagram in Barcelona to try, and the response was mad.

				I went from making about 60 cheesecakes a week to baking 150 in the last week of January 2021, and I set about forming a team: Enrique arrived first, followed two weeks later by Sandra. Both are still mainstays at JonCake. By March we were now making 300 cakes a week at a shared bakery in Barcelona’s Gràcia district.

				So the time came to look for a permanent place of our own; it made sense. By chance we found a small premises in the El Born neighbourhood, a cake shop called La Mona that was closing down. Finally, on 21 May 2021, we opened our shop in El Born.

			

			
				A victim of our own success?

				As soon as we were set up, we realised that we didn’t have the capacity to produce enough cheesecakes. ‘You’re going to be a victim of your own success’ was the thoughts that began to hang over us, and with growing concern, we struggled to raise both our production and productivity.

				One of the things I have found most difficult to manage is when we run out of cheesecakes. We operate out of premises with less than 50 m2 of space and very limited storage, making it very difficult to increase production, and simply increasing the number of staff isn’t an option. There is little room, which means we can’t bring in more ingredients when there’s nowhere to store them.

				One thing that has been clear from the very start is that I don’t intend to lose what makes us unique or to skimp on quality. We could have gone crazy and expanded by opening new shops or an industrial bakery, but it isn’t that simple: if you don’t want to forego quality, you need a reliable team that shares your values and your work ethic. You need the amount you produce to make sense.

				I truly believe, even today, that things must come to an end. It makes no sense to always have a constant supply of everything, otherwise much of it will ultimately be thrown away, and we don’t want that.

				It was also out of the question to lower our standards and make more cheesecakes during the week, when it was quieter, so that we could sell more at the weekend. It’s important that our cheesecakes are freshly baked, so that they express themselves better and have the texture and flavour they deserve.1 And as we weren’t going to lower our standards, a ‘sold out’ sign started to be seen on the front door of the shop.

				And why is that? What is so special about our offering?
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