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TO A.
FROM A CASE OF CHERRIES
TO A LIFE OF CHEERING,
YOU INSPIRE ME EVERY DAY.
D.
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FOREWORD

I am proud to contribute to Dominique’s first book, not only as a former employer and longtime friend, but, more important, because I like to think we both share a special kinship as dreamers. Great chefs don’t ask “Why?” They ask “Why not?” They aren’t afraid of a challenge and they aren’t afraid to break the rules. But they also have the technical training necessary to play with recipes while intuitively knowing which crucial steps should not be sacrificed. Dominique has demonstrated—and will continue to demonstrate—these exceptional qualities.

While he was the pastry chef at Daniel, Dominique challenged us to experiment more. He often tapped into our savory pantry or looked to other cultures for inspiration. He was the first to introduce to the pastry menu elements like basil seeds, olive oil powder, horchata ice cream, and shiso sorbet. His talent was in reaching afar for something exciting and then working until it made sense within our determinedly French menu.

He approached classic American flavors with the naive curiosity of a student in his first cooking class. Why do the combinations of peanut butter and chocolate—or Key lime and graham cracker—get people so excited?

However, he also respected certain recipes and kept them as they were. Our magical madeleine, for example: that simply cannot change, because it has become so iconic to our customers, who have committed its taste and texture to memory.

I remember when Dominique was ready to branch out on his own. As a chef-owner, I always focus on our own program, but I strongly support the talent of my team members. I was happy to see that he could make his dreams come true on his own. Like all of our former pastry chefs, he has left an imprint that will be remembered.

When Dominique opened his pastry shop in SoHo, he jumped from managing a ten-item pastry menu with one service to an all-day menu consisting of viennoiseries, pastries, desserts, cookies, candies, sandwiches, and more. His passion for constant improvement is palpable, whether it’s on the classics that he has practiced since his very first job in Paris, or on the creations he discovered while on his global travels. I am pleased that Dominique has continued to represent the DNA of French patisserie while embracing a true New York je ne sais quoi. Items on his menu such as the Paris–New York, which has the texture of a Paris-Brest and the taste of a Snickers bar, is a great example of a hybrid from his imagination.

I had no doubt that he would excel and become the sensation that he is today, although perhaps not even I could have anticipated the media frenzy that ensued over the Cronut™ pastry! As long as I can have a seat on his cozy patio to enjoy his latest creation with an espresso, I’ll be happy. I hope that as you read this book, you will be inspired to create not just the recipes within, but also to think creatively in your own day-to-day baking adventures, just as Dominique would have you do.

—DANIEL BOULUD,
CHEF-OWNER, RESTAURANT DANIEL, NEW YORK CITY
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INTRODUCTION

I was thirty-four years old when I opened my own bakery, but by then I had already been working in a kitchen for more than half my life. I first walked into a professional kitchen at the age of sixteen, and I don’t think I can imagine a day when I would ever leave. I was taught to cook the old-fashioned way. Within the ranks of the French kitchen brigade, your job was simple:

1. Look closely at what your chef is doing.

2. Copy it as exactly as you can.

3. Repeat hundreds of times.

It felt like tracing the letters of someone else’s handwriting, until you no longer remembered your own. And while this method trains highly proficient cooks, it doesn’t nurture innovators.

Something’s wrong with the system. Cooks should be taught not only how to replicate, but also how to innovate. Learning how to perform a set task is certainly easier than finding a whole new way to interpret it. Inspiration can’t be measured on a scale. Passion can’t be chopped up on a cutting board or added to a recipe—like seasoning—at will. But all these factors must be present to produce something truly groundbreaking.

People often ask me if I keep my recipes under lock and key. On the contrary, they are printed out and kept in a blue folder in the kitchen for all to access. Recipes are just pieces of paper. No ratio of ingredients or list of instructions could ever be the key to success. The real secrets are hidden in the stories behind each creation. And that’s what I will share with you in this book.

This is the way I teach the young pastry chefs who come through my kitchen how to not just cook, but how to create.

I have divided this book into two sections. In the first, I reveal what I’ve learned as I crafted some of my favorite pastries. These lessons can be applied to all areas of life. A bite-size cake can teach you about the preciousness of time. A tart can show you how to dream. A scoop of ice cream can renew your appreciation of simplicity. The second half of the book holds the recipes to some of my most sought-after creations. This is where you have a chance to get your hands dirty, so you can follow my footsteps in your kitchen. And my hope is that someday you will go on to explore new ground of your own.

Happy baking, eating, and—most of all—creating!
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TIME IS AN INGREDIENT

We eat thousands of meals in our lifetimes, but just a fraction of them are impactful enough to endure in our memory. And sometimes eating, much like breathing, becomes nothing more than a secondary action. Repetition of any action dulls the senses over time, but imagine if you could hit reset and treat each moment as the first. Even the most ordinary things can unlock the most profound inspirations.

For me, my first real memory of food is a simple one: the warmth of the baguette between my legs as my dad drove home from the neighborhood bakery; the smell of the yeast filling the car; the crinkle of the wax paper bag; and the crunch of the crust as I wrestled off piece after piece, starting from the heel, and devoured them with delight. That baguette did not survive long enough to make it to the family dining table. The vividness of this memory lingers in my mind like a scene from a dream.

Just what about this baguette—from a no-name bakery, made by the hands of an unknown baker—made it stand out from all the other more extravagant meals I’ve had? I struggled to find the answer for years, and then realized it was all about timing. So much of food and good cooking is just that: paying attention to the invisible yet indispensable ingredient of time. Just as every flower blooms until its peak right before the blossom wilts, all foods—in fact, all creations—have that perfect moment as well. And when the timing is right, a simple thing can become transformative. Pure and immaculate, it can nourish not only the senses, but also the soul.

Preparing a great pastry is always a rush or a wait for that perfect moment.

Every crusty, custardy, sweet cannelé resists the shortcuts cooks try to use in making them. There is no cheating when it comes to a cannelé, and in these pages you’ll learn why. I’ll talk about madeleines and how they’re similar to cherry blossoms in the beauty and the brevity of their shelf life. Just five minutes out of the oven, and they are a completely different product. The opposite holds true for the macaron, and I explain why it’s one of the items not meant to be eaten fresh. Finally, I share my story of why I’ve never had a decent chocolate chip cookie in France, and why I think moments in time have everything to do with that.

We live in a world where every creation strives to be both instantaneous and eternal. To respect time as the supreme ingredient is a battle of breaking habits and changing perceptions. Nobody likes to wait; nobody likes to rush. But when you treat time as an ingredient, it changes everything.
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THE CANNELÉ TEST



There is always the temptation to “cheat.” In school on a test, at work on a project, and in the kitchen. We all want to fast-forward to the good parts.

So you start to think of what you can do without. You don’t have to gently stir milk with a wooden spoon as it boils; leaving it there pretty much does the trick. And while eggs work well in certain recipes at room temperature, you don’t want to wait hours for them to get there. When I first entered my culinary training, an instructor told me, “Taking shortcuts is not cheating. It’s getting to the same destination, but faster.” That year, I discovered new techniques, improved my efficiency, and found faster methods to make almost everything . . . until I tried my hand at the cannelé.

A pastry from Bordeaux, the cannelé is not much for looks. On the outside, there’s a dark, hard shell that can be mistaken for burnt. But for those who bite into the crunchy exterior, there is the illuminating reward of a tender, flan-like core, rich with the scent of vanilla and rum. To achieve those delicately balanced results, there is only one road, and no shortcuts. The cannelé demands your time; it magnifies your mistakes.

The first decision to make is what type of mold to purchase. The traditional copper molds from which the cannelé gets its signature shape are small, cylindrical, and striated. They must first be seasoned by brushing melted beeswax in the interior and heating each mold in the oven four or five times, until the metal pores have absorbed the wax, a process you’ll need to repeat one or two times after every wash to prevent your batter from sticking. If you try an easier option, like a nonstick silicone mold, you will lose that crunchy, caramelized exterior, and instead the result will be spongy and soft. Don’t do it—stay the course.

When it comes to the point of making the batter—a relatively simple recipe similar to that for a crêpe—you must mix slowly. Rush the process and you’ll end up with large bubbles in your custard instead of the small, effervescent ones you should be achieving for that perfect texture. And what awaits you around the bend is another endurance test: a twenty-four-hour wait for the gluten in the batter to rest, ensuring that your cannelé rises straight up in the mold when you bake it. Try to cheat the system and you’ll get a misshapen cannelé full of holes.

You aren’t even done when you put the cannelé in the oven. The sheet pan on which the mold rests needs to be rotated every fifteen minutes or so as the cannelé bakes. Even now, so close to the finish line, the product will sink like a soufflé without careful attention.

A cannelé isn’t just a pastry; it is proof of the cook’s patience and dedication. Some creations demand everything you have and don’t dignify anything less than your best efforts with the perfect outcome. We have all been tempted by an easier path. Perhaps no one saw the places where we cut the corners, or caught us brushing certain things under the rug. But that’s the difference between those pieces of work and a masterpiece. The same lesson applies to the most challenging tasks down to a simple meal. My advice would be to skip the flashy dinner for two the next time you want to show you care—nothing says “I love you” like a single perfect cannelé.
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THE BRIEF LIFE OF THE MADELEINE



Stop thinking of a dessert as just an object, and start seeing it as a living thing. And then, try to really believe it.

The way I see it, the first time ingredients touch my hands, it sets off a spark of life that runs through the dish I’m working on. If the Sistine Chapel were reinterpreted by the mind of a cook, God would be wearing a toque and his finger would be reaching out for a kitchen tool. We’ve all felt it—there’s an inherent energy of life behind every dish. Leftover casseroles deepen in character. Herbs wilt, then blossom when they hit the hot surface of meat, unlocking their inner fragrance. A carton of ice cream sitting at room temperature starts to soften and temper as if awakening from hibernation. Food changes and grows; it lives and then it also dies. And for the fleeting and forever young madeleine, death comes all too soon.

Fresh out of the oven, these small, scallop-shaped cakes shine in a momentary glory. A slightly crispy edge gives way to a golden, ethereal center that releases just a tiny puff of steam in your mouth, as if exhaling its last breath.

But just five minutes after your introduction, everything starts to change. The once-pillowy bites become as dense as pebbles. The crispy edges turn sticky and stale. And the light dusting of confectioners’ sugar fades into a grayish hue as it soaks into the crumb. Dull and lackluster, the late madeleine sits in front of you hardened and dry—the very embodiment of what a pastry corpse would look like. Blink and you’ll miss it at its best.

Just one experience of the short and precious life of the madeleine should teach you that it’s not only about the cooking, but also about the eating. When you make something to be enjoyed, the creation is just as much about the person on the receiving end as the one who produced it. The madeleine demands that both chef and taster stop their plans, stand by the oven, and wait. It reminds me of the time I woke up to see the sunrise. Stumbling around in the darkness and staring at the violet-blue twilight for long, sleepy moments until those gratifying few minutes when the sun peeked out from the horizon. It’s one of nature’s best artworks and cannot be captured by any museum. The only option is to wait.

This is easier said than done. Everyone understands the general logic of a “life span” for food, but when you ask them to really believe, to respect it, and to wait, it becomes a different story. We all have plans; we all need to be somewhere. And sometimes it seems easy to buy a prepackaged madeleine rich with greasy butter that helps keep it alive for longer and all but wipes out its true nature.

I make my madeleines to order. I don’t pipe them or bake them until someone is standing there waiting for them. And as they stand there, rushed and frustrated at having to compromise their life and their schedule for a pastry, they often ask me why they should bother waiting.

“Quite simply,” I answer, “it is a matter of life and death.”
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“FOOD CHANGES AND GROWS; IT LIVES AND THEN IT ALSO DIES. AND FOR THE FLEETING AND FOREVER YOUNG MADELEINE, DEATH COMES ALL TOO SOON.”
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LONG LIVE THE MACARON



No one paid much attention to the three old cooks at Fauchon, my alma mater and the place where I “graduated” to become a working pastry cook. Some couldn’t tell them apart: each one sported the same bushy mustache, round belly, and graying hair. Decades ago they were young boys, as I was when I first entered the kitchens of this pastry institution. But now in their fifties, they had lost their youthful competitiveness and quietly faded into the background like the walls or shelves. These men were my secret weapon.

Whenever I came across a problem I couldn’t solve, one of them seemed to have the answer. They couldn’t explain their reasoning in words, but their hands knew the way to manipulate ingredients until they obeyed. One of them, Didier, had the sole task of making macarons. These French almond meringue cookies consumed ten to twelve hours of his day as he mixed the batter, then piped and filled hundreds of them in the basement kitchen of the Fauchon flagship on the Place de la Madeleine in Paris.

Upstairs in the brightly lit shop, perfumed ladies giggled as they pointed their manicured fingers at his jewel-like work, the colors as vivid as their lipsticks. That first bite was always an experience: a gossamer-thin shell that crunched slightly with the gentle pressure of your teeth, which then sank into a moist, tender center with a vibrant burst of flavor. “Fresh handmade macarons are the latest treat,” one lady gushed with delight.

And she was correct on all but one point. You see, well-made macarons are not actually “fresh.” Just out of the oven, the macaron shells are in fact dry and brittle on the edges. And while most pastries are at their best fresh and just baked, the macaron is a counterexample.

The process of making a proper macaron involves a crucial step in which it must sit in the refrigerator for at least a day to absorb the humidity from the surrounding air as well as moisture from the filling. It’s this tempering process that rehydrates and revives it to give a great macaron its incomparable texture. In a sense, a macaron must “live a little” and come into its full character with time.

The macaron is a late developer in a world obsessed with freshness as the ideal. But like the cook whose hands probably touched every well-loved Fauchon macaron in Paris for decades, older doesn’t necessarily mean lesser.

Years later, Fauchon moved its production operations to a larger facility away from the store. Didier moved with it. The company invested money into a high-speed macaron-piping machine, which he learned to operate. But I swear that Didier could pipe just as fast or even faster by hand. On his own, he produced more than two or three times the number of macarons than did men half his age, and his tenure at Fauchon impressively outlasted many of its greatest pastry chefs. It didn’t always come easy for Didier, I’m sure. But with time came mastery.

When I rose up the ranks far enough to manage my own team at Fauchon, I saw the young apprentices beneath me panic in frustration when their hands hadn’t developed the dexterity to do what they were instructed. The quality of their initial work was something Didier would’ve frowned upon, but it was also the story of Didier that became the motivation to keep them trying.
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“A MACARON MUST ‘LIVE A LITTLE’ AND COME INTO ITS FULL CHARACTER WITH TIME.”
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MEMORIES WITHIN A COOKIE



The newspaper headline caught my eye: AMERICA’S FAVORITE DESSERT IS THE COOKIE. Below, a paragraph reported that seven out of ten Americans chose the cookie as their favorite baked good, with 10 percent claiming they ate a cookie every single day. Sitting there in my tiny apartment in France at the age of twenty-five, I was baffled by these statistics. I had never been to America, and I had yet to taste a cookie I actually liked.

When I was growing up, cookies were one of the least popular items in my neighborhood bakery. Children would much prefer a croissant or an éclair over any cookie, which sat on the back shelves and dried out as the day passed. Yet somehow, an ocean away, there was an entire nation that shared a genuine and unanimous love for this one triumphant product. No single pastry in France unites the people in the same way.

The first time I ever visited the United States, I tried every cookie I could find in the stores. They didn’t taste that different from the ones in France, I thought. Nothing exotic or out of the ordinary. But I watched the eyes of locals light up with passion when asked the simple question: What’s your favorite cookie?

Their answers were always different. Thick or thin, crispy or chewy, with or without nuts—everyone defended their choices vehemently. Some liked chocolate chip, some preferred oatmeal raisin. I learned what a snickerdoodle was. Everyone agreed they loved cookies, but disagreed on what made a good cookie. “I make my cookies with milk and dark chocolate chips,” one person told me. “Use brown sugar,” came another tip. “I like to use molasses for mine,” someone added.

And then—a breakthrough. I realized everyone was speaking to me from the perspective of a cook, not a customer. The cookies in their minds weren’t the ones they purchased, but the ones they made themselves. For many of these people, cookies were the very first thing they baked as children. They remembered emptying the chocolate chips into the bowl, rolling small balls of dough, and watching them spread and bake in the oven. It was an after-school pastime or a weekend activity. It was for a loved one as a gift, or a tradition during the holidays. And everyone pinpointed as the greatest satisfaction that final reveal from the oven, when they could bite into a warm, just-baked cookie. These people were no longer merely tasting the flavors; they were tasting a moment in time.

Time is not simply a measurement of minutes and hours, but also a keeper of experiences. Even people who have very different tastes feel united by the roles that food plays in their lives. And truly great creations transport us to another time by making a connection that transcends the present. The cookie is the ultimate time traveler.

The first time I actually enjoyed a cookie was when I made it myself from scratch with my sous chef in the kitchens of the New York restaurant Daniel during my first few years there. She, of course, had made it many times growing up in the United States. It was late at night and we had just finished an especially tough day. We poured chocolate chips into a bowl, we rolled the dough into round balls and flattened them slightly, and then we waited by the oven for them to bake. The ones that we made were chocolaty, flourless, slightly crispy on the edges like the corner piece of a brownie, and extra moist, almost cake-like in the center. It was the first cookie that was mine.

Today, that’s the type of cookie I make. It’s a recipe that you might want to alter and adapt to your own tastes. But it’s what I consider to be the best cookie, for the same reasons everyone else has their own favorites. And we’re all absolutely right.
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“TRULY GREAT CREATIONS TRANSPORT US TO ANOTHER TIME BY MAKING A CONNECTION THAT TRANSCENDS THE PRESENT. THE COOKIE IS THE ULTIMATE TIME TRAVELER.”
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BEYOND THE COMFORT ZONE

Firsts are always uncomfortable. A first taste, a first look, a first attempt—despite the promise of something new just beyond—each is approached with a pause and then an uncertain first step. And for many of us, no “first” causes more anxiety than the first day of work.

There are two first days I’ll always remember. September 1, 1999, was my first day of work at Fauchon. I’ll never forget stumbling through the legendary Parisian pastry house’s maze of hallways and doors until I found the production kitchen.

Eight years later, I walked into the restaurant Daniel in New York with the same uncertain footsteps.

It’s amazing how similar the two days were. In both cases, I was immediately handed my uniform. At Fauchon it was the signature black cotton with hot-pink stitching, which I wore along with a group of eager guys who were all competing for just one full-time position. At Daniel, it was white, crisply ironed, and had my name stitched onto the pocket in golden-bronze thread. And despite the years that separated my first days in Paris with those in New York, where I entered as the executive pastry chef, I still felt like a fish out of water.

I wasn’t worried about my technical skills or ability to manage a kitchen team, but I quickly realized that New York worked by a different set of rules. Here, the chef was no longer king; instead, every customer who came in the door held a higher sovereignty. Substitutions, special requests, and accommodations were not the exception here but the norm. Over the next six years at Daniel, I learned one important lesson: a truly appreciated creation isn’t made for the creator, but for the audience to enjoy.

This chapter is about my trek beyond my comfort zone. I confess my hatred of working with meringue but share how confronting the pavlova taught me to find joy in great obstacles. One particular chocolate creation redefined my concept of beauty and destruction, and I tell that story, too. I talk about how my journey to make marshmallow chicks revealed the difficulties of picking up a new tradition and of bridging the gap between what may seem incompatible at first glance. And finally, I explore the territory of creating food that must travel and how I overcame it with my own mix of cereal.

Creativity requires effort. It is always a strain, a leap beyond the periphery of comfort. With these new recipes, be prepared to feel as I did—uncomfortable. Pastry is not an intuitive study; when you haven’t worked with similar tools in the same steps, there’s a natural clumsiness. But when the day arrives that you feel completely at ease with the recipes within these pages, promise me that you will move on to another book, and in that process become an even better cook.

By the end of January 2000, I managed to beat out twenty or so other cooks for one highly coveted position at Fauchon. Later, I figured that if I could do that, I would be up for the challenge that awaited me in the States, where I would oversee the dessert menu at Daniel, having at the time never created a plated dessert for a restaurant—a very different skill set from bakery desserts—in my life. At my formal inauguration, chef Daniel Boulud stood next to me at the manager’s meeting and introduced me to the entire team. “Dominique,” he said, “welcome to America.” It was a new job, a new country, and a newer world than I had ever imagined I’d experience. But that’s the whole point now, isn’t it?



[image: Images]




THE PAVLOVA WEAK SPOT



Here is a secret: I hate meringues.

Something about the crunch as they crumble under the pressure of my fork is like nails screeching across a chalkboard. Their fragile, light-as-air demeanor, which is always threatening to crack, has been my culinary kryptonite. Every hair on my forearms stands up in absolute rejection of these dried-out sugared egg whites.

I can’t explain why. But I firmly believe that anyone who walks far enough down the avenues of their craft eventually stumbles upon their strengths as well as their weaknesses. There are harmonies and discords, loves and hates. You have to start cooking to discover them.

Cold hands make working with dough a smoother process, allowing you to line your tart shells or laminate croissants with ease, without melting the butter or fat within. Dexterous fingers are perfect for adding those final flourishes of fruit and décor to a pastry. And sensitive skin can detect temperatures of cooling chocolate with more precision during the tempering process. Everyone has their own knack that reveals itself in the beginning stages of their learning process. It’s the things that go against our natural faculties that can block our ability to be true creators. When you find out what those are for you, the first step is to confess.

Without realizing it, I had always refrained from serving meringues on my menus. Compared to mousses or ice creams, it wasn’t the most popular item and so years passed before I paid much attention to it. That is, until the gluten-free revolution. With so many customers cutting wheat from their diet, meringue had the potential to become a key player in the pastry world. And one summer, I experienced a deluge of requests for the pavlova, a simple dessert composed from a trifecta of ingredients: fruit, cream, and meringue.

A gorgeous pavlova is a subtle play of texture. As the moisture from the cream soaks into the meringue, it adds a slight chewiness to its core and accentuates the crispiness of its shell. It took weeks to calibrate that perfect meringue shell, at times hollowing out the center for an even more delicate product. Every day of that summer, I handmade and assembled hundreds of pavlovas, and every time a powdery shell scraped against the surface of another, shivers ran down my spine. The process battered and bruised my senses—and funny enough, it never got better. I hate working with meringue to this day. But a good fight is never an easy one.

The pavlova became an item that I would regularly keep on my menu. The name of my very first pavlova was the Black and Blue. Casual observers assume its moniker is derived from the blackberries encased inside the blueberry meringue. But in truth, I was inspired by the beating that I took to finish it. I named it after the struggle: taking punches, and standing back up.
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INSPIRED BY A PEEP



There’s a game I’ve been playing for years: I’ll name a specific holiday and ask someone to say the first ingredient that comes to mind. It’s incredible how there’s almost a Pavlovian link between special occasions and food. Before long, people begin to describe entire menus. Christmas is almost always cinnamon, a warm spice that morphs into imaginary gingerbread, cookies, and pies. New Year’s? I can bet you it’s Champagne, perhaps infused into macerated ripe strawberries. And Easter, for as long as I remembered, was chocolate.

Growing up in France, I remember the shelves of local chocolatiers stacked with chocolate eggs every Easter. It is a memory that I thought every kid shared. But when I asked Americans to describe their Easter memories, rather than chocolate eggs, they talked instead about marshmallows. Hearing an unexpected answer so many times made me realize that maybe I was the outlier, not everyone else.

I soon discovered some Americans are loyal to traditional chocolate eggs, but an equally strong contingent will choose marshmallow chicks. Deciding between the two is as futile as the age-old question of the chicken or the egg. Neither of them can win over the other.

Could I create a marshmallow chick similar to the multiple ones out there in the market? Of course. Making a new pastry with a different medium isn’t technically difficult, and I enjoyed working with marshmallow. But to diverge from the deep and powerful memories of my childhood, and to do it with a bit of wit and cleverness—that’s like trying to make a joke in a foreign language.

More than six years passed between the first time I tried a Peep, the best-known brand of marshmallow chicks, and the first time I attempted my own version. I used cleaned eggshells with their tops precisely severed. A double dollop of marshmallow on the top transformed the eggshells into the homes of small chicks. They were dusted in the same familiar yellow sugar and brought to life with tiny black chocolate dots as eyes, through which they peered out innocently. In this creation, I combined the egg and marshmallow—it was my way of keeping a little bit of the Easter I celebrated in my childhood.

Did I really need that length of time to do something with marshmallow chicks for Easter? No. But there’s sincerity in adopting a tradition first, rather than forcing a solution. I had received so many marshmallow chicks as presents from my American staff that by the time the holiday rolled around, I had gotten used to expecting them.

There’s never a rush to create. Take some time to truly immerse yourself, and the genuine thoughts that come out—as simple as they may be—will shine through.
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“SOME AMERICANS ARE LOYAL TO TRADITIONAL CHOCOLATE EGGS, BUT AN EQUALLY STRONG CONTINGENT WILL CHOOSE MARSHMALLOW CHICKS. DECIDING BETWEEN THE TWO IS AS FUTILE AS THE AGE-OLD QUESTION OF THE CHICKEN OR THE EGG.”
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CRACKING THE CHOCOLATE EGG



“It’s too beautiful to eat,” said the customer, intending it as a compliment. I didn’t know quite how to take it. But something in my gut felt the thud of disappointment.

I had made hundreds of chocolate Easter eggs that year. Each was a labored process. It took three hours to craft not just one but three eggs of increasing size, which were nestled together like a set of Russian matryoshka dolls. The outermost layer was a dark chocolate shell, dusted in gold, with strategically punctured holes that allowed you to peer inside. There you would find a white chocolate shell shining out in sharp contrast. And within that, a milk chocolate egg that held three types of chocolate truffles.

The truffles were Champagne-, orange-, and pistachio-flavored. But most of the customers never got around to tasting any of them. Instead, their chocolate eggs sat around through the summer months until they became dull and too old to eat and were tossed out like a still-wrapped present. Being “too beautiful” was a curse that prevented these chocolate Easter eggs from fulfilling their destiny—to be sloppily and uninhibitedly consumed with delight.

This wasn’t a problem I had encountered before, back home in France. Lavish gilded Easter eggs were standard there, and customers didn’t hesitate to unwrap them and break their shells. But such Fabergé-inspired creations didn’t have the same effect in New York. Here, beauty was a deterrent to destruction. And the act of eating requires that something be broken to be devoured. It’s triumphant and messy, and you wipe your mouth at the end of it.

How would I create something “ugly” enough to be eaten?

Clearly, I didn’t want to compromise on the quality of presentation. As the months passed and seasons changed, I wondered what I would design next Easter. One day, I delivered a cake to a child’s birthday party, where a piñata hung in the cleared center of a restaurant’s private room. The young guests laughed mischievously as they swung the bat. A lightbulb went on. This was the type of reaction I wanted to harness. Not the subtle eyebrow raises and the whispered comments of an art museum.

When Easter rolled around, I was ready. I unveiled an all-red egg with menacing eyebrows and a sharp beak. It was inspired by the popular video game Angry Birds, where the only objective is to launch birds with a slingshot and destroy structures. This chocolate egg was daring you to break it. And it captured the joy of destruction.

Inside I generously stuffed bonbons, caramels, and marshmallows. This was the reward, the conquest, the level-up. Every single chocolate egg was broken that year, just as all great culinary creations should be.
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SAVING CEREAL FOR CHRISTMAS



There’s a problem that pastry chefs throughout history have struggled to solve. How can delicate desserts be transported across great distances, especially when most of them can barely survive a New York City subway ride?

Across the globe, chefs have tried to manage the situation with various maneuvers. I was once denied the right to buy a cake in Tokyo because I confessed I was staying at a hotel that was located more than fifteen minutes away. Some shops package their goods with pages of instructions that will probably be tossed in the trash along with the bag. Others have employees repeat long speeches on the best storage recommendations as they stuff ice packs into the box. Nothing works perfectly.

At a restaurant, the chef determines how each dish arrives, and each plate is cleared before the next one is served. But in a shop, you hand over your creations and what happens next is beyond your control. You can’t force people to stay in one place. Damage is inevitable.

The only solution, I realized, would be to stop thinking about this as a problem and embrace it as an opportunity. I wanted to create something that actually does travel well. And what time do people travel the most? Christmas. In this season of gifting and family reunions, nobody wants to go back home empty-handed.

But packaged products often don’t have the same alluring appeal as a fresh dessert. Perhaps you remember a time when you received a Christmas goodie bag and unexcitedly nibbled from it until spring. I wanted an item that would survive the trip and be ready to share with everyone once it landed. How can you get someone to rip open the package and eat immediately?

I didn’t realize that I was looking at the answer every morning. In those sleepy early hours, the one item I always reach out for, almost by reflex, is the cereal box. Cereal is a part of everyday life: you’re not saving it for a special occasion; you want it for its convenience and satisfaction regularly.

I went to work and coated puffed rice cereal in caramelized milk chocolate and tossed it with smoked-cinnamon meringues and caramelized hazelnuts. It’s what I would’ve liked waking up to early on Christmas morning as a child, then spending the rest of the day in pajamas opening up presents.

Christmas Morning Cereal was an experiment that quickly grew to one of our most popular holiday specialties. Hundreds of boxes went out that year, hand-carried by loved ones to places as distant as Asia and Australia. And my hope is that on Christmas morning it made everyone’s breakfast a little sweeter.
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DON’T LISTEN

My parents tell me that the first word I ever said was “yes.” Of course, I may have been trying to say something else, since I was sputtering all sorts of unformed noises at the time. But I like to think it is true, and I often wonder what it was that inspired me to break my silence.

I live by the rule that if you don’t have anything worthwhile to say, you shouldn’t speak at all. But perhaps one of the quietest times of my life took place when I first started my own bakery.

It took just seven of the most backbreaking, sweat-drenching, and utterly frustrating weeks from the time I left my previous job at Daniel until the opening day. During that entire period, despite the fact that I was trying to build my vision, I was silent. Something within me withdrew into the solitude of my infant days.
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