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pastry arts more than a nod to tradition

TradiTionnodMorethan a to

Pastry chefs channel nostalgia for fun and profit.



acfchefs.org    43

here may be no place like home for the holidays, but 
your restaurant might be where locals and those far 
from home choose to gather during fall and winter 

festivities. And although it’s the season of culinary traditions, 
chefs often put their own spin on the plate. 
 Dave Becker, chef/owner of Sweet Basil in Needham, 
Massachusetts, gives tradition its due, but says, “I don’t like to 
compete with nostalgia, so we’ll make whatever it is with some 
other ingredients, so people can say, ‘Oh, that’s different from 
the traditional—but nice.’” 
 At Juniper in Wellesley, Massachusetts, opened by Becker 
two years ago, a pecan pie baklava with flaky phyllo dough and 
pecan pie filling is served with cinnamon bourbon ice cream, a 
Middle Eastern-inspired dessert created by executive chef Tim 
Fichera. Of the cinnamon bourbon ice cream, Becker says, “We 
were trying to incorporate cinnamon with savory dishes—it’s a 
traditional combo in Southern cooking.”
 Fichera also gets credit for Juniper’s date cake, a toffee pudding 
chock-full of chopped dates with salted caramel sauce and carda-
mom whipped cream. “Instead of regular whipped cream, it’s a 
little bit perfumey—almost like an herbal tea,” Becker says.
 Traditional pumpkin pie is swapped out for North African 
Yam Cheesecake. Large yams are roasted, peeled and pureed, then 
folded in with cream cheese, cinnamon and cardamom, along with 
ground fennel seeds as the garnish, almost like an anise cookie.

Fresh fruit
 Woods Hill Table, West Concord, Massachusetts, purchases 
produce at the peak of freshness. The 265-acre Farm at Woods 
Hill is the source of much of the food served in the restaurant, 
including a wide variety of grass-fed protein as well as pesticide-
free fruits.
 “In the fall, with wild apples from our farm, we’ll make 
apple butter cake,” says executive pastry chef Douglas Phillips. 
“It includes a layer of brown butter chiffon on the bottom, then  
a layer of jellied apple butter with a layer of cinnamon/apple 
mascarpone cream.” It’s garnished with candied apple and served 
with cinnamon ice cream.
 Phillips also menus an apple frangipane tart, with the apple 
sable crust the base for the almond cream filling and spiraled 
layers of thinly sliced Granny Smith apples lightly brushed with 
melted butter and sprinkled with cinnamon sugar. It’s covered 
with foil and baked for about 15 minutes at 350ºF, then the foil is 
removed and the tart baked an additional 10 minutes until the top 
is golden.
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CloCKwise From above: 1) swift & sons’ chocolate trolley. 2) apple tart 
at woods hill Table. 3) Juniper’s pecan bourbon baklava. 4) bourbon caramel 
apple tart at apple Pie bakery Café.
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pastry arts more than a nod to tradition

 “I make a red velvet cake with beets, creating a fluid gel from beet juice and beating it into 
a cream cheese puree for the filling,” Phillips says. It’s plated with walnut ice cream, shaved 
toasted walnuts and beet foam.

Fall flavors
 Melissa Walnock oversees Apple Pie Bakery Café at The Culinary Institute of America, Hyde 
Park, New York. She sees the main goal of preparing holiday pastries as providing guests with the 
comfort of fall flavors. Top of her list is Pumpkin Entremet, four layers of honey-wheat cake inside 
a spiced pumpkin mousse on a light Belgian spiced cookie for a nice crunch. An orange/cranberry 
compote is sandwiched between each of the four layers of cake. “It’s all enclosed inside pumpkin 
mousse puree that’s been filled into a mold that actually looks like a squashed pumpkin,” Walnock 
says. “We freeze it, pop it out of the mold, glaze it with a pumpkin-colored glaze of white chocolate, 
condensed milk and gelatin, then temper it in the refrigerator.”
 Pumpkin Entremet includes so many separate elements that it’s prepared in stages over the course 
of several days. “Cake and compote we’ll do two days ahead, the mousse is done the next day, then we’ll 
insert the cake and compote to freeze,” Walnock says. “On the third day, we’ll unmold and glaze.”
 Apple Bourbon Caramel Tart and Pear Chai Napoleon make her short list of holiday desserts, 
but Sweet Potato Custard is among her favorites. Walnock roasts sweet potatoes until super-soft 
and purees them. “We mix the puree with eggs, sugar, cinnamon, clove, nutmeg and salt, then 
bake it again and puree again, like baby food,” she says. “Next, we’ll fold in whipped cream and 
pour the mixture into a mold.” 
 At this point, she’ll insert a gingerbread into the mold. “We’ll freeze that, then unmold, dip it in 
Swiss meringue, then cook to 140ºF in a water bath. It kind of looks like a Smurf hat. We’ll lightly toast 
it so it becomes somewhat of a riff on a traditional sweet potato casserole with marshmallows on top.”

Cream and crunch 
 Cher Harris, CEPC, executive pastry chef at The Hotel Hershey, Hershey, Pennsylvania, 
doesn’t think there’s anything new and exciting when it comes to holiday pastry. “Maybe new 
for the textural stuff, but people like the traditional. Having a nice cream and a crunch—things 
that are well-balanced together—that’s what they want,” she says.

above, CloCKwise From ToP leFT: 
1) meg Galus 2) red velvet cake made 
with beets at woods hill Table. 3) melissa 
walnock 4) Juniper’s date cake.
oPPosiTe: Top, left to right: Tom 
Fichera; Cher harris. bottom, clockwise 
from left: 1) spiced pumpkin beignets, 
pumpkin cremeux, pepitas and toasted 
milk at boka. 2) apple Pie bakery 
Café’s pear chai napoleon. 3) Chocolate 
bacon maple Cheesecake at harvest, 
The hotel hershey.
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New YOrK-BASeD AwArD-wINNING JOUrNALIST KAreN weISBerG HAS COvereD THe ISSUeS AND 
LUMINArIeS OF THe FOOD-AND-BeverAGe wOrLD—BOTH COMMerCIAL AND NONCOMMerCIAL—
FOr MOre THAN 25 YeArS.

 For the fall and through the holidays, approximately 800 guests 
per day at The Hotel Hershey will be served in three restaurants 
and numerous banquet areas. Harris’ staff of 12 creates all the pas-
tries, including “warm desserts with lots of nuts such as pecans, 
walnuts and chestnuts, as well as cranberries and figs—though not 
necessarily together,” she says. Chocolate fondue, bread pudding 
and upside-down pear cake served warm are all menu possibilities.
 Of the warming spices, Harris cites cardamom as her favorite, 
but used sparingly. “I like it in our Winter Spice Hot Chocolate, 
where it’s combined with white pepper, ginger, cinnamon and 
perhaps allspice.”
 She typically offers pumpkin in one of its popular iterations—
tart, mousse, creme brulee or cake. “If we’re doing massive 
production, we’ll buy a good canned puree. Otherwise, if it’s 
to be prepared for Harvest, our farm-to-table concept, we’ll use 
fresh, locally grown pumpkins,” she says.
 When there’s a late fall crop of white asparagus, Harris will 
prepare Frozen Parfait with White Chocolate and Crumbled 
Almonds. For this dessert, the molded parfait is plated with 
almond sponge cake and garnished with candied almonds.

A touch of whimsy 
 Meg Galus, pastry chef at Boka and Swift & Sons, Chicago, 
likes to go nostalgic, playing with the richer, heartier flavors 
of the season, but with a touch of whimsy. “I want things to 
be familiar with a creative touch. I want a dessert to start in a 
familiar place and let it evolve from there,” she says.
 For the holidays at Boka, Galus prepares a whipped pumpkin 
cream piped onto the plate as an intricate ribbon that runs beneath 
fried beignets dusted with sugar. Whole-milk ice cream made 

in-house from local milk and cream is topped with heated toasted 
milk sauce to complete the plate.
 Galus emphasizes the need for desserts to be kept as light as 
possible and not be overly sweet. “The trick is to make it seasonal 
but not too specific,” she says. “For example, peppermint ice cream 
with hot fudge feels too much like a Christmas dessert. And we 
try not to make these desserts too brown with all the brown sugar, 
brown butter, apples and pears.”
 At Swift & Sons, Galus uses the Chocolate Trolley to play with 
offering small bites of holiday-themed chocolate desserts. “I’m 
thinking about bûche de Noël, chocolate caramels, chocolate candy 
bars, chocolate mousse, financiers, etc.,” she says. “Our Chocolate 
Trolley is our No.1 seller every single night—even without a 
holiday focus.”

Duck fat 
 Kristen Murray, chef/owner of Maurice in Portland, Oregon, 
offers Duck Fat Linzer Cookies brimming with raspberry jam. 
“People are amazed by how light these cookies are since they’re 
made with duck fat instead of butter,” she says. “We do it with a 
nod to Agen in Gascony, where they make a lot of pastries with 
duck fat.” Persimmon Golden Raisin Walnut Cookie harks back to 
a recipe from Murray’s great aunt. “It’s chock-full of persimmon 
puree plus golden Sultana raisins and toasted walnuts from Oregon. 
 “Both these recipes include lots of warming spices, such as 
cinnamon, allspice, white pepper, cardamom and nutmeg.”
 The holiday pastry menu may also include candied kumquats 
in a black pepper cheesecake, or perhaps a pear dumpling 
in which the hollowed-out pear is filled with almond cream, 
wrapped in dough, then brushed with egg wash, Swedish sugar 
and anise seeds. 
 The yule log that Murray prepares every Christmas is replete 
with caramel mousse and has chocolate cardamom in the flourless 
cake. She garnishes it with “sweet little meringue mushrooms, 
candied fruits, candied rosemary or spruce that we do in egg white 
and sugar—the same process used for candying flowers,” she says. 
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