Happy endings

Chefs who underestimate the potential of a decadent dessert to sign oif a
meal could be missing out on some sweet success

esserts are a surprisingly divisive
D topic. Ask the experts how well

they are currently selling and you
will get a variety of conflicting answers,
statistics and opinlons.

It all depends on the nature of the venue,
its price-point, the clientele, the service, the
day of the week even. “Consumers are
reappralsing occasional indulgent treats
like desserts,” says Lora Simons, marketing
manager at food distributor 3663, “They
have less disposable income and,
simultameously, they're being bombarded
with government health wamings. Over the
past year, we've seen a decline in sales of
desserts by Just over fwo Per cent across
ambient and frozen.”

This is echoed by London Restaurant
Barometer which, in March, highlighted
declining dessert sales as a factor ina dip in
trade at 60 per cent of the capitals
restavrants, and by restaurant consultancy
Underdog. “People have started going
lighter or skipping dessert, and cheese
sales are definitely on the wane,” says
Underdog'’s co-owner Will Beckett.

Elsewhere, however, particulary at
higherspend restaurants, chels and
owners are bullish. Alison Seagrave, former
head chef at Harvey Nichols' Second Floor
restaurant in Manchester, who opencd
Macaroon, 3 new cake/dessert calé in
Rochdale in May, says she cannot bake
cakes fast enough, Likewise, at Harvey
Nichols, she says she saw no evidence of
people swerving the sweet stuff. “Maybe In
retail its talled off, but even [n January, |
wouldn't hear, ‘can 1 have fruit
salad?". You're still gerting. 'can |
have cream and fce-cream with
that®"

Despite a slight decline in
overall sales, 3663 repors
pockets of buoyancy. “Traditlonal
desserts are performing well,”
says Simons. “They've maintained
sales volumes and show no signs
of slowing.”

If the overall picture is
sornewhat confusing one Gt is
indisputable; desserts remaln a key :
part of restatrant business. Not
only are they indamental to a
diner’s lasting impression of a
restaurant - "I the dessert is
excellent, you're halfway there,” says
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A pastry

LAnima head chef, Francesco Mazzei - but
compared with starters and mains, which
usually conrain an expensive protein
ingredient, they are also cheap 1o make.
Even when using artisan chocolate or gold
beaf, a frome-scratch dessert should vield BO-
B35 per cent GP., “As such, they're a big part
of boosting profits,” says Beckeir.

But who will make your desserts? Fewer
and lewer people are training as pastry
chefs and, outside of traditional fve-star
hotels, there are fewer jobs for them, Most
modemn restaurants argue that they cannot
Justify the cost of emploving a dedicated
pastry chef who, because they usually work
in a very methodical, technical, accurate
way, cannot pitch in elsewhere when the
kitchen gets busy.

Beckett questions this logic. "Each
business needs todecide whether ir's right
for them, but a ﬂrych%l"can be worth
thelr weight in gold. especially if they make
bread, which will cost about 10 per cent of
what you pay a baker. A good pastry chef
earns in excess of £35K. but ought to be
able to help make that money back in
ncreased GP, improved dessert sales and
general customer satisfaction.”

Most kitchens let a sous chef handle
desserts, ar share the responsibilicy (Fso,

chef can be worth

their weight in gold. They can
increase GP, improve customer
satisfaction and boost sales
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given that most chels are more interested
in savoury dishes, the head chefl needs to
make sure desserts are being treated
seriously. Head chefs need (o encourage
yourgger brigade members to think
creatively about desserts and, il need be, to
practice thelr artisan pastry skills. “ln 20
years I'm worried that everyone will be
able o use foams, but nobody will be abile
to doa pull pastry,” says Mazzel, who
trained as a pastry chef, "1 would love to
think that one day a chef would be
somecne who knows about bakery, pastry,
loe-cream and cooking.”

Pre-prepared puds

In large mainstream hospitality
environiments, particularly if the kitchen
lacks equipment, buving-in prepared
desserts is an option. Bought-in desserts
affer a lower GP, around 55-60 per cent,
but offer simplicity - just defrost and plage-
up. Foodservice company 26, for example,
says irs individual portion I‘IE,"iﬁ'l:"!T:-i. such as
mille feullle strawberry tart and its new
chocolate brownie offer exsy portion
control and minimum wastage.

Plus, you can add-value by tweaking
them with, say, [resh fruit, homemade
coulis, or by partnering them with luxury
iee-creams, such as Mivenpick's new VSOP
Cognac (E14.50 for 241). The ice cream.
which blends floral notes of VSOF Cognac
with Cognac-marinated Granny Smith
apple pieces, is just one of Mivenpick's
extensive range of Mavours, which also
include balsamic vinegar, créme brilée and
(ranmisLe
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brand ownid by Heing, recently ran a
commpetition to demonstrate how easy it i3
o add value to its desserts - which include
MNew York cheesecake, luxury raspberry
paviova and lemon and pannacotta flan -
by using a few additional ingredients and
some imagination. Competition winner
Lucie David, head chelat The Duke of York
Inn in Somerset, says, "My top tips for
presenting desserts would be to keep it
simple - the acooutrements should never
get In the way, The simple addition of
delicare sauces, coulis, fresh fruit or a mint
leafall add value to a dish and leave
customers fiseling that some effort has
been put into this often neglected part of
the meal.”

There are interesting products on the
muarket, too. For instance, Speciality
Desserts’ mini classics, rom 3663, reflect a
wider trend to mini and sharing desserts.
Town & Country Fine Foods, meanwhile,
carries a range of frozen Debatlleul
products, handmade in Brussels.

In terms of building a menu there are
certain staples which always sell. It should
include, says Seagrave, a chocolate dessert,
a cheesecake and a britlée. Seasonality and
locality are less important. Regional
classics, like Manchester Tart, may add
imterest, but generally do not sell that well.
Similarly, while discerning customers may
appreciate the use of quality, seasonal
fruits, most good dessert ingredients will
be continental rmather than Brivish.

At Michelin level, meanwhile, the very
nature of desserts is changing rapidiy. The
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Pastry chef Joanne Todd

gweet tooth.”
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dessert world, he adds, is also
increasingly an area for "fun, humour
and play®. The use of micro-herbs, like
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serving a variety of desserts based
around a ‘swvoury” cheesecake. It is still
sweet, but much less so than traditional
cheesecakes, and includes a little truffle
oil and dried, powdered mushroom,
Remove the sugar, pair it with a savoury
sauce, and it could eastly be served as a
starter. "Irs a different way of thinking,”
says Kirching. 1 said to the kitchen, ‘don't
think desserts, just another course thats
sweet', | want to move away [rom pastry 1o
more créam and textune. Why? 10 just a bit
obwvious and dull, and we're sick of lining
pasiry cases.”

The end of pastry In desserts?
Remember where you read It (irscu

of British food, with wonderful fresh Erltishinm‘edtants.'
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Reader Giveaway

Movenplik lee Cream is offering twa ucky winners the chance
b0 seoop a suimmer saving: To win 12 presentation glasses, 20
bespoke dessert menus. 8 roddipper ioe cream scoop ghong
with €50 worth of ftee lcocream, worllh £E220 in tolal, emall
diiartonEsplashcormmunicathond corm quoting Restaurmit
The first two names fo bit the Inbox will win this prizes
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