Extraordinary sweets make for a grand finale to a
grand meal
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What do we serve as a Christmas dessert? A good question. In my family, there were mountains of
cookies and squares, and steamed cranberry pudding with eggnog sauce. It never changed,
although my mother might introduce a new cookie into the rotation every now and again.
I polled my food-loving friends and this is what they remembered or craved from Christmases past:
Cheese plates with quince and apple pie; trifle; raspberry and white chocolate cheesecake;
panetonne bread pudding; a rum truffle cake with a rum-spiked cream cheese centre; yule logs; egg
nog crème brûlée; chocolate tres leches; steamed cranberry pudding; a basil panna cotta with
strawberries and balsamic vinegar; tofu lemon cheesecake topped with strawberries cooked in Grand
Marnier and balsamic vinegar, then sprinkled with baby basil leaves and crumbled feta; a sheet of
chocolate sponge cake, filled with whipped cream, rolled like a log, sliced and served with chocolate
sauce; peppermint meringues; tiramisu; cake pops decorated like Christmas ornaments, carrot pie;
cranberry walnut tarts; and Pavlova.

Most of these desserts are a once-a-year celebration, a grand finale to a grand meal.
Then there is my middle sister, who’s in a class by herself when it comes to desserts.
At my family holiday dinner last year, she burst onto the scene with stacks of Tupperware containers
and fancy plates laden with treats to mark the Thirteen Desserts of Christmas, a French tradition.
When polled for dessert ideas, she suggested a verrine made with layers of tiramisu cream, light
fruitcake, poached fruit and a big puff of spun sugar with gold sprinkles on top. The cake pops were
her suggestion too. She’s over the top when it comes to desserts.
For years, I followed my family’s earlier, simpler dessert traditions. But lately, I’ve started to grace the
table with a few more dessert-y type desserts, just for contrast.
A really good stollen, baked apples with cardamom and cinnamon, grapefruit and orange segments
with amaretto sabayon, and a large slab of good chocolate alongside a bowl of nuts.
It’s not quite the Thirteen Desserts of Christmas, but I think my sister would approve.
It does make for a grand finale.
Chocolate Tres Leches with Burnt Caramel Espresso Sauce
Former colleague, executive sous chef at Glowbal and fellow cooking teacher Danilo Ibarra tossed
me the idea for this dessert, which is a Christmas standard in his home.
Tres Leches is a very popular South American dessert and is made in different flavours. I find the
chocolate a little light, so I used a denser and more intense chocolate cake. The three milks soak into
the lower half of the cake, and become wet enough to almost be a sauce.
To make them a little more festive, I baked them in Chinese takeout boxes. If you want to forgo the
boxes (see the note below) the cake may be baked in a 9 x 5 x 3-inch (23 x 13 x 8-cm) loaf pan,
lined with parchment paper and baked for 60-70 minutes.
1/2 cup (125 mL) unsalted butter, softened
1 cup (250 mL) firmly packed light brown sugar
1/2 cup (125 mL) granulated sugar
1 large egg, at room temperature
1 cup (250 mL) buttermilk, plain yogurt or sour cream
1 teaspoon (5 mL) vanilla extract
1 1/2 cups (375 mL) flour

3/4 cup (180 mL) Dutch cocoa powder
1/4 teaspoon (1 mL) baking soda
1/2 teaspoon (2 mL) baking powder
1/4 teaspoon (1 mL) sea salt
1 5 ounce (150 mL) can evaporated milk
1 300 mL can condensed milk
1 cup (250 mL) whipping cream
1 burnt-caramel espresso sauce (recipe below)
Line the takeout boxes with parchment paper.
Preheat the oven to 325°F (160°C). On medium speed of an electric mixer, cream the butter until
smooth. Add the sugars and beat until fluffy, about three minutes. Add the egg and beat well. Beat in
the buttermilk and vanilla. Remember to scrape down the bowl as you’re mixing.
Beat in the buttermilk and vanilla. The mixture will look lumpy. Sift the flour, cocoa, baking soda,
baking powder and salt together and add to the butter mixture. Combine by hand, using a rubber
scraper only until well blended. Scrape down the batter in the bowl, making sure everything is mixed
in.
Pour the batter evenly into the prepared boxes. Bake for 30 to 35 minutes, or until a cake tester
inserted into the centre of one comes out clean. While the cakes are baking, mix the evaporated milk,
condensed milk and whipping cream together until combined. Cool in pan on a rack for about 5
minutes, then loosen the cakes and return to the boxes. Poke four or five holes through the top of
each cake with a chopstick. Drizzle the “three milks” mixture over the cake and into the holes. If the
cakes won’t absorb all the milk, wait a few minutes until the milks are absorbed, then drizzle again.
Cool completely, then refrigerate.
Remove the cakes from the refrigerator at least 2 hours before you want to serve them and transfer
them into new takeout boxes. Close the boxes and place a bow or other Christmas-y type decoration
on top. Pass the caramel sauce separately for each person to add their own, after opening the box.
Note: The Chinese takeout boxes used in this recipe are 2!-inches (7 cm) high by 3" inches (8 cm)
across. You will need 16 in total, eight for baking the cakes in, and eight for serving them. When lined
with parchment, they’re great for baking individual cakes and breads for gift giving as long as the
oven temperature is not above 350°F (175°C). They do get messy looking during baking, so transfer
the finished baked item into a new box.

Burnt Caramel Espresso Sauce
3/4 cup (180 mL) sugar
1/4 cup (60 mL) water
1/2 cup (125 mL) whipping cream
1/4 cup (60 mL) water
2 Tablespoons (30 mL) strong espresso or 1 teaspoon (5 mL) instant espresso powder
In a small pot, cook the sugar and the first 1/4 cup (60 mL) water together over medium heat —
swirling the pot occasionally until the sugar starts to turn chestnut brown. Immediately place a sieve
over the pot and wearing oven mitts, pour in the whipping cream and second 1/4 cup (60 mL) water.
Add the espresso and butter and stir until incorporated. Let cool. This can be made up to a week in
advance. Cover and refrigerate. Warm over low heat, adding a bit of water if necessary before
serving.
Makes 1 1/2 cups (375 mL)
Makes 8 servings
Twenty Layer Crepe Cake
I saw a picture of this a few years back on the website of Lady M, a New York City patisserie, and
was smitten enough by the picture to want to make it, which was fairly simple. The texture of the
multiple layers of crepes and pastry cream is exquisite and the flavour is that of a cream puff.
For the crepes
6 Tbsp. (80 mL) unsalted butter, melted
3 cups (750 mL) milk
6 large eggs
1! cups (375 mL) flour
1/3 cup (80 mL) sugar
Pinch of sea salt
For the pastry cream
2 cups (500 mL) milk

2 tsp. (10 mL) pure vanilla extract
6 large egg yolks
! cup (125 mL) sugar
1/3 cup (80 mL) cornstarch, sifted
" cup (60 mL) unsalted butter
Pinch of sea salt
Vegetable oil
2 cups (500 mL) whipping cream
icing sugar
For the crepes: Combine all of the ingredients in a blender jar and blend on high until smooth,
scraping down the jar as needed with a rubber scraper. Transfer to a storage container, cover, and
refrigerate overnight.
The crepes may be made 2 weeks in advance and frozen, well wrapped between layers of
parchment paper.
For the pastry cream: Bring the milk to a simmer. In a bowl, whisk the egg yolks, sugar and
cornstarch together. Gradually whisk in the hot milk, then place pan over medium heat and bring to a
boil, whisking constantly for 1 to 2 minutes until the mixture thickens. Whisk in the butter. Scrape into
a bowl and refrigerate, whisking every 5 minutes until cool. When completely cool, cover and keep
refrigerated.
Assemble the cake the next day: Bring the batter to room temperature. Place a non-stick or wellseasoned 9-inch crepe pan over medium heat.
Lightly oil the pan, then ladle in " cup (60 mL) of batter, swirling it around to cover the bottom of the
pan. Count to 5, then pour the excess batter back into the container of batter. Cook until the bottom
just begins to brown, about 1 minute, then carefully lift an edge and flip the crepe with your fingers.
Cook on the other side for no longer than 5 seconds.
Flip the crepe onto a baking sheet lined with parchment. Repeat until you have 20 crepes.
Whip the heavy cream with the sugar to soft peaks. With a whisk, beat the pastry cream to loosen it
up then fold in the whipped cream. Lay one crepe on a cake plate. Using a spatula, completely cover
it with a thin layer of pastry cream (about " cup).

Cover with another crepe and repeat to make a stack of 20, with the best-looking crepe on top. Chill
for at least 2 hours or up to overnight. Dust with the icing sugar before serving. Slice as you would a
round cake.
Makes 10-12 servings
Double Ginger Mascarpone Cheesecake with Dark Chocolate Sauce
I love the flavour and texture of candied ginger, especially paired with chocolate.
This recipe is inspired by Linda Osachoff, who is affectionately known as Mama Walker. She serves a
white chocolate and raspberry cheesecake made with her own raspberry jam at catering functions
and at her bed and breakfast, La Campagna, 25 kilometres from Canora, Sask.
1 pound (500 g) gingersnap crumbs, approximately 4 cups (1 L). (See note below.)
1 cup (250 mL) unsalted butter
1 tablespoon (15 mL) gelatin
! cup (60 mL) water
10 ounces (284 mL) cream cheese, softened
" cup (125 mL) plain yogurt
" cup (125 mL) sugar
1 teaspoon (5 mL) vanilla
" cup (125 mL) minced candied ginger
One 500-gram (1 pound) container mascarpone cheese
" cup (125 mL) whipping cream
Line a 10-inch (25 cm) springform pan with parchment paper.
Combine the melted butter and the gingersnap crumbs; mix well. Press 1/3 of the crumb mixture
firmly into the bottom of the pan.
Place the !-cup (60 mL) water in a small glass bowl and sprinkle the gelatin over it. Let stand for 5
minutes until the gelatin is softened.
Place the bowl in a small frying pan of simmering water until the gelatin liquefies. Let cool slightly.
Using an electric mixer, whip the cream cheese, yogurt, sugar, vanilla and ginger on high speed until

smooth, scraping down the bowl as needed.
Add the mascarpone and whipping cream. Whip until it holds firm peaks, which will only take a
minute. Do not over-whip, or mixture will separate.
Spread half of the mixture over the crust and carefully spread to the edges of the pan. Sprinkle half
of the remaining crumbs over the mixture, pressing down lightly. Spread the remaining cheese
mixture over the crumbs and top with the remaining crumbs.
Allow to set, refrigerated, for at least 2 hours.
Note: I used 1! 350-gram boxes of Christie’s Ginger Snap Biscuits and ground them into crumbs in
a food processor. You can of course, use homemade gingersnap cookies.
Makes 10-12 servings
Dark Chocolate Sauce
4 tablespoons (60 mL) unsalted butter
2/3 cup (150 mL) water
1 cup (250 mL) packed dark brown sugar
1 cup (250 mL) unsweetened Dutch-process cocoa powder
1/8 teaspoon (0.5 mL) sea salt
! teaspoon (2 mL) vanilla
Cut butter into pieces. In a heavy saucepan, heat water with the brown sugar over moderate heat,
whisking, until sugar is dissolved. Add cocoa powder and salt, whisking until smooth. Add butter and
vanilla, whisking until butter is melted. Can be made a week in advance and kept covered and
refrigerated. Serve the sauce slightly warm, adding a bit of water if necessary when reheating.
Makes 2 cups (500 mL)
Stained Glass Window Cake (Sugar and Gluten Free)
This dessert is a time-tested standard. My mother used to make it in the late ’60s. Kids love this and
it makes adults (who are not completely Jell-O-averse) smile.
You can use any colours and flavours of Jell-O that strike your fancy.
1 Almond Crust (recipe below)
One 0.3-ounce (8.5 g) package raspberry sugar-free Jell-O

One 0.3-ounce (8.5 g) package orange sugar-free Jell-O
One 0.3-ounce (8.5 g) package lime sugar-free Jell-O
4! cups (1 L plus 125 mL) water for the Jell-O, in total
" cup (60 mL) water
1 Tbsp. (15 mL) unflavoured gelatin
2 cups (500 mL) whipping cream
4 tsp. (20 mL) Splenda
Make the almond crust. While it’s baking and cooling proceed with the rest of the recipe.
Pour the Jell-O into three separate bowls and stir ! cup (120 mL) cold water into each. Bring 3 cups
(720 mL) of water to a boil and stir 1 cup (240 mL) into each of the different bowls until the Jell-O
dissolves. Place the bowls in the fridge and chill until the Jell-O is set, about 2 hours.
Remove the Jell-O from the bowls and cut roughly into !- to 1-inch (1.2–2.5 cm) cubes.
Place the " cup (60 mL) water in a small glass bowl and sprinkle the gelatin over it.
Let stand for 5 minutes until the gelatin is softened. Place the bowl in a small frying pan of simmering
water until the gelatin liquefies. Let cool slightly.
Whip the cream with the Splenda to soft peaks. While beating, pour the melted gelatin into the cream
in a thin stream. Add the gelatin and whip to firm peaks.
Fold the Jell-O cubes into the cream mixture and pour over the almond crust. Smooth the top. Chill
until firm, about 2 hours.
Makes 10-12 servings
Almond Crust
2 cups (500 mL) ground almonds
! tsp. (2 mL) ground cinnamon
2 Tbsp. (30 mL) Splenda
" tsp. (1 mL) sea salt
2 Tbsp. (30 mL) unsalted butter, melted

1 large egg white
Preheat the oven to 350 F (175 C). Line the bottom of a 10-inch (25-cm) springform pan with a circle
of parchment paper. This will prevent the crust from sticking.
Combine the almond meal, cinnamon, Splenda and salt. Add the butter and mix with your fingertips
until well combined. Beat the egg white with a whisk until completely foamy — foamy, not to peaks —
and add to the almond mixture. Mix well to combine.
Pat into the prepared pan and bake for 10-15 minutes until a light golden brown.
Remove from the oven and let cool completely.
Makes 1 10-inch (25 cm) crust
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