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CROISSANTS
Continued from El

She learned to bake in
her family’s Ohio diner.
At 13, she was in charge
of at least 25 daily pies.
These days she finishes
her 6 a.m.-3 p.m. jag at
her bakery, then goes to
the to spin like a
ba.usglf::. Afnsr. at home,
she cooks dinner. Every
night.

“1 didn’t want to make
mediocre croissants,” she
says. 1 wanted to make
croissants like you have
in Paris”

Croissants require the
perfect (French-style)
flour, the perfect
(French) butter and even
a mixing bowl that's
cooled just so. If the
milk is a half-degree too
warm, or if the dough
stays in the fridge five
minutes too long, or if
it's 110 degrees outside
in Arizona, the entire
enterprise can upend.

To achieve them with-
out the implied presence
of the Eiffel Tower and
zinc rooftops would be a
geographic feat. Butin a
Tempe strip mall where
pizza and Ethiopian cui-
sine keep company,
Greek-American Theo-
dnsopoulos is feeding
Arizonans 200 perfect
pieces of Paris each day:
flaky, glorious butter-
gasms that require three
flours, Celsius-Fahren-
heit mastery and a |
phone call to an African
king. Continental wran-
gling, indeed.

Crowns

His majesty was of-
fered an apology. The
French pastry savant
he'd hired to consult on
treats for the castle had
to cancel and was com-
ing to Essence Bakery in
Arizona instead to teach
his friend Eugenia to
make croissants., (Please
understand, the African
monarch cannot be iden-
tified because one never
wants to tick off a king.)

Jean-Louis Clément,
62, is the pastry god that
star chefs Joel Robuchon
and Alain Ducasse call
when they need help
with a crust, An instrue-
tor at the Ecole Lendtre,
Clément is invited all
over the world to share
his prowess at a rate of
about $2,000 per day.
Even the French presi-
dential palace requests
him.

He is one of 32 living
pastry chefs who have
achieved the M.OF. des-
ignation, which stands
ior Meilleur Ouvrier de
France, or "best crafts-
man.” Since pastry is re-
ligion in France, this also
translates as king of the
world, The comperition
is held every three years,
and the chefs prepare

for all 1,095 days.

“There could be 500
contenders,” Theodoso-
poulos says, “and some-
times, nobody is good
enough to win,

“He's a really, really
big deal.”

She called Clément,
promising the Grand
Canyon. He came for a
week in January, promis-
ing the croissants he
baked at Lendtre in Pa-
ris, She had been a stu-
dent, then a translator,
then a friend, He came
for free.

“French people, once
you're friends,” Theodo-
sopoulos says, “they
never let you go.”

And Theodosopoulos?
Once you've talked to
her for 10 minutes, you
want the option of talk-
ing to her Eu' years.
(“My family,” says Gilles
Combes, Theodosopou-
los' hushand, “likes her
better than they do me.”)

On the first day, Cle-
ment arrived in Theodo-
sopoulos’ compact
kitehen with his note-
books, his thermometer
and his chef’s coat. Flour
and magic hung in the
air. He speaks only
French. Theodosopoulos
translated into English
and Spanish for her staff:
“Bonjour, enchante.”

They could see on her
face that this was some-
thing special. Her friend
was Paris, in Arizona.

French mix

Together, Clément and
Theadosopoulos went
over the recipe: butter,
flour, salt, yeast, water,
sugar, milk. Seven ingre-
dients, but also air and
time, pressure and tem-
perature, and 100 ways
to go WIONE.

“The croissant is the
most difficult sweet
dough you can make,”
says Clément, through a
translator.

The secret i dient
“is how you make them,”
Theodosopoulos says. “1
needed him for all the
technique. [ needed him
to help me devise strate-
gies” for what to do in
the summer when the
kitchen is 90-plus de-
grees, she says.

Has she ever made
croissants before?

Yes, she says, in Paris,
“I made them with him.”

Theodosopeulos
showed her teacher the
butters she’d found: one

-imported from Nor-

mandy, and a coup at 84
percent butterfat. The
other was 83 percent fat,
Conventional American
butter, at 80 percent, has
enough extra water in it
to ruin a croissant en-
tirely.

Then she showed him
her bread flours, French
flour is something differ-
ent, Theodosopoulos
says, and she couldn't
replicate it on her own.
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Francophile learns to make perfe

Clément put his hands
into her flour bins, rub-
bing the powder be-
tween his fingers, decid-
ing instantly on a mix-
ture of three.

"He just knew," she
says. “He just touched
them and he said, ‘We're
going to try this, and
then we're going to try
this — and this one’s go-
ing to be better’ "

The only difference
between the first dough
he planned and the sec-

nd; that 1 percent of fat
in the two butters.

He walked Theodoso-
poulos through the steps,
and “the process was
beautiful,” she says, “the
starter dough, the way
(we) put the flours to-
gether — you could tell it
was going to be a beauti-
ful product.”

He took the temper-
ature of the room, the
butter, the water, the
milk and even the flours.
Theodosopoulos wrote
the figures down,

"I wrote everything
down,” she says.

They mixed salt and
sugar and milk. They
placed a cauldron-size
bowl on a scale and
weighed things into it:
one of the bread flours,
water, brewer’s yedst.
Theodosopoulos whisked
it into a poolish, or start-
er dough, exhausting ev-
ery muscle in her right
arm. (“This is when you
realize that going to the
gym helps a lot," she
says.) "

They scraped the bowl
down, placed it on a low
table, sprinkled the sec-
ond kind of flour over it
and waited.

Scientific method
After each step, Clé-
ment would stop, hold
up his index finger, and
repeat his mantra: “C’est
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tres important.”

The life of these high-
maintenance pastries
teetered upon every de-
gree, movement, minute.

“It matters how you
put the flours in," Thes-
dosopoules says — the
order and even the way
Clément released the
flour from his hand,
gently enough not to
break the fermenting
poolish. It matered if
someone knocked the gi-
gantic bowl with a stray
elbow or knee and dis-
turbed the rising dough.
It mattered how long
they waited for the poc}
ish to rise.

“You have to be rendy
for it,”” Theodosopoulos
says. "It can’t be wai(ing
for you, because it coul
turn on you like that"

Reading the signs that
the dough is ready is as
fussy a task as choosing
a ripe watermelon.

One minute, there
were cracks in the flour,
signs that the dough be-
neath had grown,

“C'ast vivant,” Clé-
ment told Theodosopou-
los. It’s alive.

The next minute,
there was the right kind-
of eracks in the flour,
and it was time.

They added butter and
the third flour to the
mixing bowl. The milk
was too cold, so they
whisked it over a bowl
of warm water, which
made it a half-degree too
hot, and back into the
fridge it went.

‘Finalhr. the gir::lt-:
mixer spun everything
around with a dough
hook that would make
Capt. Hook run.

They put the dough
aside to rise while they
rushed around the
kitchen preparing other
things: acook;e crust,
cheese puff H
brioche feuilleute, the

other croissant test
dough.

Clément wanted to
teach his friend as much
as he could.

"He had everybody
working: Someone was
chopping olives, some-
one was zesting oranges,
someone was making
pastry cream,” Theodo-
sopoulos says.

“I was his shadow,
measuring everything
out for him. We wers
not stopping for one sec-
ond. I was writing down
things, speaking English,
Spanish, French. T was
euphoric. Tt was so ex-
citing, so exhilarating,
because [ knew it was
somethin specwl Ev-
erybody did.”

Before they left for the
day, they folded more
butter into the two test
doughs and set them
aside to rise overnight.

Her staff told her
they'd never seen her
like this.

Theodosopoulos felt
like she was in Clément's
Paris kitchen again, her
world cracking open, be-
coming an expanded
place.

Back story

Americans love crois-
sants because they're a
symbol of France, and
the French love crois-
sants because they hate
American hamburgers.

Though the croissant’s
origing are debated and
celebrity-studded (Marie
Antoinette!), the “Oxford
Companion to Food"”
dates the first recipe for
the modern croissant to
1906. For-decades, it was
what the French had for
breakfast with coffee. Its
rise as a symbol of
France happened in the
1970s, when “le fast
food” infiltrated Paris
from the United States
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Eugenia Theodosopoulos
with friend and French
pastry chef Jean-Louis
Clément,

and hamburgers ap-
peared on menus at
croissanteries, The crois-
sant was how the French
fought back.

“The previously plain,
buttery roll was split
open le wise and

nishe sa.ndwnch

ashion, with every
imaginable filling from
ham to chestnut cream,”
the “Oxford” reports.
“The spread of these es-
tablishments, in which
plain croissants were
sold as well, strength-
ened the French attach-
ment to what is consid-
ered a national food."

Let us imagine the in-
dignation when, in the
'80s, Burger King
brought the Croissan-
"wich to France.

Let us witness Jean-
Louis Clément's conster-
nation when Theodoso-
poulos' husband took
him to Costco and
showed him the crois-
sants sold in bulk,
squished together in a
plastic case.

“Oh, mon Dieu," Clé-
ment exclaimed.

Buttergasm indeed \

On the morning of day
two, Clément pulled a
square of dough from
the fridge and assembled
the st

“Touch it, touch it,"
the maestro exclaimed in
French, grabbing hands
and pulling them with
happy eyes toward the
croissant dough, “Un
coussin d'amour,” he
purred — a love cushion,

It was time to make
the layers. The success
of a croissant rests upon
dichotomy: a deep, cara-
melized, shattering shell
that enfolds tunnels of
air. This means butter ...
more butter ... cold but-
ter that melts in a hot
oven, creates steam and
works with the yeast to

uff dough into flaky,
ayered bliss.

Fl.rst. Clément sent the
chilled love cushion
through the sheeting
machine, If the dough
was too cold, it would
split on the edres. and
Theodosopoulos learned
to thaw the edges for a
second with her hand.

More butter came
ne‘xt smem’ed onto the

ufemeut showed The-
odosopoulos how to fold
the dough into precise
thirds, sandwiching the
butter between. If the
butter wasn't cold
enough, it would ooze
when they put the dough
through the sheeting
machine. If the dough
got too warm, it would
melt the butter.
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“You have to respect
the temperature o the
dough,” Clément said in
French.

They rolled, folded,
rolled again, then cut the
dough into measured tri-
angles, working quickly

ep the butter from
melting. Clément made a
measuring stick out of
cardboard to guide The-
odosopoulos’ cuts. She
used the knife that was
her father’s, the knife
she adopted when she
was 18.

Some of the croissants
were rolled around bars
of dark chocolate, others
were shaped into cres-
cents. The pastries were
christened with an egg
wash to make them glis-
ten, set into a proofing
machine to rise, then
brushed with egg wash
again. Finally, into the
oven they went.

“What is this temper-
amure?” Clément asked in
French. Theodosopoules
translated Fahrenheit
into Celsius.

“Do not open the ov-
en,” Clément said to the
hovering staff. “C’est tres
important.”

‘The kitchen smelled
like hot buttered toast
with chocolate drizzled
on top.

They waited.

Texthook torture

As defined by pastry
chef Jacques Torres —
whose list of accom-
plishments is longer
than a croissant recipe
but includes the M.OF.
designation, work with
Julia Child and Le Cir-
que, his own Food Net-
work show and the title
of pastry dean at the
French Culinary Insti-
tute in Mew York — the
perfect croissant goes

something like this:

“A good croissant is a
look,” says Torres, on the
phone from his hakerg: in
New York. "It has to
fluffy. It has to be high.
It has to be shiny. It has
to tell you, ‘Eat me! You
have to want to grab that
croissant and bite it.
Then, when you take it
the croissant is a smell —
very particular. A crois-
sant is going to smell
buttery, but also you're
going to smell the fer-
mentation of the fresh
veast, Then, you have
the touch. You feel a lit-
tle bit of butter — not
too much — on your
hands, Then pinch it a
little bit, and ahhhh, the
croissant is flaky — a lit-
tle crust, but not too
hard.”

Then, he says, “put it
in your mouth and hite
it. You hear that flaki-
ness, and then you have
all those flavors explod-
ing and then the crois-
sant disappears.

“That’s the perfect
croissant,” Torres says.
“Are gu hungry?"

r kitchen in
Tempe Theodosopoulos
raised a warm croissant
to her mouth.

It crumbled, flaked,
gave in. She chewed
through tunmels of choe-
olate and sweet-salty air.
The butter left its sheen
on her hands.

“I felt like, eating that
chocolate croissant, 1
was on a street in Paris,”
she says.

She turned to her
teacher. He looked so

“These are as good as
you get in Paris, in the
best places,” he told her.

They spent the week
practicing, working out
ways to combat the im-
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ct croissant at the master’s hand

ending summer heat
Efmezer freezer and
freezer again).

She fad him her Greek
Caesar salad. He loved
her sPaua!wpita.

ther, they

watc ed customers taste
the croissants, swoon,
come back for more.
Theodosopoulos gave

mples to friends like
foodie farmer Bob
MeClendon, wha rubbed
his hands together with
glee and then rold every-
one he knew.

“It was one of the best
weeks of my life,” Theo-
dosopoules says.

In the end, she and
her husband took Clé-
ment to the Grand Can-
yon, which he pro-
nounced “magnifique, in-
croyable.”

Clément took piles of
photes to show his
French wife, who loves
weird American institu-
tions (Elvis, most of all).

On the way home,
they ate bad hamburgers
and talked about baking
hot dog buns, The next

before his
ﬂlght Clément had an
hour, "and he wants to
make hot-dog dough,”
Theodosopoulos says,
“600 grams of this, 600
grams of that"

She measured. He
mixed. Her husband
took him to Sky Harbor,
“and Jean-Louis called
me from the airport, two
times, to tell me what 1
should be doing with
that dough.”

She obeyed, equally
obsessad.

Mr. and Mrs.

These days, Theodoso-
poulos also bakes al-
mond croissants and rai-
sin croissants and, on
special Saturdays, crois-

sants layered with aspar-
agus and Gruyere, A
plain croissant is §2,
plus 75 cents if you want
chocolate inside (and
oh, you do, you do). At
the Old Town Farmers
Market in Scottsdale,
Theodosopoulos can sell
500 croissants in four
hours.

She has a customer —
Mr. Croissant, she calls
him — who comes every
day. Mr. Croissant is Ed-
Fxr Cardenas, young and

and says he and his
g1r|frlend have lost
weight on their croissant
diet because it kills crav-
ings all day.

Restaurant chefs ask
Theodosopoulos
whether they cam buy
them. Food critics use
their best adjectives to
praise them,

Theodosopoulos just
wants to eat them, and
does, almost eve
morning: a chocolate
croissant at 8 a.m, She
finds joy enough in that
moment, a sliver of
France she harnessed
with her hands and
brought to life on Uni-
versity Drive,

Theodosopoulos’ hus-
band is a lucky man.
Someday, he will take
her rack to Paris for

0d.

“I made him prom-
ise,” she says

Memwhlle they’ll al-
ways have Arizona,
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Creating croissants:
Essence Bakery owner
Eugenia Theodosopou-
los warks the various
stages of producing
croissants.

MICHAEL MCNAMARAS
THE ARIZONA REPUBLIC

CROISSANTS BY EUGENIA
THEODOSOPOULOS

What: Plain, chocolate, almond, raisin, chocolate-almond and,
sometimes, stuffed with ham, asparagus and Gruyere cheese.
When: 7 a.m.-3 p.m. Mondays-Fridays, 8 am.-3 pm,
Saturdays.

Where: Essence Bakery Cafe, 825 W. Univarsity Drive, Tampa.
(And at the Old Town Farmers Market, Brown Avenue and First
Street, Scottsdale, which is closed for the season and will re-
openin fall.)

Price: 12 to $2.95 each.

Dietails: 480-966-2745, essencebakery.com.




