
Chocolate-banana 

steamed buns, $4,

Chef/Owner Jonathon 

Sawyer, Noodlecat, 

Cleveland, Ohio. RECIPE, 

plateonline.com.
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Italians have tiramisu; Americans, apple 

pie. You’ll find churros on every menu in 

Spain, street vendors hawking alfajores in 

Argentina. And let’s not get started with 

the French. It seems every culture carries 

with it at least one globally distinctive 

(if not addictively delicious) sweet that’s 

made its way across the pond. But there’s 

a glaring gap: Asia is mysteriously absent. 

In fact, after a quick Google search, it’s 

clear that the mere mention of red bean, 

green tea, sesame, boba and anything 

gelatinous can elicit an uncommon rage. 

Case in point: “Why do Asians suck at 

desserts?” pops up as a searchable 

phrase. It’s a harsh accusation. But after 

several chefs crafting some of the finest 

Asian desserts around admitted to avoid-

ing post-dinner delights at Eastern-lean-

ing establishments, it became apparent 

that the bad rap is all too real. 

Luckily, those same chefs are working 

to disarm the stereotype, replacing ubiq-

uitous flavors with unusual ingredients 

and fusing techniques from cultures near 

and far. The absence of a truly defined 

Asian dessert culture has left it open to 

interpretation. Asian desserts have actu-

ally never been sweeter.

NATIVE FRUITS

When Thai Dang, the executive chef of 

Chicago’s Embeya restaurant, explained 

that he never ate dessert after dinner 

as a child in Vietnam, I could only nod 

in understanding: I was elbow-deep in a 

bowl full of durian, one of many colorful, 

far-flung elements in Embeya’s exotic fruit 

bowl (recipe, plateonline.com).

Durian—a fruit eerily similar in flavor 

and texture to custard—is a bit like cilan-

tro. Some (like me) think it’s addictively 

tasty and inoffensive; others find the 

smell so horrifying that they can’t go 

near it, let alone eat it. Embeya solves 

this problem cheekily: Durian is only 

available by special request; the menu in-

cludes an “eat at your own risk” warning.

Thankfully, Dang ensures that the 

durian-averse have plenty to feast on. 

His exotic fruit bowl brims with lychee, 

longan, jackfruit and rambutan (and, on 

good days, mangosteen), all rind-on so 

diners have the experience of breaking 
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into the mysterious casings. Dang—one 

of nine kids—grew up poor: “It would 

be a special treat when we had enough 

money for a bag of longan, lychee or 

rambutan—they were only for the privi-

leged,” he recalls. “I remember the flavor 

and smell of these fruits in Asia, how we 

anticipated eating one piece. Because of 

this, it was so important that I offer an 

exotic fruit bowl. It’s an extension of me.” 

Anita Jaisinghani, executive chef of 

Houston’s Indika and Pondicheri res-

taurants, similarly avoids peppering 

her menu with heavy-handed desserts 

(she herself doesn’t have a sweet tooth, 

and many of her clientele are health-

conscious vegans and vegetarians). 

The India-born chef counters her native 

country’s typical sugar- and cream-laden 

confections with lighter fare that merges 

Indian and Texan flavors and plays with 

texture and temperature. Her mango 

custard with blackberry-dewberry sorbet 

and tapioca pudding fits the bill ($8, 

recipe, plateonline.com). 

“I’m not looking for calorie-laden 

sweets—so the ones I keep on the menu 

have to be damn good,” she says. “I love 

summery, fruity desserts.” 

Jaisinghani’s tapioca is a contemporary 

interpretation of India’s kheer, or rice 

pudding, seasoned with coconut, cloves 

and cardamom and given body with 

tapioca pearls, coconut milk and freshly 

grated coconut. Served warm, it’s creamy 

without feeling heavy. Offsetting the 

tapioca is cold, fruity mango custard, its 

soft-yet-firm mouthfeel achieved  by us-

ing a tiny amount of agar-agar, a vegetar-

ian gelatin also referred to as chinagrass 

(she experimented heftily in order to 

achieve just the right texture—too much 

agar agar and the mixture resembles Jell-

O). The piquant sorbet is packed with 

blackberries, Texas-grown dewberries (a 

tarter version of the blackberry that grow 

wild during the summer); fresh ginger 

purée and chile powder give the dish a 

Texas twang. 

FAMILIAR FUSIONS

Some areas of the country take comfort 

in a more American-leaning international 

dining experience. “Cleveland has an 

adventurous dining scene, but you want 

to offer things people recognize,” ex-

plains Noodlecat Executive Chef Michael 

Keyerleber. “We never really promoted 

ourselves as being authentic. Our food 

has a level of fusion: American compo-
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Ginger mille crêpe, $12, 

Executive Chef Andy 

Choi, Cherry, New York 

City. RECIPE, p. 96.
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nents in an Asian way. It’s all geared 

toward having fun.” 

Naturally, chocolate-peanut butter ba-

nana steam buns are a customer favorite. 

The heart of the dish lies in its familiar 

combination of 68 percent hazelnut-

flavored chocolate and creamy peanut 

butter (Keyerleber prefers to leave it stri-

ated after melting). Barely-caramelized 

banana adds to the nostalgia; spongy 

Japanese buns add an Eastern element. 

Each tiny sandwich is drizzled with 

honey and sealed with a toothpick, and 

served with a mini glass of whole milk on 

the side ($4, recipe, plateonline.com). 

Genre-bending is similarly celebrated 

at Seattle’s Revel. Pastry Chef Laura Pyles 

grew up in Seattle eating a healthy dose 

of Asian food, but her family’s roots are 

in the South. “I have this weird North-

western/Southern palate,” she laughs. 

“Rachel [Yang, co-owner] lets me push 

the envelope a bit on how far I’m getting 

from Asian desserts.”

When brainstorming ideas for her 

“sweet and sour” themed menu, tamarind 

was a no-brainer. “It’s what makes pad 

Thai so amazing,” she exclaims. “It’s that 

little bit of sour; it has the palm sugar, 

and they balance each other out. Tama-

rind is magic.” Pyles’ whimsical chocolate 

tamarind tart with chocolate caramel 

and cocoa nib cream puts tamarind on 

the pedestal she feels it 

deserves ($7, recipe, p. 96).

The tamarind arrives in 

large, sticky, seed-laden 

bricks. After simmering 

the fruit to bring out its 

juices, Pyles strains out 

the woody bits and makes 

curd using a fail-safe lemon 

curd recipe. Housing the 

mixture is a barely-sweet 

chocolate sucre tart de-

signed so the tamarind’s 

sweet-sour qualities come through. 

To achieve a superfine dust for her 

ground cocoa nib chantilly (cocoa nibs 

are difficult to break down), Pyles adds 

sugar, grinds the mixture and sifts. A 

drizzle of bittersweet chocolate cara-

mel and it’s done. “But just a little,” she 

warns. “It’s all about the tamarind.”

Chocolate plays a starring role on 

the after-dinner menu at Tao Las Vegas, 

where Corporate Executive 

Sous Chef Marc Marrone 

oversees dozens of orders of 

chocolate spring rolls with 

calamansi dipping sauce per 

night ($11, recipe, plateonline.

com). “The Chinese and Japa-

nese aren’t known for lavish 

desserts,” he notes. “The trick 

is to find the highest quality 

Asian ingredients, then fuse 

Asian and American sensibili-

ties to create the best dish.” 
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Tamarind curd tart, $7, 

Pastry Chef Laura Pyles, 

Revel, Seattle, Wash. 

RECIPE, p. 96.
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Traditionally Vietnamese, the fried 

spring roll wraps have the texture of a 

supercrisp, papery thin egg roll. The mol-

ten interior—61 percent dark chocolate 

enhanced with eggs, butter and heavy 

cream—is decidedly American; tart 

calamansi sauce, served on the side, is 

decidedly not. “Unfortunately, you can’t 

do much with the fruit itself because the 

rind is thick. But the juice is pungent and 

delicious.” To that juice, Marrone adds 

yuzu for its floral qualities, lemon and 

lime for additional tartness, and enough 

agar agar to reach a cross between gela-

tin and sauce. 

HEAD-TURNING TECHNIQUES

The ginger mille crêpe at New York City’s 

Cherry marries French and Japanese 

methodologies, giving traditional mille 

feuille (a flaky French pastry layered with 

pastry cream) a new twist. 

Executive Chef Andy Choi infuses 

his crêpe batter with fresh ginger and 

vanilla bean, then cooks it in a blini pan 

to achieve dozens of superthin, miniature 

rounds. “The batter doesn’t rise, so we’re 

able to just coat the bottom of the pan,” 

he says. “It’s very quick. It sets, you flip 

it, then take it off.” Between each layer 

(roughly 18 per order), Choi pipes ginger 

mousse—the clean flavor comes from 

fresh ginger juice—and brûlées the top 

layer after a dusting of sugar. Plum sake 

syrup (a traditional simple syrup that 

replaces water with sake) provides fruity 

almond notes ($12, recipe, p. 96). 

For a dessert that’s as complex with 

technique as it is flavor, look no further 

than Uchiko Culinary Director Philip 

Speer’s black-and-white hued dessert in-

spired by Thai flavors. Created expressly 

for the Chicago Restaurant Pastry Chef 

Competition, the dish is a clear point of 

pride for Speer (he earned second place).

“I think Thai food is the most balanced 

food on the planet,” he says. “It’s easy 

for me to take Thai flavors and flip them. 

One of my favorite meals at Uchiko is tom 

ka, a Thai soup. When planning for the 

competition, I thought about the soup’s 

base flavors (tamarind, tomato, corian-

der, lemongrass, galangal, coconut milk, 

palm sugar) and realized they could lend 

themselves to dessert.” 

The dish contains myriad elements: 

snow white-hued toasted jasmine rice 

sorbet (with the essence of kaffir lime); 

coconut milk, basil, cilantro and kaffir 

lime panna cotta (also white); eggless 

galangal and lime meringue for crunch. 

In place of tom ka’s traditional shrimp 

paste, Speer roasts and chars tomatoes 

and tamarind, blends them to form a gel, 

and adds squid ink both for color and “a 

taste of the sea.” Then he makes basil-

perfumed microwave cake with lemon-

grass and yogurt. For the finishing touch, 

Speer takes all of the spices from the 

dish, roasts and steeps them in oil, and 

uses tapioca maltodextrin to transform 

it into powder. The finished plate looks 

like a Pollock painting: splatters of black 

gel; white cake, panna cotta, sorbet and 

meringue. Delicate purple basil blossoms 

provide the slightest hint of color ($9, 

recipe, plateonline.com).

“We don’t serve it anymore because it’s 

so technique heavy,” Speer explains. “But 

to this day, it’s still one of my favorites.”

The Asian desserts taking our coun-

try by storm cater to American tastes 

without pandering to them. The chefs 

responsible for the upswing know that in 

order for a dessert to be truly successful, 

it has to be both nostalgic and mysteri-

ous. Diners love their chocolate; but 

discovery is sweeter. 

Emily Fiffer has died twice from eating two custard 

buns at Pâtisserie P.
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EXOTIC FRUITS 101
Santol: Native to former Indo-

china, the raw fruit yields a sweet 

or sour flavor, depending on rind 

thickness (no peeling necessary). 

Wood apple (aka mon-

key fruit): Native to India and frequently 

grown in Southeast Asia, the fruit’s flavor 

is likened to tamarind. The sticky pulp can 

be eaten raw. 

elephant apple: Native to Indonesia, the 

fruit’s gelatinous pulp is tart and acidic, and is 

frequently mixed with sugar.

Breadfruit: Native to Southeast Asia, the 

high starch content-fruit tastes like potato or 

bread when cooked (cannot be eaten raw).

Snake fruit: Native to Indone-

sia, Brunei and Malaysia, the 

scaly exterior can be peeled 

to expose three fleshy 

lobes, which (eaten raw) 

taste sweet and acidic.

noni (aka cheeSe fruit): Native to 

Southeast Asia, the fruit smells pungent when 

ripening. Pulp can be eaten raw or cooked; seeds 

can be roasted.

ciku: Grown in India, Indonesia, 

Cambodia, Malaysia and Ban-

galdesh, the ripe, juicy fruit 

(eaten raw) tastes like a pear. 

pulaSan: Native to 

Southeast Asia, the fruit 

is often confused with the 

rambutan due to both its 

sweet flavor and purplish-

red spiny exterior. 

Sugar apple: Native to India, 

Bangladesh and Pakistan, the fruit’s scaly exterior 

gives way to sweet, slippery, custard-like flesh.

yangmei: Native to China, where it’s been 

grown for at least 2,000 years, the bright red 

fruit (compared to strawberry, raspberry, and 

pomegranate) tastes sweet and tart, depending 

on ripeness.
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