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flavours of france

When it comes to famous recipes, 
the facts about their origins are 
often long, complicated and much 

contradicted. Baba au rhum is no different 
and I have to admit, I always assumed that it 
originated not in France or even Europe but 
somewhere in the Middle East. It certainly 
sounds like something the Arabian Knights 
would have enjoyed, and not surprisingly, at 
one point in its long history, it was thought 
that its dome-like shape was inspired by Ali 
Baba in his tale A Thousand and One Nights. 

It is, however, now more or less agreed by 
food historians that this decadent dessert 
was invented in France in the 18th century, 
by French pastry chef Nicolas Stohrer, for 
the exiled King of Poland, Stanislaw I. The 
king, living in Alsace-Lorraine, was in France 
for the marriage of his daughter to Louis XV 
and asked Nicolas to soak a rather dry 
kugelhopf cake (an Eastern European yeast 
cake baked in a tall dome-shaped tin) in 
alcohol to render it more palatable. It is 
known for certain that Nicolas Stohrer made 
and sold what we know today as a baba au 

rhum when he opened his long running and 
world-famous pâtisserie in Paris in 1730. 

Unlike the original recipe, today’s babas 
are purposefully dry when cooked so that 
they soak up as much of the delicious rum 
syrup as possible. This recipe produces a 
cake with a wonderfully moist airy texture 
and lovely rich boozy flavour. Babas are 
traditionally baked in individual tins, either 
dome-shaped or in individual ring moulds.

Babas always bring a smile to my face. 
They so epitomise 1970s Britain, when 
French cuisine was de rigueur and bistros 
were hugely popular. Perhaps it’s nostalgia 
for being in London at the time and 
discovering this exotic dish that creates such 
fond memories, but most likely it’s for the 
way in which they were served back then, 
with a piped swirl of cream and that 
ubiquitous glacé cherry perched on top. 

Louise Pickford dishes up a dessert of pure indulgence

THIS MONTH: Baba au rhum
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BaBa au Rhum
Try this perfect retro dessert and treat 
yourself to a glass of dessert wine 

Flavours of France

Fortunately, if you go to any number of bistros 
in France today, this timeless classic is served 
just the same way. They may be kitsch, but 
they’re just delicious, so who cares? 

For this recipe, you’ll need either a deep 
12-hole muffin tin, or 12 x 80ml capacity 
individual metal pudding tins. Note also that 
dried active yeast is available from some 
larger supermarkets or health food stores, and 
shouldn’t be confused with fast-acting yeast. 

Louise Pickford is a food writer and stylist 
with more than 25 cookbooks to her name. 
she lives in Charente with her food and 
lifestyle photographer husband ian Wallace. 

On The menu nexT mOnTh...
... it’s sauCe bordeLaise
Discover the origins of this delicious accompaniment, 
and read how to create your own version with steak

This recipe produces a cake with a  
wonderfully moist airy texture and lovely  
rich boozy flavour

 1 tbsp active yeast
 3 tbsp caster sugar
 100ml warmed milk
 450g strong white bread flour
 a pinch of salt
 2 eggs, lightly beaten

 175g butter, softened

Syrup
 200g caster sugar
 175ml cold water
 100ml rum, plus extra to serve

Serves 6 (allow 2 per person)

1 in a bowl, combine the yeast, 1 tbsp of the sugar, warmed milk and 4 tbsp of 
the flour and stir well. Leave in a warm place for 10 minutes until frothy.
2 sift the remaining sugar, flour and salt into a food mixer with dough hook 
attachment. add the yeast mixture and the eggs and beat at medium speed 
until the dough comes together. beat in the butter a little at a time until sticky.

BiStro claSSicS

3 turn out onto a clean surface, shape into a ball and place in an oiled 
bowl. Cover with cling film and leave to rise in a warm place for 1-2 
hours until doubled in size. 
4 preheat the oven to 190°C/170°C fan. Lightly oil a deep, 12-hole 
muffin tin. divide the dough into 12 and shape each into a ball. press 
each one into the prepared tin. Cover and leave to rise for 30 minutes. 
place in the oven and bake for 20 minutes until risen and golden. 
5 Meanwhile, make the syrup. place the sugar and water in a saucepan 
and heat gently, stirring until the sugar dissolves. bring to the boil and 
simmer for 5 minutes. remove the pan from the heat and stir in half 
the rum. pour the syrup over the buns and leave to steep for 15 
minutes. serve with the extra rum and a drizzle of cream.

Richard Hemming reveals his choice of sweet wines to match this month’s dessert recipe
What to drink…

Vins de Grand Sud-Ouest, 
Doux 2013 Jurançon  
(£6.79, 75cl)
Jurançon hails from south-west 
France, where grape varieties lend 
themselves to sweet wines. their 
secret is natural acidity to balance 
the wine’s sweetness, leaving a 
refreshing, crisp finish. this simple, 
fruity number is a good introduction 
to French dessert wines.

Château Peyronnette  
2014 Monbazillac  
(£7.99, 75cl)
this region is to the north-east of 
sauternes, near bergerac. it uses the 
same grape varieties and 
production methods, so offers a 
very similar style at much lower 
prices. this bottle has delicious 
crystallised ginger flavours with 
honey, fresh mint and mixed peel.

Château Mauras  
2012 Sauternes  
(£8.99, 50cl)
sauternes is the queen of French 
sweet wines, made from sémillon, 
sauvignon blanc and Muscadelle 
grapes in the graves area around 
bordeaux. this example is a rich 
golden colour and tastes a bit like 
spiced lime marmalade in liquid 
form – delicious!

When cooking with booze, it often makes sense to serve the same 
drink alongside the dish. bœuf bourguignon and coq au vin are 
two classic examples. if you pour a few glasses of the same wine 

that went into the dish, you’re pretty much guaranteed a good match.
For baba au rhum, it’s not so straightforward. Furthermore, serving a classic 

pudding such as this, provides the perfect excuse to indulge in one of the 
wine world’s most underrated treasures: dessert wine.

the main principle for matching sweet wines with recipes is to ensure that 
the sweetness levels are as close as possible – otherwise, one tends to 
overwhelm the other. Wine buffs measure sweetness in grams per litre of 
residual sugar (rs), meaning the amount of natural grape sugar left over after 
fermentation. here’s a short guide to French sweeties; anything under five 

grams per litre of rs is considered dry – ‘sec’, in French. then comes ‘demi-sec’, 
which can be up to 12 grams – often the sweetness is barely perceptible at 
this level. the next, ‘moelleux’, is a rarely used classification, reaching 45 grams 
per litre, followed by ‘doux’, which covers anything above that level. 

however, not all dessert wines will use these terms on their labels. the 
most famous French sticky is sauternes, which is by definition a sweet wine, 
meaning they don’t use any of the above classifications. sauternes is ‘doux’ by 
default, generally ranging between 120 and 160 grams of sugar per litre.

by happy coincidence, Lidl is selling a one-off parcel of French wines, 
including a sauternes and several other stickies, all at bargain prices. supplies 
are limited, but every Lidl store in the uK will be stocking them. here are three 
to look out for:


