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Mint Chip Ice Cream




INTRODUCTION

MAKING THE ICE CREAM wasn’t the challenge. After all, we are pastry chefs, and producing ice cream, granitas, and sorbets had been part of our daily routine long before we opened our ice cream shop. We had the techniques down pat, and we knew what flavors worked well together. But in those early days before we opened the doors of Bi-Rite Creamery, the thing that worried us most was how we’d get enough people in the door.

There we were, sitting in one of the many planning meetings that took place before we opened, running the numbers to determine how many guests we would need each day in order to break even. When we realized that we would need to sell at least 150 ice cream cones on a given Saturday just to stay afloat, our stomachs sank. When you break it down, that comes out to five cones every half hour. It seemed a little unrealistic.

To our surprise and delight, it turned out not to be a problem. From the time we opened our doors on a typically cool and gray day in December 2006, there’s been a near-constant line out the door. Our initial worry about how to get enough people in the door quickly changed to worrying about we could keep up with the demand.

Those 150 cones we set as the bare minimum? Within a few months of our grand opening we were selling that many within the first couple of hours each day; most Saturdays we sell ten times that, if not more. Last year we served more than half a million scoops of ice cream! It’s kind of amazing, especially when you consider that every last scoop is made in a 100-square-foot state-certified room containing our one and only ice cream machine. With two full-time ice cream makers, Ezequiel and Luis, on staff, our machine hums from eight o’clock in the morning until five o’clock in the afternoon. On an average day, they pour fifty-one gallons of ice cream custard into the machine, enough to keep our case filled with eighteen to twenty different flavors, as well as fill our catering orders and the hand-pack containers for a handful of local restaurants and our sister business, Bi-Rite Market.

It’s hard to believe that owning an ice cream shop wasn’t even part of our original plan. For about four years, we had been making cookies, cakes, pies, and other treats for sale at Bi-Rite Market. That whole time we had been working out of a rented commercial kitchen, and there came a point when it made more sense to get our own kitchen. We looked at a number of spots throughout the city and finally settled on a 700-square-foot space that had previously been an office on 18th Street in San Francisco’s Mission District. The new spot was perfect: it was the right size, we could build the kitchen to our exact specifications, and it was just across the street from the Market where our goods were being sold.

It also featured a retail space—an unplanned-for bonus—though it took us a little while to decide what to do with it. With our baked goods already for sale at Bi-Rite Market, plus the extremely popular Tartine Bakery just down the street, it didn’t make sense to open another bakeshop. In the end, it was the space’s proximity to Dolores Park that led us to open an ice cream shop. Every time we drove past the park while delivering our baked goods to the Market, we’d look at the park’s hills dotted with people basking in the sun or playing with their kids. People who might want to come get a scoop of ice cream … or so we hoped!

Our hunch was right. In six years of being in business, Bi-Rite Creamery has become a destination for parkgoers, neighbors, and tourists alike, and it attracts a steady stream of guests—as many as two thousand on a warm Saturday. Our initial staff of four has grown to thirty scoopers, bakers, managers, dishwashers, and ice cream makers that we now include in our ever-growing family. We have been featured on the Food Network, in travel guides, and in the New York Times, and we have garnered more Yelp reviews than any other business in America.
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THE PURSUIT OF PURE FLAVOR

We are Anne Walker and Kris Hoogerhyde, founders of Bi-Rite Creamery. We started working together in 2000 at San Francisco’s now-defunct 42 Degrees restaurant, where we made all of our ice cream by hand in an old-fashioned White Mountain ice cream machine that churned away on the restaurant’s back patio.

During that period we became obsessed with making the most intensely flavored ice cream possible. We felt that all too often ice cream just didn’t taste enough of whatever it was supposed to be. Sometimes we would even put a spoonful of ice cream in our mouths and have no idea what flavor we were eating. We believed that lemon ice cream should be really lemony. Butter pecan should taste like butter and pecans. Chocolate ice cream should be intensely chocolaty.

We wanted our ice cream to overwhelm your senses with flavor, so we constantly looked for ways to push the limits. This sometimes required a lot of trial and error, but we kept at it until we got satisfactory results. By the time we opened our own shop we had already developed the recipes for many of the flavors we’re best known for: honey lavender, brown butter pecan, roasted banana, and more.

Aside from the guidance we received from a few mentors over the years, we developed our recipes and figured out everything on our own. That’s because the world of ice cream is shrouded in mystery: most ice cream pros keep their kitchens locked away from prying eyes and guard their recipes with their lives. Every aspect of making ice cream—from the techniques to the ingredients to the equipment itself—is usually treated as a trade secret.

We learned this the hard way when we were first starting out. While the Creamery was under construction and we were awaiting the delivery of our commercial machine, we used home-kitchen ice cream machines to fine-tune our recipes. Our commercial ice cream machine didn’t arrive until a week before we were set to open. When we opened the crate we realized that the instruction manual didn’t give many specifics, and it certainly didn’t answer all the questions that we had. After calling the manufacturer and searching online, we still didn’t understand the finer points of running the machine: how to fine-tune the controls, how long to freeze a batch of ice cream, or the best way to maintain it. We asked local owners of the same model for advice and, much to our surprise, they all turned us down! Some of these people were (and still are) close friends of ours, but they were firm in their refusal. It’s not like we were asking for their recipes; we just wanted tips on adjusting and maintaining the machine! But even that information was considered a secret. We eventually worked out the details on our own, but that experience taught us a lot about the idiosyncrasies of the ice cream business.

Our approach is different. When we built our space, we situated our ice cream making room behind a huge window that faced 18th Street, putting our ice cream machine in full view of anyone who happened to walk by the shop. Our kitchen was similarly open; since it was located next to the front counter, visitors might see a batch of roasted bananas coming out of the oven, trays of cookies cooling on a rack, or sugar caramelizing on one of the six stovetop burners.

We’ve since expanded and remodeled, so the setup has changed a bit since those early days. However, our secret is still in plain sight: we make everything by hand and in small batches, in a regular kitchen using real, fresh ingredients.
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It’s a simple approach, but it makes all the difference. Our dairy products come from Straus Family Creamery, the first certified organic dairy west of the Mississippi. Their small herd grazes on the rolling hills overlooking Tomales Bay in Marin County, only thirty miles away. The cows are healthy and happy and produce milk that is rich and flavorful, which makes it the perfect neutral background for our ice creams.

We also use organic sugar and eggs, obtaining them locally whenever possible. In fact, although we buy in large quantities from our suppliers, they’re the same ingredients that you might find at the grocery store.

We make our ice cream in small batches, which gives us greater control over the quality of each and every scoop. It also helps us maintain a tight inventory with high turnover. That means that when you come into our shop, the ice creams in the case were made within the past few days. And, although most people don’t realize it, an ice cream’s freshness really matters. If it is stored for too long, an ice cream’s flavors become muted and dull.

We don’t skimp on ingredients, either. We use real vanilla beans from Madagascar for a more complex, heady vanilla taste and aroma. For our coffee ice cream, we start with freshly ground beans from our neighbors at Ritual Coffee Roasters, who roast and brew some of the best coffee in the country. We special order our macadamia nuts from Mahina Mele Farm in Hawaii because they’re the most buttery, crunchy macadamia nuts we’ve ever tasted.

We also support local farms and respect the seasons. Balsamic Strawberry is one of our most popular flavors, but we only make it in the spring and summer, when local strawberries are at their juicy, fragrant peak. We get our strawberries (specifically, the super-sweet but delicate Chandler variety) from a handful of nearby farms. We source all of our fruit through the buyers at our sister business, Bi-Rite Market, which is known far and wide for its incredible farm-direct produce.

And when we say our ice cream is “handmade,” we really mean it. We make nearly everything that we fold into our ice cream, from the marshmallows in our Rocky Road to the almond toffee pieces that give our Coffee Toffee its crunch. Sure, we could
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