
bakery profile

HOW THE BAKERY AT FAT RICE BECAME A VIBRANT 
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS, ICON DELIVERING NOSTALGIA 
LIKE YOU’VE NEVER TASTED

by Maggie Hennessy
pHotograpHy courtesy THE BAKERY AT FAT RICE

MACANESE

There’s a fragile millisecond of resistance when you bite into The Bakery 

at Fat Rice’s pastel de nata (egg custard tart) and your teeth meet the 

brûléed top. It dissipates instantly as you descend through creamy, 

lightly sweet egg custard before tearing into the flaky, croissant-like shell. 

Sort of Macanese by way of Portugal, it’s a pastry greater than the sum of its 

parts—at once dead simple and elusive with baking alchemy. You’ll wonder 

how the team consistently achieves this result in a single bake. 

“It was a seven- or eight-year process,” says Abe Conlon, chef and co-owner 

with Adrienne Lo of the Chicago pastry shop attached to Fat Rice, their 

relentlessly thronged Macanese restaurant. They first made egg custard tarts 

while hosting X-marx, their underground supper club that predated Fat 

Rice’s opening in 2012. A few attempts morphed into a full-blown quest once  - 
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they traveled to Macau to taste the real thing, a postcolonial confection they 

liken to crème brûlée wrapped in a croissant. 

“We tasted it, fell in love, maybe cried a little,” Adrienne recalls. 

They baked through dozens of iterations, tweaking egg and sugar ratios, 

adjusting bake time, temperature, and sequence—until they achieved the 

now near-perfect signature. 

It speaks to the dogged resolution of this enterprising pair, who, 

meanwhile, opened three beloved food and drink businesses inside a corner 

building that’s turned a sleepy stretch of Logan Square into a destination.  

 

X-marx’s cooking wasn’t Macanese, but Macau—an autonomous region on 

China’s south coast that was a Portuguese territory until 1999—had been on 

Abe’s mind ever since he read an article lamenting the underrepresentation 

of this diverse, postcolonial cuisine. Opening an Asian-influenced restaurant 

was an easy leap for Adrienne, too, as a Chinese American who grew up in 

Chicago making dumplings with her family.

Adrienne and Abe call it happenstance that the architect leasing what is now 

The Bakery vacated four-odd years ago. By then, their restaurant, Fat Rice, 

had already amassed a pile of accolades and regularly drew a line of customers 

stretching down the block for its distinctive fusion fare, like lamb with Goan 

xacuti sauce and the namesake Arroz Gordo, a hulking amalgam of linguiça, 

curried chicken, char siu pork, beef, and chili prawns atop crisp-edged rice. The 

restaurant offered a handful of house-baked items, like papos secos (Portuguese 

bread rolls) and the custard tarts, but a standalone bakery would allow 

Adrienne and Abe to stretch their legs creatively and maximize their hours 

and square footage—appealing for a mostly self-financed 42-seater that often 

turned bodies away. 

In keeping with the make-every-square-inch-count theme, Adrienne and 

Abe simultaneously transformed the former waiting room into a clandestine, 

red-lit cocktail lounge they cheekily dubbed The Ladies’ Room. The bar and 

bakery opened within weeks of each other in the summer of 2016, drawing 

fast praise. 

Despite being a physical extension of dark, boisterous Fat Rice, The Bakery has 

a singular identity. Multicolored bird cages dressed in faux tropical flowers 

dangle from the ceiling. Jungle-green floral seat covers pop against the 

Frango mint-hued walls with whitewashed wood accents. Like the rhythm 

of local hip-hop on the speakers, vibrancy pulsates through this sunny café, 

right down to its bold, whimsical pastries.

Snail-shaped, sugared morning buns conceal a mauve-colored filling made 

from starchy-sweet taro root. The Chicago-Style Hot Dog Bun pays dual 

homage to the iconic Windy City hot dog and the Chinese bakery staple pork 

bun, with a Vienna beef hot dog rolled into Portuguese milk bread dough, 

cut and shaped into a flower, and topped with poppy seeds and the seven Owners Adrienne Lo and Abe Conlon
 - 
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CEYLON SNICKERDOODLES
Makes 24 cookies

Recipe by Elaine Townsend

This inspired snickerdoodle offers an herbaceous 
Ceylon tea sugar coating and salty custard center.

1½ cups plus 1 tablespoon (364 grams)  
unsalted butter 

3⅓ cups (665 grams) granulated sugar 
3 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon (20 grams)  

Ceylon black tea leaves, ground in a spice 
grinder 

3½ large eggs (171 grams), room temperature
⅓ cup plus 1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon  

(103 grams) whole milk, room temperature 
1 tablespoon plus 2 teaspoons (20 grams) 

vanilla extract 
6½ cups (818 grams) all-purpose flour 
2 tablespoons (27 grams) fine sea salt
2 tablespoons (29 grams) baking soda 
2 tablespoons (18 grams) cream of tartar 
Salted Yolk Custard (recipe follows)
Ceylon Sugar (recipe follows)

1. In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the 
paddle attachment, beat butter, granulated sugar, 
and ground tea leaves at medium speed until 
fluffy, 3 to 4 minutes, stopping to scrape sides of 
bowl. Add eggs. Stream in milk and vanilla, beating 
until combined. Add flour, salt, baking soda, and 
cream of tartar, beating to combine.
2. Using a 3.2-ounce scoop, scoop dough into 

balls (90 grams each); press 1 frozen Salted 
Yolk Custard into center of each dough ball. 
Freeze for 4 hours or overnight.
3. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). Line baking 
sheets with parchment paper.
4. Toss each frozen dough ball in Ceylon Sugar, 
and place on prepared pans.
5. Bake until golden, about 15 minutes. Let cool 
completely on pans.

Salted Yolk CuStard
Makes 24 custard balls

Cured Egg Yolks (recipe follows)
¼  cup plus 1 tablespoon (70 grams)  

unsalted butter
⅓  cup plus 1 tablespoon (50 grams) 

confectioners’ sugar
5  tablespoons (30 grams) milk powder 
2  teaspoons (10 grams) fine sea salt
2  teaspoons (5 grams) cornstarch  
1  tablespoon plus 2 teaspoons (25 grams) 

coconut milk 

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). Grease a 
sheet pan with cooking oil. 
2. Rinse salt mixture off prepared Cured Egg 
Yolks. Place cleaned yolks on prepared pan.
3. Bake until firm, about 5 minutes. Let cool; 
grate with a microplane. Set aside.
4. In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with 
the paddle attachment, beat butter and 
confectioners’ sugar at medium speed until 
creamy. Beat in grated yolks. Add milk powder, 

salt, and cornstarch, and beat until combined. 
Stream in coconut milk. Scoop mixture into  
24 (0.75-ounce) balls (10 grams each); freeze 
until firm.

Cured egg YolkS
Makes 3 yolks

1½    cups plus 2 tablespoons (238 grams) 
kosher salt 

¾    cup (141 grams) granulated sugar
3  duck egg yolks* (80 grams)

1. In a large bowl, combine salt and sugar. 
Spread half of salt mixture on a small pan or 
plate. Using the bottom of a spoon, make  
3 round impressions in salt mixture. Place  
1 egg yolk in each impression. Cover yolks with 
remaining salt mixture. Cover with plastic wrap, 
and refrigerate for 48 hours.

*Duck egg yolks are preferred for their richness, but 
you can use 5 large chicken egg yolks (93 grams) 
instead. 

CeYlon Sugar 
Makes 1⅔ cups

3  tablespoons (18 grams) Ceylon black tea 
leaves

1½  cups (300 grams) granulated sugar

1. In a spice grinder, grind tea leaves. In a small 
bowl, toss together ground tea leaves and sugar.

holy Chicago dog condiments: onion, pickle, neon relish, celery salt, tomato, 

spicy mustard, and sport peppers. 

Where the bakery shines most, though, is the Asian-inspired confections 

that meld sweet and savory, from the Macau Rice Crisp—a crisped rice treat 

subversively laced with fried pork floss, seaweed, and fish-sauce caramel—to 

a curious little cookie known as the Ceylon Snickerdoodle. 

Pastry chef Elaine Townsend got her job thanks largely to this cookie, which 

she makes by curing and grating egg yolks, forming them into balls, and 

enveloping them in snickerdoodle dough. She rolls the dough balls in sugar 

spiked with Ceylon black tea and bakes them until they’re bittersweet, with 

a salty-sweet interior that oozes lusciously like underbaked cookie dough.

It’s both nostalgic and unlike anything you’ve ever tasted. And suddenly, 

you’re overtaken by the impulse to tell everyone you know about it.

“We talk about this with the egg tarts, like we want this place to be something 

customers want to share almost as an extension of themselves, because it’s 

what we really love and want to share,” Abe says. “We want to become part 

of their traditions.”

First-timers to The Bakery often stumble upon it by happenstance on their 

way out of the restaurant—similar to how many discover The Ladies’ Room 

by mistaking it for the bathroom. On a recent Sunday, two 20-somethings 

wandered into the bakery after brunch, joking softly together in Chinese as 

they perused the display case. 

“The egg tarts, are they a Macanese thing or a Portuguese thing?” one asked.

“They’re a bit of both,” the cashier replied. 

“We’ll take 12.”
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