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W hen you think about the holiday season, you probably 
envision family and friends sitting around an elabo-
rately-dressed table, listening to festive music, laugh-

ing, singing, sharing, and guests happily feasting on flavorful foods. 
With these joyous moments on our minds, we thought it would make sense to 

seek out a few of our favorite chefs around Denver and ask them what their holiday 
traditions are with their loved ones; as well as how they entertain at home. It’s the perfect 

way to bring some happiness and joy to our pages—not to mention, our bellies!
We hope you enjoy what we have served up in this culinary-inspired holiday traditions feature, as we delve 

into the wonderful world of expert insights on what makes this time of year so special. From preparation to 
creation to entertaining, these pros know what it takes to celebrate with friends and family at their fine es-
tablishments and on the home front. We also want to wish you health and happiness this holiday season and 
throughout the coming new year. Enjoy and be merry! 

“Apple Crostata is a staple  

for Thanksgiving.  

This version has a touch of 

ginger and cinnamon and 

works beautifully with  

the apples.” —Ty Leon

Celebrate
How
chefs

the holidays
by KERRIE LEE BROWN   photography by JONI SCHRANTZ

For 
recipe see 
page 66.
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DLM: How did you start your 
restaurant business?
AD: “Le French is a gourmet, 
casual-chic French bakery and 
bistro located in Denver’s bur-
geoning Belleview Station. Le 
French specializes in high-end 
pastries and elevated modern 
Parisian cuisine with global 
influences, a nod to our heri-
tage. Both my sister and I have 
been in the food industry for 
a very long time. She started 
her career at a very young age 
in France and worked herself 
all the way up to being the 
first black female at the helm 
of a Michelin star restaurant 
in Paris. Meanwhile, in Den-
ver, I went to culinary school, 
started and operated a catering 
business for over eight years. 
We thought about opening Le 
French together during a culi-
nary exhibition in Brazil where 
my sister invited me to join her. 
We worked very well together 
and then thought it would be 
fun to open a restaurant togeth-
er. That’s how it started. We 
have been in business for more 
than two years now.”

DLM: What are your specialties 
this time of year?
AD: “We specialize in French 
cuisine with global influences, 
mainly Senegalese, which is 
where we are originally from. 
We just launched our fall menu 
which features the Duck-cas-
soulet, a French classic and 
the Gniiri, a Senegalse dish 
inspired by our grandmother’s 
cooking during our childhood 
in Senegal.”

DLM: What are some of your 
family traditions?
AD: “We love the holiday sea-
son! We [actually] discovered 
Thanksgiving when we moved 
to the U.S. twenty-two years ago. 
We fell in love with the celebra-
tion right away. All our kids come 
back home. We cook a lot, days 
before Thanksgiving, on Thanks-
giving, and after Thanksgiving. 
Our Thanksgiving dinner is a 
combination of French, Ameri-
can, and Senegalese recipes.”

DLM:  What do you think 
about the culinary scene here 
in Denver? 
AD: “Denver has a great and 
very diverse culinary scene and 
we were very pleasantly sur-
prised by the culinary curiosity 
and openness of Coloradans. It’s 
also a joy as a chef to know that 
you can push the boundaries of 
your imagination. My sister and 
I were happy to see the success 
of one of our not so ordinary 
appetizers: The Croustillant 
de Lapin, with rabbit, foie 
gras, beef feet, and mushroom 
wrapped in filo dough, and 
served with tamarind-orange 
blossom gastrique, fresh apple, 
and radish. [As a result] Colo-
rado is great during the holidays 
because most of the time you 
can experience three seasons at 
the same time. I remember one 
year we were able to go skiing 
and come back and play golf the 
next day during November. It 
was fall, winter, and a little bit of 
summer on the same day.”

DLM: What does the holiday 
season mean to you?

AD: “The holiday season is a 
time of reflection, reconnecting 
with my kids, friends, and fam-
ily. It’s also time to be thankful 
for our friends and family and 
celebrate with our loved ones. 
It’s a time of giving and service 
as well.” 

DLM: Do you have anything 
new on the menu?
AD: “We [actually] have a lot 
of new dishes. For example, we 

just added on our dinner menu 
another French classic called 
the Duck cassoulet; as well as 
a Senegalese Fried Chicken 
Yassa French Toast for Brunch. 
We also added a beautiful se-
lection of amazing desserts all 
prepared with much passion by 
our pastry chef.” 

DLM: Do you have any special 
plans coming up at Le French?
AD: “We have many spe-

Treats and Tradition

AMINATA DIA, CHEF & OWNER, LE FRENCH BAKERY & CAFE

9

Casual-chic French bakery and bistro Le French Bakery & Cafe pays homage to its owners’ heritage around this time of year.  
Chef and owner Aminata Dia tells us why the holidays mean so much to her family. 
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Curried Pumpkin Soup

“There are specific dishes that we always have on our holiday menu at home  
and at the restaurant. For example, there is always some kind of soup,  

such as this Curried Pumpkin Soup that I prepare myself or one of our kids  
does for the family.” —Aminata Dia

For 
recipe see 
page 67.
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cial events and celebrations 
during this time of the year. 
For example, we host our sec-
ond annual Black and White 
Masquerade Ball on the last 
Thursday of October where 
guests can enjoy a welcome 
cocktail, heavy hors d’oeuvres, 
and passed desserts; as well as 
some great music with a DJ. 
We celebrate Beaujolais wine 
with a paired menu every year 
on the 3rd Thursday of No-
vember. And, we always offer 
a special menu for Christmas 
and New Year’s Eve including 
wonderful tasting menus with 
Bubbles. We will make sure 
to share all the details as soon 
as possible  so our guests can 
make plans to book their  
reservations.”

DLM: What is your restaurant 
mostly known for?
AD: “Le French specializes in 
high-end pastries and elevated 
modern Parisian cuisine with 
global influences, a nod to the 
sisters’ heritage. Rougui, an 
award-winning and interna-
tionally-recognized chef, helms 
the restaurant’s kitchen as Ex-
ecutive chef. Serving breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner every Tues-
day through Sunday, Le French 
also offers an afternoon ‘De-
lightful Hour’ featuring carted 
tea service and small plates; a 
nightly dessert bar experience 
with after-dinner wines and 
classic French cocktails; and 
weekend brunch. The welcom-
ing space features indoor and 
patio dining; a grab-and-go 
case with freshly made salads, 
sandwiches and pastries; and a 
carry-out counter.” 

DLM: Why are these particular 
recipes so good?
AD: “These are dishes that we 
always have on our holidays 
menu. We have some shellfish 
(our family loves oysters and 
the recipe here is a nod to both 
our Senegalese and French 
heritage with the Tamarind and 
Lime Mignonette). There is 
always some kind of soup (often 
pumpkin) that I prepare or one 
of our kids does. We also always 
have deep fried turkey that my 
husband prepares for Thanks-
giving. I make a steak with 
Bordelaise sauce for Christmas 
or New Year’s Eve.”

Le French Bakery  
& Cafe 

4901 S. Newport St.
720.710.8963

lefrenchdenver.com

AMINATA DIA, CHEF & OWNER, LE FRENCH BAKERY & CAFE
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Oysters
“At this time of year, we always have some  

shellfish and our family loves oysters. This is a dish that 
we have on our holiday menu; it’s delicious and  

also easy to prepare.”—Aminata Dia

For 
recipe see 
page 67.



NY Strip Steak with Bordelaise Sauce
“The holidays are a great time to reconnect and remember loved ones. I prepare a steak 

with Bordelaise sauce for Christmas or New Years Eve because it’s the perfect dish to  
share with family and friends.” —Aminata Dia

For 
recipe see 
page 68.
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let the filling macerate for 10 minutes.

TO FILL: Divide the filling evenly between the 6 
disks, piling it up in the middle and leaving 1 inch 
of crust around the filling. Next, crimp the sides 
together. To do this, start by folding one edge 
of the round up so that it covers about ⅓ of the 
filling. From there rotate the crostata clockwise, 
with every turn, fold the crust up, until the fill-
ing is “encased” in a folded crust. Repeat the 
process with the rest of the crostatas. Once all 
of your crostatas are folded, transfer them to a 
baking tray lined with parchment paper.

Make an egg wash with the eggs and water 
by whisking them together vigorously. Egg 
wash the outside of the crostadas, making 
sure to get into any nooks and crannies that 
were formed, a very soft pastry brush works 
very well for this. Place 1 Tbsp of butter on top 
of each Crostata. The last step to do before 
baking is to sprinkle demerara sugar along the 
crust, this gives the crust a little more texture. 
Bake the crostadas at 400 degrees for 25 min-
utes, until the inside filling looks cooked and 
the outside crust is golden brown and flaky, 
Rotate halfway through. Let cool for about 10 
minutes, so the filling has a chance to set up. 

You can either serve them immediately after 
cooling or cool them completely and use them 
within a few days. To reheat, preheat the oven 
to 400 and bake them for 8-10 minutes, until 
the inside is hot to the touch, reheating them 
this way will insure the crust will not get soggy. 
Serve with some ice cream or whipped cream.

Mixed Berry Pie
Yields: 1 pie

ALL BUTTER PIE CRUST
Yields: 1 bottom crust and enough for a top lattice

INGREDIENTS
 3½ c. AP flour
 1 tsp. salt
 ½ lb. cold plugra butter, diced very small
 ¾ c. cold water
 ¼ c. apple cider vinegar
 1 c. ice

DIRECTIONS
In a large bowl, mix together the flour, salt, and 
small diced butter. Using your hands, break 
apart the butter into very small pieces. TIP: 
Do this by rubbing the butter, flour, and salt 
between your palms, as if to “cut” the butter 
into the flour. Do this until there are no large 
chunks of butter and set aside. In a pitcher, 
combine together the vinegar, water, and ice. 
The ice is there to make sure your liquid stays 
very cold. Strain the water mixture into the 
flour butter mixture, only adding about half of 
the liquid at first. Gently knead the dough to-
gether. Once the liquid is fully absorbed, strain 
about half of the water left into the dough and 
gently mix together. Continue adding a little 
water mix to the dough until you form a ball 
that is just slightly sticky. If the dough is still 
a touch too dry after adding all of your water 
to the dough, add 1 more Tbsp. of cold water, 
until you get the consistency you would like. 
The dough should be slightly sticky. 

Divide the dough into half and wrap them 
both tightly in plastic wrap  and chill for at least 
an hour, the dough must be cold before rolling it 

out. After the dough has chilled, roll one bottom 
crust into roughly an 11-inch circle to fit inside 
a nine buttered 9-inch pie tin. After you have 
rolled out your pie crust base, gently fold it into 
quarters and place it in the pie tin. Unfold the 
pie crust inside the tin so that it covers all the 
edges with a slight overhang, gently push the 
dough against the tin so there are no air bub-
bles. Chill the pie base. Next, to roll out the lat-
tice, with the other dough, roll out a rectangular 
crust about ¼ inch thick. I like to use a ruler or 
a pasta cutter to make 1-inch thick strips. Chill 
about 30 minutes before making your lattice. 
While crusts are chilling, make your filling.

MIXED BERRY FILLING
Yields: 1 pie

INGREDIENTS
 ¾ c. granulated sugar
 5 Tbsp. cornstarch
 ¼ tsp. kosher salt
 15 oz. raspberries
 5 oz. blackberries
 2 Tbsp. lemon juice 
 2 Tbsp. unsalted butter, diced
 1  large egg mixed with 1 Tbsp. water

DIRECTIONS
Mix the sugar and cornstarch together in a large 
bowl so that clumps of cornstarch don’t form. 
Add the salt, berries, and lemon juice to the bowl 
of sugar and toss together—making it so there 
are no more dry clumps of sugar. Then, fill the 
chilled pie crust with the berry filling and space 
four strips evenly across the top of the pie, paral-
lel to the counters edge. Fold back the first and 
third strips back almost completely. Lay one strip 
across the pie, perpendicular to the second and 
fourth strips, keeping it snug against the pulled 
back strips. Unfold the strips over the top of the 
perpendicular strip of dough. Unfold the second 
and fourth strips, keeping them snug against the 
perpendicular strip of dough and lay down an-
other strip so that it is perpendicular against the 
first and third strips. 

Next, fold back the dough and repeat so 
that you have a 4 x 4 grid of strips. Trim any 
overhang to ½ inch and fold the overhang un-
derneath itself. Using your thumb and pointer 
finger on both hands, crimp around the pie, 
sealing together the top lattice and bottom 
crust. Brush with your egg wash and bake at 
400 degrees for about 40-50 minutes, until 
the filling is set and it gives off thick, viscous 
bubbles. Chill for at least four hours and serve.
 

Oatmeal-Raisin Hot Toddy
Yields: 4-6 drinks

INGREDIENTS
 1 c. Bourbon
 1 c. Jamaica Rum
 1 c. water
 1 c. steel cut oats
 ½ c. raisins
 3 Tbsp. honey
 3 Tbsp. maple syrup
 3 cinnamon sticks
 1 whole clove
 ½ oz. lemon juice

DIRECTIONS
Add all ingredients to a sealable container, 
like a ball jar, and let it infuse for one week. 
Alternatively, you can sous vide all of your 
ingredients together in a Ziploc bag and cook 
at 140 degrees for three hours. After you’re 
done infusing your ingredients, strain them 
through a cloth napkin or coffee filter. 

Once strained, bring to a boil and serve 
with ¼ oz. of lemon juice per drink. This drink 
should be garnished with a lemon peel stud-
ded with cloves. 

LE FRENCH RECIPES
Oysters
Yields: Serves 3 guests (4 per plate)

INGREDIENTS
 12 nice and briny oysters
 2 small shallots (about 4 oz.)
 2 lime (zest and juice)
 2 Tbsp. tamarind paste
 1/ tsp. red chili flakes  
 2 tsp. salt
 2  tsp. black pepper (coarsely ground)
 ¼ cup water 

DIRECTIONS
Rinse oysters very well with fresh water, then 
chuck and place on a service tray sprinkled 
with salt and keep chill in the fridge. Mince 
shallots finely. Add lime juice and zest, tam-
arind paste, red chili flakes, and salt. Mix well 
and add water. Sprinkle with the cracked pep-
per. Mix and chill. Lastly, spoon the mignonette 
on oysters and enjoy!

Curried Pumpkin Soup
Yields: Serves 4-6 guests

INGREDIENTS
 2 Tbsp. olive oil
 2½ c. diced butternut squash
 2 garlic cloves minced
 2 Tbsp. curry powder
 1 Tbsp. kosher salt
 1 tsp. black pepper
 1 can of coconut milk
 1  sweet potato peeled and finely sliced
   Canola oil (to fry the potato chips)
  Crème fraîche 
  Salmon or trout roe 
  Dill for garnish
  Chicken or vegetable stock 

DIRECTIONS
Add olive oil to a deep pan at medium 
heat. Add minced garlic, sweat for 30 seconds 
and add the squash. Next, cook until golden, 
Then, add two Qt. chicken or vegetable stock 
(for vegetarians). Add curry powder, salt, 
pepper, and let simmer until the squash is very 
tender (med-low heat). Add coconut milk and 
simmer for another five minutes. Fry the sweet 
potato chips and set aside for garnish. Then, 
blend the squash until smooth consistency. 
Add a little water if the soup is to thick, and 
adjust seasonings to taste. Serve in soup bowl, 
top it with a spoon of cream fresh, garnish 
with sweet potato chips, salmon roe, and dill.  

FAMILY HOLIDAY RECIPES
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NY Strip Steak with Bordelaise Sauce
Yields: Serves 4-6 guests

INGREDIENTS
 4 steaks (10 oz. each) 
 4 Tbsp. kosher salt
 1 Tbsp. black pepper
 1 Tbsp. granulated garlic 
 2 Tbsp. canola oil
 ½ c. shallots finely chopped 
 1 Tbsp. tomato paste
 1  c. Bordeaux red wine (or a Cabernet 

Sauvignon)
 1 c. demi-glace 
 ¼  c. of beef bone marrow (diced)
 1 tsp. thyme 
 ½  c. parsley finely chopped (reserve 2 

Tbsp. for garnish)
  Salt and cracked pepper
 ½ stick of butter diced

DIRECTIONS
Preheat oven at 375 F. Mix salt, pepper, and 
garlic together, and sprinkle the steaks with the 
seasoning mix. Heat sauté pan on high with the 
oil and sear the steaks, keeping the heat on very 
high until golden on all sides. Set meat in anoth-
er sauté pan or tray and place in the oven (meat 
internal temp: 135 medium rare, 140 medium, 
145 medium well). Pull the meat out of the oven 
at five degrees under your meat temperature 
choice and let rest 2-3 minutes if you are plan-
ning to serve sliced. Using the pan where the 
steaks were seared. Reduce the heat to low and 
add the minced shallots, caramelize, add the 
tomato paste and cook for a minute. Deglaze 
with red wine and cook until reduce down to 
half on medium heat. Add demi-glace, bone 
marrow, and thyme, and let it simmer for about 
10 minutes. Adjust salt and pepper seasoning 
to taste. Then, remove from heat and add the 
diced butter to finish the sauce. Serve on steak 
and sprinkle with some chopped parsley.

THE BINDERY RECIPES
Beet Root Borscht
Yields: Serves 6-8 guests 

INGREDIENTS
 10  c. vegetable broth (celery root, leeks, 

carrots, parsley)
 1  lb. beets, peeled, and coarsely chopped
 10 dried wild mushrooms
 1 stalk celery
 1 onion (coarsely chopped)
 1  celery root, coarsely chopped
 2 garlic cloves
 1 apple, cut into 8 pieces
 1 bay leaf
 4 allspice berries
 12 juniper berries
 10 peppercorns
 2 cloves
 1 lemon juiced
 1-2  c. beet kvass (see below) or ¼ c. apple 

cider vinegar

TO GARNISH
INGREDIENTS
  dill
   black peppercorn oil (toasted black 

peppercorns crushed in olive oil)
  sour cream
  poppy seeds

INSTRUCTIONS
In a large pot, heat the vegetable stock, dried 
mushrooms, onion and garlic. When simmer-
ing, add the beets, celery root, and apple. 
Add two liters of water and all the spices and 
the bay leaf. Bring to a boil and then reduce 
heat and continue to cook at a slow boil/sim-
mer for 30 minutes. Remove from heat and let 
everything seep for another hour. Strain. Re-
move the beets and cut into spoon size piec-
es. Set aside. Add lemon juice and beet kvass 
to the borscht soup. Adjust seasonings with 
salt and pepper. Place some of the pieces of 
cut beets in bowls. Ladle the borscht soup 
over the beets. Garnish with dill, sour cream, 
black peppercorn oil, and poppy seeds. This 
soup is best made in advance and served the 
next day warm or cold. 

BEET KVASS (fermented beet juice)
INGREDIENTS
 1 lb. red beetroot
 3 garlic cloves, sliced coarsely
 3 bay leaves
 3 black peppercorns
 3 allspice berries
 2 c. water
 1 tsp. salt

DIRECTIONS
Sterilize a quart size canning jar. Wash beet-
roots and peel. Slice the beets into 2-inch 
chunks. Place in the jar, layering garlic, bay 
leaves, and spices. Add salt to water and 
pour over the beets. Make sure the beets are 
fully covered with liquid. Close the jar and 
shake a few times. Store in a cool location, 
cupboard, or pantry. Open the jar every day 
to release some of the gases. Taste after four 
days. You can start to use this any time up to 
two weeks. The aroma should be sour and the 
color dark ruby red. Drink this up as is or use 
in your holiday borscht.  

Dried Mushroom Borscht 
Yields: Serves 6-8 guests 

INGREDIENTS
 1 c. dried wild mushrooms
 1½  c. water for soaking (spring water is best)
 6  c. vegetable broth (you can make your 

own; use celery root, leeks, carrots, and 
parsley)

 4-6  whole all spice and peppercorns 
 3 bay leaves

DIRECTIONS
Soak wild mushrooms at least four hours; 
overnight is preferred. The next day place 
the mushrooms and water in a large pot. Add 
broth and spices and a pinch of salt, unless 
your broth is already salty. Boil, covered on 
low for 30 minutes or until the mushrooms 
are soft. When mushroom are cooked remove 
them, strain out everything else, reserving the 

broth (liquid). This is important to remove 
any of the impurities of the mushrooms. Once 
mushrooms are cooled a bit, coarsely slice 
into long slivers and add them back to broth. 
Drizzle with a little olive oil and garnish with 
fresh thyme.  

Schnecken Cinnamon Cookies 
Yields: 32 cookies

INGREDIENTS 
4 c. sifted flour
 1½ c. softened unsalted butter
 3 egg yolks
 1 c. sour cream
 1 tsp. vanilla
 3 egg whites
 3 Tbsp. powdered sugar
 1 c. sugar
 ¼ c. ground cinnamon
  Cinnamon sugar

DIRECTIONS
Cut in the butter and flour, coarsely mixing 
until small the flour and butter form small 
clumps. Slightly beat the egg yolks and then 
add them to the dough with the sour cream 
and vanilla. Knead for 2-3 minutes until 
smooth and then wrap in plastic wrap and 
chill. When ready to bake, divide the dough 
into eight parts. Roll each part into a circle 
on a board dusted with confectioner sug-
ar. Cut into eight wedges. Beat egg whites 
until fluffy and gradually add three tbsp. of 
confectioner sugar while beating. Fold in 
vanilla. Brush rolled dough with egg white 
mixture. Sprinkle with cinnamon sugar. Roll 
each wedge starting at the wide edge loose-
ly. Rush rolled slices with egg white then top 
with the cinnamon sugar. Place on a greased 
cookie sheet. Bake in a hot oven at 400 F for 
10 to 12 minutes or until lightly golden brown.

Polish Gingerbread Cookies
Yields: 2-3 dozen depends on size of cookie cutter

INGREDIENTS
 2 large eggs
 1 c. sugar
 1 tsp. cinnamon
  2 tsp. ginger
 1 tsp. gloves, ground
 2  tsp. baking soda (dissolve in several 

tablespoons warm water)
 1 c. honey
 3 c. flour

DIRECTIONS
Preheat oven to 400 F. Mix the eggs and 
sugar, until light and fluffy. Add the spices, 
baking soda and honey, mixing well. Add the 
flour and mix until the dough forms a soft 
ball. Rest at least 30 minutes before using. 
Roll out gingerbread dough on parchment 
until about ¼ inch thick. Cut into shapes and 
remove excess dough. Lift the parchment 
paper with the cut out cookies on to a bak-
ing sheet pan and bake 8 to 10 minutes until 
golden. This dough is a little wet and delicate 
so when rolling out, dust with a little flour so 
the dough doesn’t stick.

FAMILY HOLIDAY RECIPES


