
Strawberry and Balsamic Catalana 
 
Serves 8 
 
Strawberries and balsamic vinegar is a classic Italian combination, but this custard comes by way of 
Spain. Instead of brûléeing the custard, as is traditional, we serve it with a crunchy mix of sesame and 
chocolate, which adds a similar texture. Cacao nibs (the bits of roasted and crushed cocoa beans used to 
make chocolate) give the dessert the toasty flavor without the need for a blowtorch. 
 
For the custard: 

 2 cups heavy cream 

 ½ cup granulated sugar 

 ¼ teaspoon vanilla extract 

 9 large egg yolks 

 2 tablespoons balsamic glaze (see Note) 
For the strawberries: 

 2 cups hulled, chopped fresh strawberries 

 1 cup granulated sugar 

 Juice of ½ lemon 

 1 ½ teaspoons finely chopped fresh lemon verbena 
For serving: 

 Sesame Crunch (recipe follows) 
 
Heat a convention oven to 325°F or a conventional oven to 350°Fl 
 
For the custard: In a small saucepan, bring the cream, sugar, and vanilla extract to a simmer over 
medium heat. In a medium bowl, whisk together the egg yolks and balsamic glaze. Add about 2 
tablespoons of the hot cream mixture to the egg yolks and whisk to combine. Add about another 2 
tablespoons and whisk again. Slowly whisk the rest of the cream mixture into the egg yolks, then strain 
through a fine-mesh strainer. 
 
Pour the custard into individual ramekins or other heatproof serving dishes. (At the restaurant, we use 
water glasses and fill each with about ½ cup custard.) Put the custards in a roasting pan, add enough 
water to come halfway up the sides of the ramekins, and cover loosely with aluminum foil. Bake until 
the custard is mostly set, with a little jiggle left in the center, 35 to 40 minutes depending on the size of 
your serving dish. Let cool at room temperature, then refrigerate for at least 4 hours and up to 24 hours. 
The custard with continue to set as it cools. 
 
For the strawberries: In a medium bowl, toss the strawberries with the sugar, lemon juice, and lemon 
verbena and let sit at room temperature for 1 hour to macerate. 
 
To serve, top each custard with ¼ cup of the strawberries and 1 to 2 tablespoons of the Sesame Crunch. 
 
 
Note: Balsamic glaze is vinegar reduced with grape must. Slightly thicker than conventional balsamic 
vinegar, it’s not as harsh and strikes a good balance between sweetness and acidity. Many supermarkets 
carry it, as do Italian markets and specialty food stores. 



Sesame Crunch 
 
Makes 1 cup 
 
Once you make this crunchy, chocolaty topping, you will think of all kinds of uses for it. Fortunately, it 
makes more than you need for the Strawberry and Balsamic Catalan, and leftovers keep for 2 weeks 
refrigerated. You can find cacao nibs, essentially chocolate that hasn’t yet been ground and mixed with 
sugar, near the high-quality chocolate bars at the supermarket and at health food stores. 
 

 ¼ cup white sesame seeds 

 2 tablespoons black sesame seeds 

 1/3 cup cacao nibs 

 2 ½ tablespoons confectioner’s sugar 

 ¼ cup chopped dark chocolate 
 
Line a small rimmed baking sheet with a silicone liner or parchment paper. 
 
In a small saucepan, toss the white and black sesame seeds, cacao nibs, and confectioner’s sugar 
together. Heat over medium-low heat, stirring occasionally, until the sugar melts and the sesame seeds 
start to pop. Using a rubber spatula, transfer the sesame seed mixture to the baking sheet to cool. 
Meanwhile, melt the chocolate using a double boiler or the microwave. Pour over the sesame seeds and 
use the spatula to mix until the sesame seeds and cacao nibs are completely coated. Refrigerate until 
the chocolate solidifies, then break into smaller pieces. Transfer to an airtight container and refrigerate 
for up to 2 weeks. 


