
If your vanilla repertoire is limited to a bit of 
baking and the occasional dessert, then chef 
Natasha MacAller would like to have a chat...

To describe something as “vanilla” can mean 
it is ordinary or bland. Chef Natasha MacAller would 
take issue with that; for her, vanilla in all its forms offers 
a world of flavour and possibilities. 

The US pastry chef, who now calls New Zealand a part-
time home, has just released a new book, Vanilla Table, 
which demonstrates just how versatile vanilla can be.

Natasha says she wanted to show vanilla shouldn’t just 
be reserved for desserts. “Vanilla is actually not sweet,” 
she says. “It’s quite woody and with vanilla extract 
it’s incredibly bitter, but incorporating it into food – 
savoury and sweet – opens up a whole new world.”

Vanilla Table encompasses a surprisingly large 
number of savoury recipes, some of which Natasha 
is expecting people to find challenging (such as the 

‘Caramelized Garlic and Ricotta Custard Cups’) but 
says she’s hopeful they will try the unexpected flavour 
combinations. 

“I think people will be very surprised by some of the 
dishes in this book, as I was. Like thinking about doing 
vanilla with tomato, I thought ‘No, it’s not possible’ 
and yet some of the contributing chefs and I have put 
together several recipes that incorporate tomato and 
it’s absolutely divine.” 

The book contains recipes created by Natasha as well 
as contributions from more than 30 international chefs, 
such as Yotam Ottolenghi, Peggy Porschen, Maggie 
Beer, Christine Manfield, and New Zealand’s own Al 
Brown, Tui Flower and Peter Gordon.

Natasha splits her time between LA, London and 
New Zealand, where she has a home in Kerikeri, and 
works as a consultant chef for a wide range of clients. 
Co-ordinating the creation of the book was a labour 
of love: collecting the recipes in varying formats from 
all the chefs, ensuring measurements were correct in 
metric, pounds and ounces, cups and spoons, and 
that the varied ingredients were easy to understand 
for international readers. She and photographer 
Manja Wachsmuth also had to manage the logistics of 
shooting in London, Auckland and Kerikeri.

Natasha is no stranger to hard work though – a 
professional ballerina for 30 years, she danced with 
New York City’s Joffrey Ballet, Boston Ballet and 
spent four years with The Phantom of the Opera 
on Broadway and in LA. Having long had a passion 
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for food and cooking she decided on a career change after 
Phantom closed, training as a chef and running restaurants 
before choosing to focus on pastry. 

“There’s more structure involved with pastry, and discipline and 
focus, so that had more similarities from my previous career. I 
loved the creativity and the artistic side. You can do so much 
more with petits fours than you can do with broccoli.”

Natasha can trace her obsession with vanilla back to her 
childhood, when her mother would spritz her with vanilla-
scented fragrance before she dashed into ballet class. She also 
has a treasured antique Limoges sugar bowl, inherited from a 
great aunt, and Natasha recalls memories of spooning vanilla-
scented sugar over her cornflakes. She carried the comforting 
scent of vanilla through to her working life too, keeping a little 
bottle of vanilla perfume on her theatre dressing table.  

After meeting New Zealander Jennifer Bogiss from Heilala 
Vanilla several years ago and travelling to the company’s vanilla 
plantation in Tonga with fellow chef and friend Peter Gordon, 
Natasha could see the potential for a book dedicated to vanilla 
that showcased its many applications. 

As well as a wide range of recipes Vanilla Table also contains 
detailed information about the different types of vanilla and 
their flavour profiles, as well as advice on the different forms 
and how best to use them. Natasha says she wants the book to 
inspire people to try something new. 

“I’m hoping people will realize vanilla isn’t just about desserts, 
that it covers all sorts of food: fruit, vegetables, meats, fish. Most 
of the kitchen pantries of the world have vanilla and now is the 
time to take out that bottle of vanilla extract or that vanilla pod. 
And I’m here to show you all sorts of ways to use it.” 

Canelés 
Recipe by Al Brown

“Canelés are a sweet pastry with a very dark caramelized crust. They are 
a specialty from the Bordeaux region in France. Extremely textural, the 
canelé has a crunchy, almost chewy exterior, then a soft-set custard-like 
centre. Typically they are flavoured with rum, however, I developed this 
recipe using orange zest, Cointreau and, of course, the best vanilla in 
the world from Heilala.”

4 cups milk (1 litre)

zest of 1 orange, finely grated

7 tablespoons butter (100 grams)

1 Heilala vanilla bean,  
split and scraped

2½ cups white sugar 

pinch sea salt

4 eggs whole, large

4 egg yolks, large

12/3 cups plain flour

2½ tablespoons Cointreau 
liqueur

 
In a small saucepan, add milk, orange zest, butter and vanilla. Place on 
medium heat and bring up to a simmer, but do not boil. Remove from 
heat and whisk in sugar and salt. Allow mixture to cool.

In a large bowl, whisk whole eggs and yolks together. Pour milk mixture 
into eggs while continuously whisking. Now whisk in flour a little at a 
time until batter is smooth, then finish by stirring through the Cointreau.

Pour batter through a coarse sieve and refrigerate overnight.

Remove batter from refrigerator and bring up to room temperature  
30 minutes prior to baking for best results.

Preheat oven to 200°C.

Place canelé moulds on a baking tray and heat in the oven for 5 minutes 
or so. Remove and coat with baking spray. Fill moulds almost to the top 
with batter and return to oven. Bake for 1 hour. The canelés will reach a 
dark caramel color.

Cool on a wire rack before de-moulding. Serve at room temperature. 
Makes 24-ish, depending on the size of your fluted canelé moulds. 

Recipes from Vanilla 
Table by Natasha 
MacAller reprinted 
with permission from 
Bateman. Photography 
© Manja Wachsmuth. 
RRP$59.99 Out now
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Crispy Vanilla–Coconut Shrimp 
Recipe by Natasha MacAller 

“After arriving in NYC at 17 years old to fufill my dream of dancing 
with the American Ballet Theatre, I rented a room in a Soho loft. 
The owner ‘volunteered’ me to make tempura for the famous scarf 
designer Vera Neumann and her guests at a fundraiser cocktail 
party he was hosting. I was a fine tempura-maker, but a little messy; 
often plastering the walls and stove in batter. Luckily the kitchen 
survived my ‘Tempura Hurricane’, and the guests were happy. 
However, many burnt their mouths—despite my warnings—from 
sampling shrimp just seconds out of the fryer. This easy but more 
sophisticated version leaves a lingering scent of coconut and vanilla 
in the room, and will prompt guests to circle back for more!” 

GF option
about 18 pieces large raw 

shrimp, tails on, chilled 

¾ cup white rice flour 

¼ cup coconut flour* 

big pinch each of chili powder, 
salt and sugar 

1 large egg 

2/3 cup vanilla cream soda or 
soda water, ice cold

2 teaspoons pure vanilla 
extract 

1 tablespoon tequila 

1 teaspoon lime juice 

1 cup shredded coconut, 
unsweetened

1 cup panko or GF 
breadcrumbs

2 cups (475 ml) coconut  
oil for frying 

Remove shrimp heads, clean, and peel off the shells, leaving the  
tail intact. Pat dry, cover and chill.

Whisk together the flours with a big pinch each of salt, sugar and 
chili powder. 

In a separate bowl, whisk together the egg, cream soda, vanilla 
extract, tequila and lime juice. Whisk into the flours until smooth. You 
can use at this point, but resting the batter in the fridge for an hour 
is ideal.

In a large bowl, mix together the coconut and the panko. Set aside.

In a 1 litre pot or deep fryer, heat the coconut oil to 150–160ºC. 
Holding the tails, dip each shrimp in the batter then roll and pat to 
coat in the coconut panko. Lower 3 to 4 at a time into the hot oil and 
cook 2–6 minutes, depending on size, until golden brown. Lift shrimp 
from oil with slotted spoon and drain on paper towels until all have 
been cooked.

Arrange in paper-lined basket or dishes. Sprinkle with vanilla salt 
flakes and serve with a lime wedge and chilli-vanilli sauce. Serves 6

Chilli-Vanilli Sauce

3 large garlic cloves,  
peeled and minced

2-3 red jalapeño or chili 
peppers, seeds  

optional, minced

½ cup palm sugar  
or brown sugar

1 vanilla pod, split and scraped

½ cup water

1 tablespoon lime juice and  
zest of ½ lime

2 kaffir lime leaves

1 teaspoon fish sauce

2 teaspoon fine sea salt

1 tablespoon rice wine vinegar

 
Combine the garlic, jalapeño (seeds optional), sugar, vanilla pod and 
seeds, water, lime juice and zest, lime leaves, fish sauce and salt in a 
small saucepan. 

Bring to a boil over medium–high heat. Lower the heat and simmer 
until the mixture begins to thicken and the garlic–pepper bits begin 
to soften. After about 3 minutes, whisk in vinegar and allow to cool 
completely. 

Remove lime leaves and transfer the vanilla pod to a tall bottle. Using 
a funnel, fill the bottle with the sauce and refrigerate. Will keep 
refrigerated for 2 weeks. 

 
Salt Flakes

¼ cup sea salt flakes 1 tsp vanilla powder or finely 
ground toasted vanilla pods

 
Gently mix salt flakes and powder together. Store in a jar with a 
tight-fitting lid. 

For a review of Vanilla Table by Natasha MacAller see pg 26. 

cook’s tip: *If coconut flour is unavailable use rice flour.
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