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by Diane Weisbeck

any of the most famous artists throughout
history have been French. Some examples
are Jean-Honoré Fragonard, Auguste Ro-
din, Paul Cézanne, and Berthe Morisot.
The number of renowned French artists is extensive. The
history of art is simply not complete without the French
contribution to beauty and imagination. What is it that
so many of the great French artists share in common?
Surprisingly, many painted in doubt of their own worth

— having no idea that their artwork would bring future
delight to millions of people.
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For over 26 years, Chef Roland Mesnier (the White House Pastry
Chef) has been a French artist in the kitchen. As metaphor for his
accomplishments, the Musee de I'Orangerie in Paris welcomes mil-
lions of visitors each year; the lives of these visitors are enhanced
through the experience of this museum. Likewise, Chef Roland
has positively affected the lives of millions of visitors to the White
House over his tenure spanning five Presidents. Invited by First Lady
Rosalyn Carter to become the White House Pastry Chef in 1979,
Chef Roland immediately changed the gastronomic landscape of the
White House by demonstrating his vast epicurean skills and limit-
less imagination.
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While the tradition of the Christmas Gingerbread House was established
in the Nixon White House, these were generic gingerbread houses. In
1992 (in the George Bush White House), Chef Roland customized and
updated this holiday tradition by fashioning replicas of actual buildings
in gingerbread. As a result, Chef Roland created a baking masterwork and
a legacy! By performing extensive research on buildings of national pride,
Chef Roland amazed not only First Families, but the visitors and guests
who dropped by the White House in the month before Christmas to view
the elaborate holiday decorations and witness his marvelous gingerbread
houses.

On a humorous note, Chef Roland crafted a gingerbread sculpture of the
Bush presidential dog named “Millie” into many of his gingerbread build-
ings. Chef Roland also crafted the Clinton’s cat (“Socks”) out of marzi-
pan. Chef Roland placed marzipan sculptures of “Socks” in various spots
in a gingerbread re-creation of the White House and grounds. The edible
White House had glowing lights inside, flowing marzipan curtains, and
an edible flag on a flagpole. But, one of the most beloved details was a
marzipan “Socks” licking a chocolate White House wall! The word “mag-
nificent” does not do justice to this accomplishment!

It is a good thing that the following secret White House events are now
de-classified, and we can learn about them. Here are some of Chef Roland’s
experiences related to his gingerbread creations in his own words:

“In 1998, the Department of Operations had to
move my gingerbread castle, which was colossal. The
press were all there, anxiously anticipating the tow-
er to come crashing down. I am happy to say that
the tower did start leaning, but was anchored with
electrical wires, and stayed standing, so they all left
disappointed.”

“President Clinton was very fond of showing off my
gingerbread houses while under construction, a fact
of which I was deeply honored. During a number
of state dinners, in the evening, the President would
bring a dignitary into my tiny kitchen to show off
my work. Once, President Clinton brought the
Prime Minister of Canada down, but the door was
locked and the guard wouldn’t open it! Not even for
the President of the United States!”

“My most difficult... holiday was the celebration of
the new millennium. Mrs. Clinton and I discussed
the theme she wanted. The set of four buildings was
entitled, 7he Treasures of the Nation’s Capital. The
important buildings... which I created entirely out
of gingerbread were the White House, the Jefferson
Memorial, the Washington Monument, and Mount
Vernon. The Washington Monument had a flashing
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light inside it, and I remember adding bursting fireworks out of icing sugar. The year 2000
started with a sit down dinner for 750; 1200 people for a midnight buffet to celebrate the
new millennium, and then 500 guests for New Year’s Day breakfast.”

“T only used the finest ingredients to create my gingerbread houses. I never used supports
like cardboard, never! I would only use the highest quality clover honey, ginger, cinnamon,
nutmeg, it was like a perfume. My details were pulled and blown sugar, royal icing, mar-
zipan. The glue that held everything together was the finest quality chocolate. The White
House staff can tell you what my gingerbread houses tasted like, as I distributed the scrap
pieces as I was assembling them. Unfortunately, the actual buildings all had to be thrown
away. Can you imagine eating a pastry after masses of people have coughed, sneezed and
who knows what else on it, while on display for a month?! I know my houses brought great
joy to millions of White House guests, and for that, I am forever grateful.”

Chef Roland has written four books about his incredible years as the White House pastry
chef. We look forward to his newly published book, 7he White House in Gingerbread: Mem-
ories and Recipes, available in time for holiday gift-giving. For more info on Roland Mesnier
and The White House in Gingerbread: Memories and Recipes, please sce the website of The
White House Historical Association. This book can also be ordered online from The White
House Historical Association website for $39.95.

(See: hetp:/lshop.whitehousehistory.orglthe-white-house-in-gingerbread-memories-recipes)
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