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craftmanship

From Alsace,
sweet love
for the world

NIEDERMORSCHWIHR, FRANCE

BY HANNAH OLIVENNES

Tucked away between hills of vine-
yards, in a typical Alsatian village, Au
Relais des Trois Epis looks like an aver-
age grocery store. Peer into the window
and youwill see bread, cakes and candy,
as well as vegetables, newspapers and
household products.
But you probably would never guess

that the jam pots lining the wall, with
their frilly pink polka-dot lid covers and
their white bows, also are served and
sold in luxury hotels like the Crillon and
George V in Paris, the Four Seasons in
HongKong, or the Connaught in London.
Christine Ferber, 53, is the hidden tal-

ent. Nicknamed the ‘‘JamFairy’’ by her
friends and admirers, Ms. Ferber, her
sister and brother run La Maison Fer-
ber, the family business that their father
Maurice opened in the same building in
1959. The Ferbers grew up in the house,
which has a commercial kitchen behind
the shop and an apartment abovewhere
Ms. Ferber’s mother, Marguerite, still
lives.
And while her father made the busi-

ness into a local success, it isMs. Ferber,
his eldest daughter, who raised its fame
to an international level, with nowmore
than ¤2 million, or about $2.6 million, in
annual revenue.
For the Connaught, the company

makes an average of 6,000 pots a year,
including two or three recipes exclusive
to the hotel. Maximilien Cabrera is its
maitre d’chez, responsible for product
purchases. He, too, is fromAlsace. ‘‘Our
clients want exclusive and original
products,’’ he said by telephone, ‘‘and
when they taste Ms. Ferber’s jams, and
we tell them her story, it’s like they
travel to Alsace.’’
In addition to jam, sold online at ¤8.20

a jar, Ms. Ferber and her 25 employees
bake cake, or ‘‘pâtisserie’’ as theFrench
call it, make chocolates and operate a
catering service. Her secret to success:
nothing leaves the shop without her ap-
proval. At any one time, Ms. Ferber can
be checking a strawberry sponge cake,
a huge copper pot of cherry jam, a rose-
petal-decorated Easter egg, or a pile of
glazed-ham sandwiches.
‘‘I don’t even see it as a job,’’ she says

while assembling a mille-feuille, the

French pâtisserie classic with its layers
of puff pastry and custard creme. ‘‘I
love every single thing about my day.’’
For the average person, that seems

hard to believe. Six days a week — sev-
en beforemajor holidays, when demand
increases — she wakes up between 4
a.m. and 5 a.m., drives the short dis-
tance from her house to the shop, and
gets to the kitchen by 5:30 a.m. at the
latest. ‘‘The two essentials that I need to
create beautiful things are time and pa-
tience,’’ she says. Every day is a long
day; she is never in bed before 10 p.m.
Ms. Ferber says she has found that

taking her time is key to success: ‘‘The
bestway to fall isby jumpingastep.’’And
howshe creates jam is a good illustration
of that philosophy. It is a long and metic-
ulous process, starting with the fruit,
which usually comes from local growers,
many of whom have been working with
the Ferbers for 20 years ormore.
For the griotte jam, one of her first

kinds and a favorite, she insists that the
stems must be on the cherries when
they arrive. ‘‘If the stalk is pulled off, the
hole it leaves allows the fruit to oxidate,
diminishing its quality,’’ she says. Ms.
Ferber rolls each cherry between two
fingers to squeeze the stone out gently,
noting that an automated pitter would
puncture the fruit and diminish the pre-
servation of the finished jam.
The fruit then is cooked twice in a cer-

tain amount of sugar, which iswhere the
craft of jam-making comes into play.
‘‘You need to add enough sugar to pre-
serve the fruit, but not too much to
drown the fruit’s taste,’’ she explains,

adding that the amount differs with
each batch, depending on the type of
fruit, the quantity and quality.
‘‘The most fascinating part of my job

is that every time, it’s a different ratio,’’
she says, ‘‘so I’m on a constant learning
curve.’’
On one cold Sunday morning in

March, the village is still fast asleep
whenMs. Ferberwalks into the kitchen,
but her team is waiting. It is a young
crowd of seven cooks, whose numbers
increased to 10 as the morning went on.

Theyare of six or sevendifferent nation-
alities: Portuguese, German and even
Japanese (a chef named Mami who has
come from Tokyo for three months).
The group also includes Clothilde Ku-
bler, 30,Ms. Ferber’s sidekick, who star-
ted as an apprentice 15 years ago.
Before the cooking begins, Ms. Ferber

searches her desk for the daily order: a
largestrawberrycake, several raspberry
tarts, a dozendecoratedEaster eggs, and
so on. There is a noticeable sense of calm
in the kitchen, far different than the fren-
zied atmosphere usually shown in
movies or television. ‘‘I enjoy silence,’’
saysMs. Ferber in her low, soft voice.
InMs. Ferber’s kitchen, never has the

adjective handmade been so appropri-

ate. Last year, the company made
118,000 pots of jam, and she filled each
one by hand. ‘‘People don’t believe it’s
possible,’’ she says.
As a child, she wanted to be a veterin-

arian, but that was not in her father’s
plan. ‘‘At 8 years old, I could do all of the
baking,’’ she says. ‘‘By the age of 15, my
father had decided I was to take over
after him. He convinced me, and I left
for Paris.’’ After training with the
renowned pastry chef Lucien Pelletier,
she returned to the village at 18. She
readily acknowledges that her father
decided that this life was for her, but she
says she does not regret it.
Maurice Ferber died two years ago,

and tears well in Ms. Ferber’s eyes
when she mentions him. His portrait
hangs above one of the ovens, right next
to a clock that is always set 10 minutes
ahead—so she always sees it whenever
she opens the oven or checks the time.
Ms. Ferber says she is not in business

for the money or fame, but she is happy
the company is doing well and is con-
scious of the opportunity that may be
passing by. ‘‘I couldmove to Paris, open
shops around the world and be rich and
famous,’’ she says, ‘‘but I don’t want
that.’’
Instead, theParisianpastrystarPierre

Hermé—whosemotherwasborn inNie-
dermorschwihr— sellsMs. Ferber’s jam
in the French capital for her. ‘‘What
makes Christine Ferber is the familiar
and professional bubble she created
around herself. She wouldn’t be able to
recreate that in Paris,’’Mr.Hermé says.
The two chefs met in their late teens,

while Ms. Ferber was training in Paris.
‘‘When she went back to the village and
told her father she wanted to make jam,
he said no, claiming it wouldn’t sell,’’
Mr. Hermé says. ‘‘I insisted she not
listen to him, and now I don’t know any-
one in theworldwhomakes jam like she
does.’’ He says her secret is putting a lot
of love into her work. ‘‘That’s why it’s
always so good.’’
Ms. Ferber now is almost ready to be-

gin building a new work space. The ar-
chitect’s plans show amodern design in
dark wood with big glass windows, a
separate space to prepare each product
group, and a grassy terrace. The shop
will stay as it is, although a tea roomwill
be added. Andwherewill this newbuild-
ing be?Niedermorschwihr, of course.
‘‘This is my home, and I want to stay

here,’’Ms. Ferber says. ‘‘This is where I
am happy, and that’s what is most im-
portant to me.’’

Hands-on care credited
for global success of a
proud family tradition

HONG KONG

BY DESIREE AU

Flat at the bottom, with just 24 facets, a
rose-cut diamond imparts little of the
light and fire of a modern brilliant-cut
stone. But the jewelry designer
MichelleOng sees something sublime in
the subtle beauty of this vintage cut and,
through her company Carnet, is on a
mission to popularize it once again.
‘‘I am really attracted by the special

light-diffusing elegance inherent in
rose-cut diamonds. They have a mes-
merizing, soft brilliance,’’ Ms. Ong, 55,
said. ‘‘Imagine light pouring through
the clearest of water.’’
The designer, a longtime collector of

ArtNouveau andArtDeco jewelry, star-
ted Carnet in 1990 to link high jewelry
with her own female perspective on aes-
thetics. ‘‘I started using rose-cut dia-
monds over 15 years ago. Almost no one
was using them at that time anymore,’’
she said, surrounded by the jewel box-
style boutique that Carnet operates in
HongKong’s Central district. ‘‘Rose-cut
diamonds were used in absolutely won-
derful old pieces, and I immediately
wanted to use them in my own way for
Carnet.’’
The rose cut, which got its name be-

cause the facets resemble the flower’s
spiraling petals, originated in the 1600s
in Golconda, India. It, along with the old
Europeanmine cut,which also had a flat
bottom, were popular during the Art
Nouveau and Art Deco periods. But as
modern cutting technology was de-
veloped in the mid-20th century, the
rose cut gave way to the brilliant cut,
which focuses on achieving the maxi-
mum amount of light from the diamond.
Along with Carnet, other jewelry

makers also have re-embraced the clas-

sic cut. For example, DeBeersDiamond
Jewellers debuted its ‘‘Talisman Collec-
tion’’ and Tiffany & Co. recently intro-
duced the ‘‘Tiffany Garden’’ collection
based on botanical designs by Paulding
Farnham (1859-1927), both of which fea-
ture rose-cut diamonds.
‘‘One of the first pieces I created was

a large palm tree brooch with rose-cut
white and fancy brown color dia-
monds,’’Ms. Ong said. ‘‘I wanted to cap-
ture palm leaves that had dimension
and yet a graceful light-filled sensibility,
as though they could really swap in the
breeze, supported by the gold-bound
and diamond trunk and base.
‘‘I could only create the piece byusing

rose-cut stones, as they have both a del-
icacy and strength,’’ she continued. ‘‘It
would not have worked with the same

Designer hopes to make
the vintage rose cut shine
again in buyers’ eyes

Last year, the company made
118,000 pots of jam, and Ms.
Ferber filled each one:
‘‘People don’t believe it’s
possible.’’
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impact or fluidity if I had used pavé or
brilliant-cut diamonds.’’
However, she added, a rose-cut dia-

mond ‘‘has fewer facets in order to ob-
tain a marvelous, almost shimmering
surface, and the depth of the cut stones
can vary, making it an intensive labor to
match and set up in the right way. The
bigger the pieces the more challenging,
since they must have the same visual
surface.’’ She said her company often
recuts stones to achieve that necessary
symmetry.
Another of Ms. Ong’s showcase

pieces is the ‘‘WhiteOrgandy’’ diamond
necklace that, at first glance, might be
mistaken for just some very nice crys-
tals. But, composed of more than 2,000
matched rose-cut diamonds on an Ed-
wardian-inspired lattice design in plat-
inum, it took Carnet more than 10 years
to complete.
Carnet’s feminine, one-of-a-kind

pieces, which start at $15,000, have a

loyal followingwithHongKong’s social-
ites and increasingly, the new rich of
mainland China. They also are sold
through the jeweler Harry Fane at his
Obsidian gallery in London, and had a
bit of big-screen fame when Ms. Ong
was asked to design the ‘‘cruciform
key’’ used in the 2006 movie ‘‘The Da
Vinci Code,’’ starring TomHanks.

In person, Ms. Ong is articulate and
elegant, a fixture on Hong Kong’s social
scene. Her husband, a doctor, is part of
the family that owns Garden Bakery,
which says it supplies 70 percent of the
bread consumed in Hong Kong, includ-
ing all the buns used atMcDonald’s.
A self-taught designer,Ms.Ongworks

with Avi Nagar, a diamond dealer who
moved to Hong Kong 32 years ago from
Tel Aviv.
‘‘About one in 1,000 diamonds on the

market today is made into a rose cut,’’
said Mr. Nagar, who comes from a fam-
ily of diamond experts. (His father was
a cutter, and his brother deals in rough
diamonds.)
He sources rose-cut diamonds for the

company from cutters in India, Russia,
Belgium and Israel. ‘‘The circle of deal-
ers is very small, and they know what
we are looking for so they come to us,’’
he said.
But sometimes he purchases stones

for recutting or rough stones to be
handled by the 10 artisans in Carnet’s
atelier in the SheungWan district. ‘‘Cut-
terswho come across certain character-
istics that are suitable for rose cut —
stones that are flat and don’t have a lot
of height — bring them to us,’’ he ex-
plained.
Unlike the conical brilliant diamonds,

now cut by machine, rose cuts must be
made and polished by hand, using saw
blades and scalpel-like knives. Carnet’s
craftsmen also are trained inmanipulat-
ing precious metals and creating molds
fromMs. Ong’s drawings, using materi-
als like platinum, titanium and gold.
Ms. Ong said the stones themselves

often inspired the final design, like they
did for her Dancing Acorns brooch.
‘‘When I saw the fancy colored rose-

cut stones, I knew Iwould design apiece
that represents this icon of nature
through the icy beauty of rose-cut
stones,’’ she said. ‘‘Sometimes it can
take years to find and match just the
right diamonds, but I ama perfectionist,
so I always wait until everything is ex-
actly right.’’

Fully embracing a long-ago style of diamond
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Christine Ferber,
at center left, is the
chef behind La
Maison Ferber.
Called the ‘‘Jam
Fairy’’ by friends
and admirers, she
is personally in-
volved with all the
company’s cre-
ations. Above, a
daily order of
‘‘fraisier,’’ a
sponge cake with
strawberries, and
at top, Ms. Fer-
ber’s label on a
strawberry cake.

Michelle Ong,
right, is the self-
taught designer
who heads the
Hong Kong-based
jewelry company
Carnet. She is a
champion of the
rose cut, a tradi-
tional way of shap-
ing diamonds. One
of her first cre-
ations, the Palm
Tree brooch, be-
low, used white
and brown rose-cut
diamonds, and she
says some colored
rose-cut diamonds
inspired the Dan-
cing Acorns
brooch, far right.


