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hristina Tosi is a complete dominator in the food 
world, insofar as a dominator can also be the nicest 
person imaginable. She is the chef of Momofuku Milk 

Bar, which has six locations in New York, one in Toronto, 
and is about to expand to Washington, DC. Meanwhile, 
she recently replaced Joe Bastianich as a judge on Master-
Chef and MasterChef Junior. And to top it all off, she just 
published her second cookbook, Milk Bar Life (Clarkson 
Potter), which complements the dessert recipes in her 
first book, Momofuku Milk Bar, with a mixture of sweet 
and savory dishes inspired by life behind the scenes at her 
beloved bakeries.

A graduate of the French Culinary Institute, Tosi cooked at 
Bouley and wd-50 in New York before joining David Chang 
at the first Momofuku, where she was initially hired to 
write a food safety plan. Eventually, the homemade desserts 
Tosi loved bringing to work inspired a dessert program for 
the restaurant group, which in turn spawned a series of 
enormously successful bakeries. For a certain type of sweet-
toothed foodie, Tosi’s unpredictable, pretentious desserts 
have become iconic cult classics of indulgent invention. 
Take, for instance, the “compost cookie,” which ups the 
ante on standard chocolate chip cookies with the addition of 
potato chips, mini pretzels, butterscotch chips, oats, coffee 
grounds, and graham cracker crumbs. Or “cereal milk,” 
which is exactly what it sounds like. 

Here she is, reflecting on her life at the head of a rapidly 
growing dessert empire. This interview has been edited and 
condensed. 

KAREN LEIBOWITZ: I love the way you mix and match between 
homey American classics and fancy international techniques, 
for a mix of “high” and “low” cuisine. I wonder if your cooking 
style is also kind of playing with gender norms, too, since it 

could be seen as a fusion of grandmotherly domestic baking 
and male-dominated haute cuisine. Is that something you think 
about, or am I just imposing stereotypes on innocent cookies? 
 
CHRISTINA TOSI: I can’t help it. I can never seem to 
shake my homespun, home cook upbringing, but I can 
never seem to turn off the trained culinary ninja fine-dining 
training I put myself through for over a decade in NYC. 
I’m truly myself in each Milk Bar dessert: highbrow meets 
lowbrow, perfectly in and out of balance. I am surely soft 
but hard in my personality, my flavors, my techniques and 
my management style. I am a maternal figure deep down, 
but I’m also a bone-crushing locomotive, domineering 
alpha male when I mean business as well. I’m confident I 
learned the former from my loving grandmothers, aunts, 
and mother, and the latter from my male culinary family of 
fathers and older brothers as I was coming up in NYC.

Now that you are the boss and Milk Bar has 178 employees, 
what kind of gender dynamic do you want to create in your own 
kitchen? It seems like you have a lot of female employees—is 
that a conscious choice? Do you try to create a different kind of 
kitchen that will motivate women in a different way from what 
you experienced? 

Honestly our ratio of men to women changes with season 
and by year. We hire based on personality, care, and 
compassion, and teach the rest. My journey in kitchens was 
to push myself to be the best. I was always raised to never 
take the obvious approach to adversity. When someone tells 
you something is difficult, do a handstand and find a way to 
see it otherwise. When I was the only gal in many kitchens 
on my way up, I looked at it as a badge. I know I stand out, 
but man, I better use it for a good reason rather than an 
excuse, a target, or a topic of conversation. 

The dynamic of gender doesn’t really exist in the kitchen at 
Milk Bar. We have strong men and strong women, strong 
people, a strong team that works together through the 
highs and lows of a day mixing, scooping, and baking. It’s 
always been important to me that Milk Bar is the place that 
embraces all, teaches all, strengthens all, and motivates 
all—not specifically for women, but for anyone and everyone 
that’s part of our team. We are fun and dynamic because 
we’re representative of our incredible team of guys and gals.
 

What was the inspiration behind the “The Perfect 10 Workout” 
video with fashion model Karlie Kloss, Danny Bowien (from 
Mission Chinese Food), and Courtney McBroom (from Momo-
fuku)? It’s so fun to watch, but I feel like the premise of baking 
cookies to cool down from a workout is not just funny but also 
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kind of a serious commentary on our conflicted desires for 
health and indulgence. Or is it just that those particular cookies 
are relatively healthy and a collaboration with Karlie Kloss?

The cookies are quite good for you; they pack as much 
protein as a power bar, believe it or not. We love to get 
goofy in the kitchen and I felt like having a Jane Fonda 
moment with Karlie, Courtney, and Danny, all three of 
them being ridiculous enough to want in on the action. Part 
of my identity, part of Milk Bar’s identity is to remember 
that even in the professional space, it’s important if not 
essential to humanize yourself. Milk Bar is so largely an 
extension of who I am, and keeping it real means creating 
from the heart, and goofing around out loud. “The Perfect 
10 Workout” is essentially a work hard, play hard ode to the 
spirit of what we do. Though not so seriously, I am abso-
lutely the kind of person who will go for a five mile run 
because I want to gorge on cookies when I’m done and feel 
awesome about it!

Dominique Crenn wrote in Vice Munchies last year, “My male 
chef colleagues are asked, ‘What is it like being a chef?’—not 
a male chef—and I long to be able to answer as they do.” Do 
you feel that way? Do you think it’s helpful or unhelpful to think 
about gender in the kitchen?

I never really thought of my gender when coming up in the 
kitchen. I was raised by a strong woman who worked her 
way up in a male-dominated industry and she never once 
mentioned being a woman, or not being a man, until I asked 
her about it a year or two ago when people started asking 
me. I think being in the kitchen requires enough focus, 
hard work, and determination as it is. Being male or female 
is irrelevant. You’re either made for it as a person or not. 
Worrying about your hair color, shape, relationship status, 
shoe size, what you’re going to have for lunch, or gender 
will just slow you down and give your psyche a reason to 
wuss out when the going gets tough. You check it all at the 
door before you walk into the kitchen. That’s always been 
my philosophy as a cook, and is the mentality we instill now 
that I’m a chef. 

On a related note, do you consider yourself a feminist? 

I’m an advocate for good-hearted people, men and women. 
I’m happy to help boost, support, and go to bat for any good 
or great person that’s driven, dedicated, and passionate, and 
in need of a boost in any forum.

Tell me a little about Milk Bar Life, and how it differs from your 
first book. From what I’ve read, it seems like it’s more about you 
and your staff, about capturing the sensibility of the ladies of 
Milk Bar. Why does it feel important to tell the stories behind the 
recipes?

I am so often asked how we come up with, invent, create 
the things that we do at Milk Bar. What fuels our team, 
our imagination, what inspires us. Inevitably my answer is 
“everything” and though I always try and explain exactly 
what I mean by “everything,” I thought writing another 
book about “everything,” or our approach to LIFE is what 
fuels our creative minds, our playful personalities, and 
drives our rock-hard work ethic daily. Milk Bar has a heart-
beat of its own, and though cereal milk, compost cookies, 
and crack pie largely fuel the heart of Milk Bar, it’s so much 
deeper than what delicious desserts you can buy at the 
counter. Momofuku Milk Bar touched on it, but Milk Bar 
Life delves much deeper into what Milk Bar is to us within 
it, and I think helps best explain the feeling it gives when 
you eat a cornflake-chocolate chip-marshmallow cookie or a 
b-day truffle.

This may seem silly, but are you one of those people who only 
sleeps four hours a night? I mean, you have so much going on 
with a new book, new DC location, MasterChef/MasterChef 
Junior, and more. How do you do it?

I’m a pretty crazy person. If I didn’t have to sleep at all, I 
wouldn’t. That’s how much fun I have bouncing through 
this incredible life. I get a little more sleep now than I did 
in my twenties, but I will forever have an insatiable obses-
sion with always being in just over my head and pushing 
myself to improve, push, accomplish, achieve. It’s how I was 
built. It’s out of my control. When I know I’m going to be 
rocking three to four hours of sleep, I’ve learned in my more 
needy thirties that I actually have to eat vegetables instead 
of pizza, drink water instead of soda, and not eat pints of ice 
cream in bed while bingeing on Michael J. Fox movies from 
the 80s. But that’s a small, boring sacrifice for getting to 
have it all.

KAREN LEIBOWITZ IS A WRITER AND RESTAURATEUR BASED 
IN SAN FRANCISCO. SHE IS CURRENTLY FINISHING A BOOK WITH 
CHEF DOMINIQUE CRENN AND STARTING A RESTAURANT WITH 
ANTHONY MYINT, BOTH OF WHICH SHOULD BE FORTHCOMING 
THIS YEAR.
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MAPLE PECAN COOKIESMAPLE PECAN COOKIES

INGREDIENTS
1 CUP PECANS

3¼ CUPS ALMOND FLOUR

1 CUP SWEETENED FLAKED COCONUT

2 TABLESPOONS RICE FLOUR

1 TEASPOON KOSHER SALT

1 TEASPOON CORNSTARCH

1 TEASPOON GROUND CINNAMON

1¼ CUPS MAPLE SYRUP

1 TEASPOON VANILLA EXTRACT

INSTRUCTIONS
Heat the oven to 375°F.

Spread the pecans on a baking sheet and toast in the oven 
for 8 minutes until golden brown. Cool completely.

Put the almond flour, coconut, rice flour, salt, cornstarch, 
and cinnamon in the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the 
paddle attachment and mix on low until combined, about 1 
minute. Add in the maple syrup and vanilla, mixing until 
the dough comes together into a wet, sticky mass, about 1 
minute. Mix in the pecans until evenly distributed, about 
30 seconds.

Scoop and then flatten portions of the dough with the 
palms of your hands, like you would a hamburger patty, 
to make disks that are 3 to 3½ inches across and ½ inch 
thick. (Though delicious and cookie-like, these gluten-free 
babies don’t spread a lick, so make sure to shape them into 
your ideal finished size.) Arrange 2 to 3 inches apart on a 
greased or lined baking sheet.

Bake the cookies for 10 to 12 minutes, until golden brown. 
Cool completely on the pan.
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MAK ES 1  DOZEN COOKIES
“My gal pal Karlie Kloss and I have been dreaming up flourless cookies since we started a line of gluten-free, dairy-free 

cookies called Karlie’s Kookies™ in 2012. This cookie is a mash-up of a maple cookie we devoured from Whole Foods and a 
nutty cinnamon cookie we had been chattering about—and, like all of our collaborations, it’s totally gluten-free.”

 -Christina Tosi


