
FROM 2004 UNTIL LATE LAST YEAR, 

owner Maria Brennan ran the bakery 

out of her large Victorian home on the 

corner of Stuart Avenue and West Main 

Street. From the outside one would never 

guess at the delicacies being concocted 

within, although the bakery’s goods have 

been available at local stores and farmers 

markets for several years, as well as by 

special order. 

Now the Victorian Bakery will re-

ceive much more exposure, having moved 

into a retail space at 116 W. Crosstown 

Parkway in December. In addition to 

being able to drop in to buy baked goods 

any time, patrons can now also enjoy a 

cup of tea with a scone and jam or other 

treats in the bakery’s seating area. 

Instead of mainstream American 

bakery fare, Maria, a native of Ireland, 

specializes in traditional Irish baked 

goods, especially sourdough breads and 

scones. One of her staples is a sticky 

toffee pudding cake, which, she says, 

“makes a good Valentine’s Day gift.” She 

also plans to make a special chocolate 

shortbread around Valentine’s Day.

Maria’s bakery is part of a growing 

trend — both locally and nationwide — of 

interest in and availability of fresh, mini-

mally processed, and locally produced 

food. She gets cream from a local dairy, 

and the pastry flour, sugar, and tart 

cherries come from Michigan. Her butter 

comes from Wisconsin. “We wanted to 

buy as much local (as possible) and keep 

it natural,” she says.

Maria started doing her own baking 

for family health reasons, so she steers 

clear of artificial ingredients and buys 

organic ingredients whenever she can. 

These practices serve a market need that 

people are hungry for — to know where 

their food comes from and what’s in it. 

“We knew we were in a very specific market, and the fact that we don’t use any food 

coloring knocks us out of a huge market, which I must say I’m sort of happy about. 

When people call me and say that they want blue cupcakes for their 1-year-old, it makes 

me cringe,” she says. She acknowledges that despite the fact that many of her breads are 

chock full of whole wheat and nuts, not all of her products could be called health food. 

“Only the brioche isn’t really healthy, but you can’t have a healthy brioche,” she smiles. 

Maria’s journey to her current enterprise started with her childhood in Ireland. 

“We learned to bake in school when we were growing up,” she says, and her mother 

did a lot of baking at home, so she’s long been interested in it. 

As a young woman, Maria decided to see some of the world, so she applied for 

a job as a flight attendant for Kuwait Airlines. She initially planned to spend a few 

months on that job but ended up really enjoying it, especially when she transitioned 

into food service and menu planning.

In this capacity, she also flew with the Kuwaiti Air Force on V.I.P. flights, for 

which she ordered menus for sheiks and other important passengers — sometimes not 

even knowing who the passenger was for security reasons. Some passengers were real 

foodies, requiring her to be very knowledgeable about the origins of what was served. 

“You had to know where that cheese came from and what region it was from. Could I 

have known what cow it came from, it would have helped,” she jokes.

She also had to handle a variety of challenging situations, such as the wide range 

of kitchen amenities and cleanliness in various locations, from Africa to Zurich. She 

had to track down special ingredients all over the world, enlisting the help of con-

sulates to provide special dishes. “For me it was really good,” she says. “It was really 

thinking on your feet.”

The Victorian Bakery 

might be said to be  

one of Kalamazoo’s 

best-kept secrets. 

Opening morning of the new bakery on Crosstown Parkway drew a large crowd of customers.
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While in Kuwait, she met her future husband, John, an American pilot. They were 

married there and had two sons, Conor and Emmet. The family moved to Kalamazoo 

when John accepted a job offer, but that fell through after they’d already bought their 

home. Not having anywhere else they wanted to be — Maria wasn’t interested in mov-

ing back to Dublin, and John, a Navy brat, “is really from nowhere” —  they stayed and 

found they liked it here. John is now an FAA inspector based in Kalamazoo. 

Their sons developed food allergies shortly after the move to the United States, 

probably due to artificial ingredients that were not found in the food they were eating 

abroad. In addition, their younger son was diagnosed with autism, so Maria set out to 

make food that would suit their diets.

This wasn’t new territory for her. She says, “When the boys were born, I was one 

of those mothers who sort of did everything from scratch,” up to and including making 

her own baby food.

She took up baking to provide healthy treats for the students at Croyden Avenue 

School, which her son Emmet attended. She even donated her baked goods to other 

schools and to teacher meetings and was surprised by how well they were received.  

“So then I thought it would be really neat to actually do this (as a business),” she says.

She already had an idea of what would be involved. When their children were 

young, John had given Maria a gift of a week-long course on how to run a tea shop at 

Ballymaloe Cookery School in Cork, Ireland. She really enjoyed it, so building on her 

past experiences with baking and menu planning, she decided to open a bakery in her 

Stuart Avenue home. 

At the time, her husband was on medical leave from work, battling non-Hodgkin’s 

lymphoma (he has now been cancer-free for seven years). So Maria enlisted him to 

build her a commercial kitchen in the basement. “It was a way to get him out of bed 

and boss him around,” she jokes. More seriously, she adds, “It was very good to have 

someone who’s handy.” 

The kitchen came together bit by bit. 

“I started off with a second-hand oven, 

and saved up enough from the bakery 

until I could buy a professional oven, 

and bought each piece of equipment as I 

went along,” she says. In addition to her 

husband, Maria is grateful to others who 

helped along the way as she got estab-

lished, such as the Michigan Department 

of Agriculture inspector who “really 

worked with us. He would rather see us 

succeed and do it properly,” she says.

O
ver time, Maria developed a 

devoted following of individu-

als who placed orders to pick 

up from her home, with most of her 

business coming from word of mouth. 

She also supplies the Bronson Hospital 

cafeteria with croissants, and various 

baked goods have long been available at 

the People’s Food Co-op and Sawall’s, 

where the breads, cookies, and other 

desserts have become a staple. Maria 

says, “I really need to give kudos to 

Sawall’s because they were the ones that 

carried my product. They gave me my 

first chance.” She’s also grateful to them 

for testing new products and for the 

considerable support they give to small, 

local businesses in general.

A large portion of the bakery’s sales 

have been through farmers markets at 

Bank Street, Texas Township, and Bron-

son Hospital, and Maria plans to con-

tinue having a table at the Bank Street 

and Texas Township markets this year.

Last winter she tried a new avenue 

to attract customers by partnering with 

two local farmers in a CSA (commu-

nity-supported agriculture) program. 

Swapping scones for salad greens, Maria 

had gotten to know Dennis Wilcox of 

the Blue Dog Greens organic farm at the 

Bank Street Farmers Market. He had 

been selling shares of his produce during 

the winter for several years, and she ap-

proached him with the idea of partner-

ing with her along with meat producer 

Dave Warkentien of Young Earth Farms. 

Customers could purchase food

(Continued on page 42)

Maria Brennan and an assistant find the spacious kitchen to be more workable than the previous space 
in Maria’s Victorian home, for which her business is named.
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2011 SEASON
The Green Hornet

January 8

The Lost Art
January 22

The Legend of Sleepy 
Hollow

February 5

A Matter of Timing
February 19

The Widow’s Revenge
March 5

Jane Eyre
March 19

Connie Creek, School-
teacher in Scapegoat

April 2

The Three Little Pigs
April 16

Rappacini’s Daughter
April 30

One Who Saw Too Much
May 14

The Bickersons
May 28

Performances are at 6 pm:

First Baptist Church
315 W. Michigan Ave. 
Kalamazoo MI 49007

Later aired on 102.1 WMUK.

For more information:

kalamazooarts.org

O SOME PEOPLE, anyone who 

brings more chocolate into the 

world is doing a good deed. But 

Dale Anderson intends to do more than 

satisfy a few chocoholics: His new, hand-

crafted chocolate shop, “Confections 

With Convictions,” is aimed at making 

a positive impact on the local commu-

nity and across the world. The business 

opened recently in the space next door to 

the Victorian Bakery at 116 W. Cross-

town Parkway. 

The route Dale took to this enter-

prise was an unlikely one, and in part it 

was influenced by a pun.

As a licensed counselor who works 

with teens in the juvenile drug treatment 

court system, Dale had long wanted to start 

a business where teens could develop skills 

and earn money as a more productive alter-

native to mandated counseling. “An hour a 

week to be required to talk to a counselor 

isn’t the best recipe for useful interaction,” 

he says.

Also a residential contractor, his 

initial thought was to start a construc-

tion business, until he realized that 

young people could not legally do most 

of the work involved, due to safety issues 

and child-labor laws. He had just given 

up on that idea when  

he made a joke that would later turn 

into reality. 

Dale had just purchased a box of 

artisanal chocolates as a Valentine’s-Day 

gift for his wife shortly after he’d given up 

on the construction idea. “I’m a congenital 

punner,” he says, “and I said, ‘You know 

what I should do is start a chocolate shop 

called Confections With Convictions, 

because we’d be working with youth in the 

justice system.’ ”

After thinking about it a bit, he real-

ized the idea had potential.

“Many of the young people I work with 

are kinesthetic learners — they learn by using 

their hands,” he says. Others have Attention 

Deficit Disorder (ADD) and need to be active. 

“There’s a lot of hand work in making arti-

sanal chocolates, and it seemed like it could 

be as good a skill as any to develop and give 

kids an opportunity to make money,” he says.

Dale set out to learn to make choco-

lates, attending The French Pastry School 

in Chicago and taking classes at L.A. 

Burdick Chocolates in Walpole, N.H. On 

top of that, he says, “I’ve made several 

thousand truffles in the privacy of my 

home here.” Now he talks knowledgeably 

about everything chocolate, from how the 

cacao plant is grown, harvested, dried, 

and fermented to the politics and big 

business of chocolate to technical terms 

like ganache, couverture, tempering, and 

enrobing.

Once Dale had a plan for the business, 

he began looking for a suitable and afford-

able location. “This is near neighborhoods 

where some of the kids that I work with 

live, but it’s close to VanderSalm’s Florist 

and the hospital, and it’s also in a place 

where people who are looking for some-

thing special as a gift might feel comfortable 

coming,” he says.

Initially he thought he’d rent out the 

extra space as offices, but Maria Brennan, 

owner of the Victorian Bakery, had heard 

about his business and asked if she could 

share his building. Dale says, “We have 

some complementary ideas,” such as an 

The Candy Man Can!...

Dale is justifiably proud of his handiwork at the site of his new confectionery.
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So how’s that
“sandwich thing”

working out for you?
Trying to balance work, family, and

the care of an aging loved one can

leave you tired, stressed, and pulled

in too many directions.

Bring your loved one to

Adult Day Services at Oakland Centre.

Let us provide the professional care and

loving companionship that can help you

meet the demands of your busy life.

(269)373-3200

2255 W. Centre Avenue at Oakland Drive, Portage

www.oaklandcentre.org

What are you waiting for?
Help is only a call away.

Quiet, Comfortable, Affordable

RESTAURANT & TAVERN
Visit our website at www.greatlakesshippingco.com

Conveniently located at 4525 West KL Ave, east of Drake Road

Reservations 
Appreciated

375-3650

Dinner from
5:00pm daily

Choice
Aged Steaks

Fresh Fish

Slow Roasted
Prime Rib

Optimum Health
Chiropractic Center

Call for an appointment today! 269.344.4057 Dr. Craig Stull

emphasis on local sourcing and making 

things from scratch. “I think we’ll draw 

similar clientele.” 

While the concept for Dale’s business 

stemmed from a pun on “convictions,” the 

connotation of “principles” is much more 

relevant than the judicial usage of the 

word. Dale’s convictions extend beyond 

helping area youth to supporting the local 

economy as much as possible when pur-

chasing ingredients, conserving energy, 

and supporting ethical business practices 

around the world.

He says that most cocoa comes from 

Ivory Coast, where “There’s a lot of con-

troversy that that chocolate is being har-

vested by slave labor of kids, so I didn’t 

want to have a business where I was 

trying to help kids here at the expense 

of kids there.” For this reason, he seeks 

out fair-trade cocoa, for which growers 

are guaranteed a fair-market price and 

agencies monitor the use of child labor. 

He also wants to buy as much organic 

cocoa as possible, again from a con-

cern for both ends of the market chain. 

Because the organic certification ensures 

that the crops are not sprayed with toxic 

chemicals, he believes that “It’s healthier 

for the farmers and the kids on that end 

and also healthier here on this end.” 

Dale is also going to buy chocolate 

made by a cooperative of indigenous 

people in Ecuador who not only own their 

own plantations but also take the cocoa 

through all the steps of production “from 

bean to bar,” rather than selling beans 

to large cocoa processing corporations. 

In this way the cooperative earns all the 

profits and produces a high quality and 

very fresh type of chocolate. 

Confections With Convictions is open 

Tuesday through Saturday from 10:00 

a.m. to 6:00 p.m. and can be reached at 

381-9700. 

Dale Anderson spent nearly a year creating 
the space for Confections With Convictions 
and Maria Brennan’s Victorian Bakery.
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shares from any of the three businesses 

(Victorian Bakery shares consist of bread 

and cookies) and pick them up bi-weekly 

at Maria’s home. In addition, Maria held 

an open house in December 2009 when 

CSA customers and others could stop 

in to sample some of her other baked 

goods. Of the whole experience, she 

says: “It was really so much fun.” She is 

participating in the joint CSA again this 

winter, with members picking up their 

shares at the bakery’s new location.

Supplying all these various custom-

ers has been enough to keep Maria and 

another full-time baker busy. Over the 

years, John, Conor, and Emmet have 

pitched in by washing dishes, packaging 

and labeling baked goods, and working 

the stands at the markets. The bakery 

now employs a staff of three.

During the farmers market season 

when sales are highest, Maria spends 12–

16 hours a day in the kitchen. Thursdays 

and Fridays are the hardest, because of 

the last-minute baking required to en-

sure the products are as fresh as possible. 

“We chose to do that. We could have 

done it differently, but we want (to get) 

everything to the customer as soon as 

we can,” Maria says. “So (we’re) making 

all the cookie doughs on Thursday and 

all the bread doughs Friday, and baking 

it off Friday night, and getting very little 

sleep because … (in the morning) you 

Brennan
(Continued from page 39)
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Providing 

Wealth Accumulation & Wealth Preservation

for our valued clients over the past 22 years including:

Entrepreneurs, Retirees, Professionals and

those facing life transitions.

M A N A G E M E N T  L T D

Stewardship | Stability | Success

7840 Moorsbridge Rd. Portage, MI 49024

269-321-8120   800-488-2036 

 www.lvmcapital.comstill have to bake off your cinnamon 

rolls and scones and your sourdough 

breads — they all need to be baked off 

right before the market.”

Planning what to bake is a balancing 

act. Sourdough breads, scones, and gin-

ger cookies are some of her mainstays, 

but there are variables, so sometimes she 

stops making a bread that hasn’t been 

selling, only to have someone complain 

that it’s not available. She has also tried 

to determine what to expect on a given 

market day — for example, would busi-

ness be light in late August because 

many people are away on vacation? 

Unfortunately, “You really can’t judge it,” 

Maria says. “We keep numbers for each 

year for what sold, what didn’t sell, and 

what the weather was like, but we can’t 

see a pattern.”

What is available varies from day 

to day, but bakery patrons can always 

expect to find some varieties of cookies, 

small tarts, snack cakes, and chocolate 

croissants as well as other pastries. 

Newer items that are regularly avail-

able include fruit crumbles and quiche. 

Certain specialty breads and pastries, 

such as focaccia and éclairs, are generally 

only available on Friday and Saturday, 

and some items, such as whole pies 

Shelves built into the window of the new 
bakery provide an excellent space for display of 
Maria’s teapot collection.
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At Keystone, we’re passionate about investing in small business because 

healthy small businesses make for a strong community. We have ears to 

listen, and money to lend. If you’re ready to move your business forward, 

come talk to us – because we’re ready to do business.

I moved to a bank that actually  
has money to lend.

 !"#$%&"!'"($)*"+',$+-".$*/"!0/"1'2/-

Visit us anytime at keystonebank.com, 

or just stop by your local branch.

Heilman’s
NUTS & CONFECTIONS

kind of nutty, but in a good way!
1804 South Westnedge Ave  269-383-1188  www.nuts2you.com

and cakes, must be ordered 48 hours in 

advance. 

I
n addition to the new bakery’s 

greater visibility, Maria enjoys hav-

ing a larger oven so she doesn’t have 

to wait for one batch of something to fin-

ish before starting another. In summer-

time, the air-conditioned shop will be a 

big improvement over her hot basement 

kitchen.

She’s also enthusiastic about her 

neighbor and landlord on Crosstown 

Parkway. The building’s owner, Dale 

Anderson, has opened an artisanal 

chocolate shop in the adjoining space. 

Like her, he is concerned with using 

local ingredients as much as possible. 

Maria says, “I’m really excited about his 

business. He does such nice chocolates; 

they have great flavor … I just think his 

business is so unique, just a great con-

cept,” she says.

Maria is a big advocate for the grow-

ing local food movement, and she wants 

to encourage others who are consider-

ing starting their own food business-

es — even if it brings a little competition. 

She cites the Michigan Cottage Food 

Law of 2010 that allows individuals to 

Brennan

The Brennan Victorian home was the  
inspiration for the name of her business.

P
h

o
to

: 
K

it
 A

lm
y

44



372-3400 www.devisserlandscape.com

Three Generations Serving Kalamazoo

sell certain types of foods made in an 

unlicensed home kitchen, not subject to 

inspection by the Michigan Department 

of Agriculture.

She says: “It’s going to be interesting 

what happens with the Cottage Laws be-

cause there are some really good bakers 

out there, and I hope it pushes them to 

do something.” 

The Victorian Bakery is open Tuesday 

through Friday from 7:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. 

and Saturday from 7:00 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. 

Call (269) 553-6194 to see what is avail-

able on a given day or to place an order. 

Midwinter Melancholy 

Winter hangs heavy

Like an overburdened branch

Scraping windshields, one more time

And waiting for the numb of cold to subside

Spring seems so far away

Autumn was too brief to enjoy enough

Summer, well that was eons ago

For now, everything’s quite frozen tight

Thank goodness for the inside glow

Of candles, firelight, and steaming tea

Blankets get plenty of use, a close-by friend

We huddle inside from the elements, snuggled

Rumors of blizzards, and reports not far away

Our turn, just a matter of time, always comes

And ice under snow can bring the worst of all

Humanity bonds amidst the adversity, a silver lining

Bundling is automatic now: coat, scarves, mittens

Boots from several create thawing piles near the door

Turtlenecks, and sweaters, and fleece are the norm

And the tan we once had is not even thought of anymore

Some revel in it, the skiiers, fishing-shanty dwellers and more

But if that’s not your thing, then fishtailing is the more likely action

Or doing donuts on the highway, not quite on purpose, not at all

Then holding onto the steering wheel awhile, white-knuckled for sure

Holidays sparkle to add some relief atop the dreariness

Artificial color adds hue on a canvas of only shades of grey

They brought a welcome break from what we’d only see otherwise

But as they have faded, the waiting for green begins in earnest

    By Brent Larson

Brent L. Larson is the executive director of the Allegan General Hospital Foundation. He 

is an extremely occasional poet but more often sings online and there meets friends from 

around the world. Brent is an assistant district governor for Rotary. Brent lives in Portage 

and is married and the father of two children.

Maria Brennan and Donna McClurkan, Texas 
Township Farmers Market manager, discuss 
their mutual interest in the growing local food 
movement.
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