An Accidental Baker Finds His Way Back Home

By Amy Zavatto

An elderly gentlemen hesitates in the doorway of The Village Baker, dubiously scanning the chocolate-colored walls and gleaming cases filled with chef Thomas Halik’s various confections: seven kinds of rugelach, inches-thick coffee cake, frosted sugar cookies, cupcakes that look like party hats sprinkled with rainbow confetti. He takes a few steps in, eyeing a tray of cinnamon buns. 

“Is this something special?” he suspiciously asks Tom’s wife, Rosalie Halik, who smiles at him from behind the counter. Gently, respectfully, she replies, “Of course. Would you like to try it?” and hands him a piece. He nibbles and offers a begrudgingly satisfied, “Hmph,” before admitting, “You know, I’ve been coming in here for a long time. This is the first time I’ve been in since you took over.”


And so go the early days of transitioning an old bakery into a new. Specifically, the former Jefferson Bakery of Clifton, New Jersey, which was quietly sold to Halik this past winter. 

The role of smiling, steadfast village baker smelling of powdered sugar and handing out cookies to neighborhood kids isn’t exactly the one Halik envisioned for himself when he was a pre-med student at George Washington University. Thanks to an oddball slice of serendipity, though, this gypsy chef has found himself just one town over from where he grew up in Little Falls.

A year in a fraternity and long, distracted weekends with his college girlfriend landed Halik on academic probation, to the great dismay of his father. “I was in Catholic school all my life, so when I got to college I just went nuts,” he says of his early days at GWU. Over the winter break of 1981, he was hanging around campus to work on his grades and start a renovation project on the kitchen at the fraternity house, when a quick trip to take out the trash altered his life forever. Sitting atop the piles of Hefty bags was an apparently discarded Christmas present and the harbinger of his future: a brand-new, in the plastic copy of the Better Homes & Gardens cookbook.

He began cooking wherever he could at school and in the surrounding D.C. area. A job in the kitchen of the French Embassy and a good word of a diplomat there got him into cooking school at Anne Willan’s Ecole de Cuisine la Varenne in Paris. From there he took the chef’s equivalent of a post-graduate Eurail trip through the continent, with stints at the American embassies in Paris and Reykjavik, Iceland. “I traveled, I learned what I could, and then I’d move on.”

Back in the states, he continued to knock around kitchens in D.C., New York, New Jersey, and Rhode Island. During one gig at a gourmet take-out spot in Midtown Manhattan, Halik began making rugelach, and found he was very good at it. His version of the bite-sized baked good became so popular, that he rented out a friend’s catering kitchen to make it at night and hawk it wholesale out of a backpack on his days off. Eventually, this spawned a wholesale bakery in Kearney, a mail-order business, and his traveling greenmarket hit, Just Rugelach, where loyal patrons from Staten Island to Nyack stand in line for fruit pies, cookies, bread pudding, chutneys, quiches, pork buns, and, of course, the ironic namesake that started it all, rugelach.

Just before the birth of his third child the opportunity to buy the Jefferson Bakery presented itself, and Halik pounced. Now, he rises before most people have entered their first REM stage. “The local policemen stop in for coffee in the middle of the night because they know I’m here.” He is a new face to the old-timers in Clifton with a recently bought home five blocks away from the shop, and a familiar one to old friends from Pope Paul IV Catholic school in Little Falls. He brings a combination of old and new to the wares in his bakery as well, catering to long-time Jefferson customers with crumb cakes and cinnamon buns and to commuters and gourmet-minded parents who stop in for some paella, roasted leg of lamb, or shepherd’s pie for supper. “Some come in looking for strudel and walk out with chocolate ganache.”

For a man once seemingly gripped by wanderlust, his new, rooted role seems to suit him. "I just want to be the village baker," he shrugs. It’s the afternoon and some local kids tumble through the door, giggling. They gaze into the cases and excitedly call out preferences for their after-school treat to Rosalie. Halik watches them and smiles, adding with all the gravity of fatherhood, "I just want to watch my kids grow."
