Adrians

By Barbara Emerson, BeeLine Computer Co. (note: there’s no S on Computer)
There is a substance to be had in our fair city the likes of which exists no where else on the planet. In fact, I’d venture to guess that this claim could be extended to include the universe itself. It is a concoction so smooth, so creamy, so downright yummy that it seems it can only be the invention of angels. Indeed, it has its own modest following even to far-flung corners of our state, (and perhaps beyond) whereby even the mention of the word Burlington causes empty stares into space and the hushed whisper. . . “Adrian’s. . .” followed by a deep sigh. And, this fame is well-deserved, I must say.
On a recent Sunday, I stopped by Adrian’s Custard where I spoke with Vince and Brigette Skrundz, who recently acquired the historic custard stand from its original owner and founder, Jim Adrian. It’s easy to see that the couples’ hearts are firmly entangled with Adrian’s. Brigette started her custard career at the tender age of 15, working her way through high school and paying for her St. Norbert College education from the proceeds of her job as an expert in the art of cone-swirls, among other talents. 
Brigette and Vince have another strong connection to the little custard stand; it’s where they met. Back in high school, standing on Adrian’s front sidewalk, Vince told his buddies that he was going to ask Brigette for a date. And the rest is history. . . well, with a few years in the interim.

As a matter of fact, being Sunday, we were joined by a couple of wee Skrundzes, namely Jake and Austin, who, at five and three, look right at home at Adrian’s with their mom and dad. If the smidge of chocolate detected on Austin’s face is any indication, I’d be willing to bet that there’s a lot of custard in these guys’ future. Who can blame them?
If food is an art – as some claim -- then custard is the pinnacle of objets d’art for the palate. Yes, it’s cold. Yes, it’s creamy. And, sweet, of course. But, the real joie de custard is its consistency. And, here consistency claims dual definitions. Ah, yes, the flavor is outstanding, but it is the cool, velvet touch—its consistency -- that speaks volumes of the time and care that go into preparing Adrian’s custard. The slightly different definition of consistency is this: Adrian’s custard has been created from the exact same recipe, with the exact same ingredients from the exact same suppliers consistently since 1974. Says Vince, “We wouldn’t change it for the world.” Who could argue with success? 

The emphasis here in this neat-as-a-pin back room – that mysterious part of Adrian’s seldom seen by the public – is definitely on consistency. But, the decree goes far beyond just the recipe. The main cooler’s temperature varies nary a degree from its optimum. Chocolate has its perfect temp, which is different from that of its cousin, Vanilla. And, both are continually monitored. It’s all in the details. Brigette comments, “You can see if the custard is off. If it’s shiny or comes out of the machine a little different, we can tell right away.” 
If consistency is the foundation, then fresh is the mantra of the custard connoisseurs here at Adrian’s. In fact, it’s the answer to all custard questions. 

Q: What makes Adrian’s custard so good?

A: It’s fresh.

Q: How much is stored here?

A: Very little. We order several times a week.
Q: How do you make your flavor of the day?

A: We mix it in tiny batches, just as orders come in. It’s fresh every few minutes. 
Q: What’s that? (pointing to a row of small bins in the cooler)
A: Those are toppings. They are stored at exactly the right temperature and changed daily, to keep them (you guessed it) fresh.

Q: Well, then, what’s that? (pointing to a stainless canister in the cooler)

A: That is whipping cream. “We create it from these cartons of real cream,” says Vince, holding up a pint-sized container. That keeps it --- FRESH! No whipped “topping” here at Adrian’s. This stuff is the real McCoy, donated to the cause by real cows and whipped just moments before it’s mounded generously atop your sundae. I was tempted to check out back for Elsie and her cow cohorts.
Adrian’s hasn’t changed much since 1974, when Jim Adrian opened the little stand at the corner of Bridge Street and Milwaukee Ave. In fact, it was Jim who guaranteed the consistency of his custard by consulting with dairy providers to supply him with exactly the right formula for his outstanding custard. He even contacted the manufacturer of the machines that dispense this frozen wonder. He wanted to be sure they provided the exact dimensions and allowed precise temperature settings to contribute to the perfect cone, the perfect sundae and the perfectly awesome banana split. To Jim, custard wasn’t merely a favorite; it was a passion.
Unfortunately, Jim Adrian died in 2007 after a serious illness. Well-known in Burlington and beyond, he is missed by friends, family and patrons. One can’t improve on perfection, though, and it is to Jim Adrian that we are grateful for his passion for custard perfection. And, that he was willing to share it so generously all these years. 
Never one to turn down a sample. . .especially of anything food-related, I accepted Vince’s offer to create the sundae of my dreams. I watched while he compiled for me a heavenly strata containing my two favorite flavors on Earth: chocolate and raspberry. Chocolate custard topped with fresh red raspberries, with just the right touch of whipped cream. Give me that spoon. Now.
Favorite flavor? Butter pecan, by far. It’s evident that Burlington loves their butter, and their pecans. Every day from around mid-March to November, the occupant of each vehicle that passes the triple-street intersection of Bridge, Milwaukee and Congress Streets, executes the obligatory neck-crane to catch a glimpse of the small sign posted in Adrian’s window announcing the Flavor of the Day. And, when it says Butter Pecan, the line forms early.
What changes are Brigette and Vince planning for their new venture? None, they are quick to point out. Oh, they may try a new Flavor of the Day here or there to see if loyal custard fans like it. But, both are adamant that in some cases there’s just no improving on perfection.
You’ll find Adrian’s in Burlington kitty-corner form Echo Park where Milwaukee Ave. (Hwy 36), Bridge Street and Congress Street intersect.

Adrian’s. . . (sigh).
