plies to bring to the uptown store where
cakes and pastries have been baking
since 5 am. The proprietor is on top of
every aspect of the operation and at any
given moment knows the exact amount
of ingredients on the premises, the details
of the next order to be picked up, and
the condition of her absent employee’s
baby.

Mancino has even taken on the New
York Telephone Company, such as the
time when a switching office across
Broadway from her 214th Street store
crossed her lines with a well-known

a2

brokerage company, tying up her phones
withunwanted customers calling about
their investments.

“I always feel that if I'm not on top
of everything, it just won’t work,” she
mused.

Told It wouldn’t Fly

The success of the Carrot Top res-
taurants comes despite much advice to
the contrary. She remembers that when
she first decided to introduce the Co-
lumbus Avenue-style eatery in a work-
ing class neighborhood like Inwood,

wonldn’t flv
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CARROT TOP RESTAURANT FOUNDER RENEE MANCINO poses
with some of her prized pasteries which have a large clientele of consumers
far beyond the borders of Washington Heights, where her two restaurants
& bakeries are located. Photograph by Caroline Brown.

“Not only were they wrong, but
since then alot of other gourmet stores
have been successful here,” she contin-
ued. Stll, Mancinois saddened, but not
daunted by the problems which afflict
the Washington Heights area. Still, there
are tentative plans to open another res-
taurant.

Mancino’s exposure in O'Neill’s
articles and cookbook has brought her
a lot of publicity, including a lucrative

offer from CBS to write her story for a
movie of the week.

Shaking her head and looking around
the cafe as if still assessing thge whole
scene, she says, “I really would like to
know what makes me tick. I'm sensi-
tive and I'm not a very good boss. My
work is down at the factory where I do
quality control.”

But in an impish understatement,
the Queen of Carrot Cake said, “I do
know what a good cake tastes like.”

she was told by many people that it,.
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The Queen Of Carrot Cake
Is Also One Toug

By JOYCE PERRY

As a child, the only times
Renee Allen Mancino was sure
to be at her Cleveland, Ohio
home was when her mother
was baking.

A sclf-described little hellion for
most of her childhood, constantly at
odds with her mother and six siblings
and cluding her grandmother's strap, a
swect tooth for her mother’s chocolate
fudge, breakfast rings, cakes, pies and
cookics was her only taming influence.

The memory of these occasions may
have ultimately saved Mancino's life,
and was the genesis of her thriving
Carrot Top restaurants, and what New
York Times food critic Molly O’Neill
described as the “‘best carrot cake in the
world.”

“(O'Neill) had heard about the cake
and came here for the recipe,” Mancino
recounted. “In order to get in the food
editor’s section of the Times, you give
them a good recipe, she tests it and if
she likes it, they print it,”

Not only did O’ Neill print her carrot
cake recipe in her column, but Mancino
graces the cover of a cookbook O’Neill
authored entitled “New York Cook-
book,” a compilation and history of
current and legendary New York reci-

pes which includes Le Cirque’s spa-

ghetti primavera, Lindy’s cheesecake
and Sylvia’s barbeque ribs.

“I'm honored 10 be selected for the
book because New York food is so
unique. Tourists come from all over the
world to sample the different dishes
here. I've gotten calls from all over the
United States.”

150 Cakes An Hour

The two Carrot Top restaurants
employ 20 and are located on Broad-
way in Inwood and at 165th Street &
Broadway in the lower Heights. The
baking begins at 3 a.m. at the lower
Broadway store (which boasts aseating
capacity for 70.

The state-of-the art ovens from Paris
turn out over 150 cakes and pastries an
hour serving many of Manhattan’s fin-
est restaurants and specialty food stores.
The cakes have been shipped all over
the country including to such celebri-
ties as Stevie Wonder, Archbishop
Desmond Tutu and Richard Pryor.

Mancino’s efforts have accorded her
all the hallmarks of success: an El-
dorado Cadillac, a Four by Four ve-
hicle, and a van; a beautiful, 21-year-
old daughter, Tanyika Allen, educated
exclusively at private schools, and a
sprawling home in Rockland County,
recently completed under the direction
of her husband, Robert.

An Imaginative Child

But she seemsinextricably linked to
her past and the tortuous joumey she
endured to get here.

I was always a very different child,”
she recalls. “I had an imagination and
used to think about a lot of things,
weird things. 1 was aware of people at a
very young age. I always wanied more
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SWET SUCCESS: Entrepreneur Renee Mancino in front of her In-

wood bakery-restaurant. Photograph by Fred Fortunato.

Mancino’s story is the stuff of a
good movie of the week. After her
mother and grandmother’s “good Chris-
tian efforts” failed to keep her at home
and out of trouble, at 14 she was sen-
tenced to a year’s residency in reform
school fortruancy. An otherwise bright
young girl, the experience was the cata-
Iyst that began to re-shape her direc-
ton. “I went in that school a tough
juvenile delinquent and came out a
straight-A student,” she recounts.

Educated during the early sixties
whenintegration and busing laws were
being enacted, Mancino took advan-
tage of every opportunity that came her
way. She responded to an ad fora job at
NASA and at 16 became one of their
youngest employees, rising at 5:00 a.m.
and traveling two hours 0 get to their
facilities in a Cleveland suburb. “I went
to predominantly white schools, so
everything they taught their own, I
leamned too,” she said. .

Mancino received a scholarship to
Howard University in Washington, D.C.,

moved to New York and began an
intemship at St. Luke’s Hospital morgue,
She became a Black Muslim, married
badly (“‘and dangerously,” she adds),
and within two years found herself a
widow with a baby girl to support.

Began On Post Avenue )

A Muslim minister asked her to
bake a cake and liked it so much that he
passed her name to the Muslim inmate
population. She began baking and sell-
ing carrot cakes to pay for her daugh-
ter’sand herown tuition. Withinayear,
she was baking 1,200 loaf-shaped cakes
with buttercream frosting a week.

“I began baking under the name of
Carrot Top with $200 of my rentmoney
in my Post Avenue apartment,” she
reminisced. When Mancino wasn'’t at
home baking, she was travelling down-
town taking cake and pastry samples to
restaurants. She boasts that Balducci’s
was one of her first commercial ac-
counts.

“Each moming, I'd get on the #1
train with shopping bags full of cakes.
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rants and then go to St. Lukes for my -
classes.”

A Disabling Car Crash

In 1977, after four years of baking in
her apantment, Mancino received a
scholarship to Columbia University's
medical school. While vacationing in
Florida, recuperating from some minor
exploratory surgery, a car in which she
was a passenger crashed and sent her
head first through the windshield.

When I awoke, there was a doctor
sticking needles in my face trying to
remove all the glass,” she recalled. “All
Iremembered wasmy daughter’s name
and how to pray in Arabic.”

Isolated in Florida (her family was
unaware of her whereabouts and she
was unaware of their existence), she
began a slow recovery in Miami.

“The doctors were concemed about
my depression,” she says. “I had al-
ways been pretty vain about my looks.
The doctors moved me into a hotel near
an amusement park and supplied me
with Richard Pryor records. Soon I
began laughing again and knew I was
going to make it.”

Through whatshe calls the clairvoy-
ance of then 7-year old Tanyika, her
family did locate her and after two
months of treatment she retumed to
New York. After extensive facial sur-
gery, (A surgeon was experimenting
with anew technique for black skin and
I was his test case.”) Mancino did,
indeed, regain her good looks. Her
memory, however, has never fully re-

a turned.
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“Medical school? What was that.
Within an instant, I lost it all....it changed
my entire life. There'll just be things
you’ll never gain back after a head
injury that serious,” she observed.

One of the few things Mancino did
recall was how to bake a carrot cake.

i She re-established her pastry-prison

franchise and began delivering cakes
again. “I remembered that I had gotten
paid for an order for Warwick Prison
and had not delivered. I knew that
prisoners are often the target of rip-offs
and I didn't want to disappoint them.”

In 1978, she met Robert Mancino, a
New York City police officer at the
34th Precinct who answered her call to
calm her disruptive visiting brother.
“He was the first man to come along
who believed in me,” Mancino said.
“He bought me a mixer.” Two years
later the couple were married. While he
was on patrol in Inwood, he found her
a place for a store at Broadway and
214th Street and Carot Top baked goods
hit the street.

Carrot Top Hits the Road

In an effort to expand their business
to other areas in Manhattan, he built a
mobile bakery on a truck, replete with
oven, showcase, coffec and a phone,
called it “Step up to Carrot Cake
Country,” and went to Wall streetevery
day for two years.

In 1983, they leased the space at
165th Street from Columbia-Presbyte-
rian Medical Center, where Robert in-
troduced entrees and sandwiches.

“He’s the creative mind behind the
changes in Carrot Top,” the energetic
businesswoman said. “I'm just the idea
and the motivation and anything else
you want to call me.”

A Demanding Routine

Call her the indomitable force be-
hind the business. Mancino rises at
dawn and arrives at her factory by 9
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Three years Post Ave.
resident Reneeig:n labored in
her tiy kitc;hen to produce
: ough cakes and Dles to sell

within six upstate New York
prison concessions: she was
supplying. Making numerous
trips tothe local Pathmark super-
market, Ms. Allen stoelwd up on
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» “only carrot cake and no lamfer G
gells exclusively to the inmates,
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her ingredients and worked long
into the night so her pastries
would be fresh when they were
delivered.

Today, Allen is the owner of
Carrot Top Pastries on 214 St
and Broadway, and she
has narrowed her delivac

specifications,

Last May Allen, who is an at-
tractive 31-year-old blackwoman, :
.- tented the storefront on 214 St.but

thebuilding neededa tremendous
ammmt of work befote it could

she still maintains the freshnéss .

and homemade quality of ‘her

cakes “I'bake only to order and1

. never have a surplus” Allen said.
“I can make sure my product I8

perfect, because it is the only
one | have,"

The cake which is Allen's spe-
clality 18 made with shredded
carrots and chopped walnuts and
is glazed with a cream cheese
frosting Allen primarily sells
wholesale tomidtown delicates-
sens, restaurants and theater

; groups, but does take phone

s orders from the public. An eight

‘ounce ‘carrot nut loaf sells for
- wholesale at $1.50 and retatls at
$2.39. A nine inch bundt cake is

#8 wholesale and retails at $1.50
per slice. She also bakes a one

' quarter-inch and ahalf-inchsheet
4 mk&butthepmemmm

beoccupled. ’mis Saiia
been a sweat shop,” ng

"Wehadto putall} newelectnca! .
ook six months to -

amounted to $30,000, wasdone. P
nd thefr
friends, The remainder was done

by Allen's husband
by local contractors. The bakery

: business,’
At present, Allen {s
moting her produut mm

is bright and airy, and has two |
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Manhattan Times

By L1sa Stephenson
Tt has been said that the greatest
 gifts in life are unanswered prayers.
Renee Mancino, owner and’ founder of
. Carrot Top Pastries, has overcome chal-
lenges and. mlsfortune tobuild‘an im-
pressive career as a businesswoman.
Endowed with determination, resilience
and’ a marvelous sense of humor, Ms.
. Mancino has navigated the labyrm-
thine path of life with ingenious charm.

One of seven children, Ms. Mancino
was born and raised in Cleveland. Her
mother was a single parent.who worked
eight-hour shifts at two jobs; her grand-
mother was the matriarch of the fam-
ily who didn’t spare the rod to spoil the
child. “They didn’t give spankings in
those days,” Ms. Mancmo recalled,
“they gave beatings.” Although money
wasn’t abundant, her childhood home
was filled with love and the memory of
an aromatic kitchen.

“M mother and grandmother baked
all the time,” Ms. Mancino said. “For
birthdays we had our favorite cake;
there were donuts for Halloween, fudge
for Christmas and candy at Easter. My
mother could have done it profession-
- ally.”

By the age of 14, Ms. Mancino was
consistently on probatxon and had be-
come a juvenile delinquent.  Her

mother, with a stroke of tough love, sent
her to reform school.

“It changed my life and was the best
thing that could have happened to me,”
she said. “There were six studentsina
class, the school was in the middle of
farm country and we were locked in ev-
ery night. Scott Carpenter, one of the
first astronauts, was an instructor and
I'had a biology teacher who encouraged
my love of science. I returned home as
a straight A student. When NASA
hired me at 16 to work in their infor-
mation library, I was one of the young-

est employees on staff.” ’
Ms. Mancino planned to begin medi-

cal school on scholarship at Howard

University, until she met a man (at her.
grandmother’s funeral) who was a mor-
tician. Fascinated by the prospect of .

an alternate career path, her future

changed. By the time she turned 21,

Ms. Mancino was. living in New York
had begun -an internship at St Luke’s

Hospital morgue. By the age of 28, she .

was the widowed mother of a 5-year-old
daughter. She decided to return to
medical school and applied to Colum-
bia University; two days after receiving
a notice of acceptance she narrowly es-
caped death in a car accident.

Her recuperation, slow and compli-
cated, resulted in short and long term

ttan Times
' sugar rolling a cart with one hand"and

“way and 165% Street. Ms. Mancino.d

the accident, Ms. |
Avenue and bak (

holding a .38 revolver in the other. y:
rode the subway to -deliver my cakes to
Balducci’s, did street fairs ax}d dlstn

Wednesday.” :
Her: second husband Robert con-
vinced her to turn pastnes into: proﬁt~
and converted an Inwood storefront into
a bi-level apartment and food shop; a
second location was. opened at Broad-

"RdhéexMancino *

scribed Inwood and the Heights as'the - grc
best—kept secretsin New York and dur-. t
ing the past 20 years she has done:
bridal showers, wedding cakes and baby -
showers for clients she knew as chlld.ren-\ A
in the neighborhood, ¢ :
With -reflection and hmdm V. .
Mancino agreed that: stnkmg, ironic:
contrasts filled her life." “When I was..

: ‘he best Kids were allowed to
bowl G5y she laughed “Now my
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