
Marion Kane: A-ha! Well, now you’re getting into an area of serious debate. 

Peter Gzowski: This is a major controversy, I think. 

Marion Kane:: Well, no, the two areas of controversy or there may be more … one is 
should it be runny or firm? This seems to be the thing. I wrote a story on butter tarts 
earlier this year and people get very hot under the collar about this – should it be runny 
or firm? 

Peter Gzowski: I’d just better get a position from you on this one. 

Marion Kane: Well, I lean to the runny position. They should be quite runny but not too 
runny. 

Peter Gzowski: Right. 

Marion Kane: People like them so they drip off your chin but I like them so just when 
you bite into them there’s a little bit of ooze but there’s still some firmness left in the 
filling - and I do like raisins in mine. 

 

Introduction 

Marion Kane: Hello, I’m Marion Kane, Food Sleuth®. Welcome to my podcast “Sittin’ In 
The Kitchen®” and thank you to Canadian folk singer Bob Snider for the theme music. 
What you just heard was me being interviewed by CBC’s Peter Gzowski about what 
makes a great butter tart. That conversation took place 22 years ago and we’re still no 
closer to reaching a consensus on this iconic Canadian dessert. Or are we? I recently 
attended a lively food event that tried to settle that heated debate. It was the First 
Annual Butter Tart Festival and it put the town of Midland, Ontario, on the map. Today 
you’ll get a sampling of that festival – how it got started, what some judges had to say 
about the butter tart entries, and who crafted the best butter tart in Ontario. Enjoy our 
episode about the sweet Canadian treat that both satisfies the appetite and sparks 
heated debate. 

Midland Town Crier: It’s my pleasure to announce the opening of the sweetest contest 
in Ontario - the First Annual Midland Butter Tart Festival. Hip Hip Hooray! 

Barb Rowlandson: My name’s Barb Rowlandson. I am the Events Chair for the 
downtown Midland BIA. I sell butter tarts in my own store that I make and, for several 
years, I’ve had this idea brewing that we should have an opportunity to have butter tarts 
judged and find out who makes the best one in Ontario. I figured I know from personal 
experience how passionate people are about this pastry. It’s probably the most 
contentious pastry in history. Complete strangers will stand in my store and have a 
discourse on what is a correct butter tart. Of course, that’s completely subjective. 

Charles Pachter: I’m Charles Pachter. I’m a Canadian painter. I’ve been in the game 
for about five decades now and I spent a lot of my career examining Canadian symbols 
and icons. It’s one of the few things that unite Canadians in that way. As the croissant is 
to France and the doughnut is to America, the butter tart is to us. In the last 10 years, 
there’s been a certain amount of affectionate fetishism that’s arisen about the tart itself 



– what constitutes a great tart. In my opinion, a good butter tart should be kind of crispy, 
semi-burnt toward the outside; it should be chewy as you get towards the middle, 
spongy and then runny in the middle with two or three really nice raisins. It’s quite a 
Proustian memory. There isn’t a Canadian kid around who doesn’t remember coming 
home from school and the smell of butter tarts in the oven and you have a fabulously 
fresh one with a glass of cold milk. It was always what you did. It was just part of our 
lives. 

Jodie James: My name is Jodie James and I’m the 2013 Queen of Tarts for the 
Midland Butter Tart Festival. That means I’m an ambassador for our town and I 
represent our festival that’s happening this year. I’m wearing a crown because I am the 
queen, but I have been a queen for many, many years. It’s just official this year that the 
organizing committee made me Miss Butter Tart. 

Marion Kane: I’m at the Community Centre and things are working up to a crescendo 
for the judging of the butter tarts. I’m with Barb Rowlandson who is one of the 
organizers. You decided to have this festival. You’re calling it the First Annual Best 
Butter Tart Festival. It’s the best because there are no others so far right? 

Barb Rowlandson: That’s right. It’s our inaugural year. We’re really looking forward to 
finding out from the 80 applicants who brought their butter tarts from all over Ontario 
today. 

Marion Kane: Are you telling me there’s 80 entries in the judging? 

Barb Rowlandson: There most certainly is and each applicant was required to bring 20 
tarts so you do the math - that’s 1600 tarts that we’ve received at the Centre this 
morning. 

Marion Kane: I’m talking to Mike Osborne, the Midland Police Chief and he has almost 
the very last of the butter tarts in front of him. Could you talk to me while you eat it? 

Mike Osborne: I sure can. What we’re doing here today is just doing our judging. I’m 
looking at this beautiful butter tart, inspecting the crust to make sure it’s flaky but not too 
dry - making sure that the centre is light but not too runny and make sure it’s sweet. 
Some of them have some unique flavours. We’ve had nutmeg put into some of them, a 
little bit of a caramel flavour in other ones so they’re quite amazing. 

Marion Kane: This must be one of the best-voted butter tarts. 

Mike Osborne: It’s one of the top eight. Delicious. It’s absolutely wonderful. Because 
their crust is perfect. Not too dry, not too soggy, it’s just perfect. 

Marion Kane: You’re going to now try the filling? 

Mike Osborne: I am. It’s wonderful. 

Marion Kane: Okay. You used a little plastic spoon to take a little bit of filling and the 
police chief likes it. I’m with Mayor Gord McKay. How are you feeling after all these 
butter tarts? 



Gord McKay: Well it sort of weighs on you after a while but the nice thing about it is 
they’re so delightful that you keep waiting for the next one to show up. 

Barb Rowlandson: We’re ready to announce right now. Who makes the best butter tart 
in Ontario? Want to know? 

Crowd: Yes. 

Barb Rowlandson: The best butter tart in Ontario is made by Nancy Dillen of Barrie, 
Ontario. 

Crowd: Applause. 

Marion Kane: Nancy Dillen of Barrie makes the best butter tart in Ontario and I’m about 
to sit down with her and Barbara Rowlandson and eat one of her butter tarts. This is 
where it all happened. We’re in the back room where all the finalists – oh, gosh, she 
was number 50 butter tart. This is the winning butter tart. It’s got a very crimped crust. 
Rustic and it’s got a light-coloured filling. How would you describe your butter tart? 

Nancy Dillen: I think it’s rather rustic and old-fashioned. 

Marion Kane: How did you learn to make this? 

Nancy Dillen: My mother was a baker. She always made butter tarts and everybody 
loved them. 

Marion Kane: You’re just a home cook, you’re not a professional? 

Nancy Dillen: No. 

Marion Kane: Your butter tart does look special. Tell me what goes into the crust. 

Nancy Dillen: There’s some flour, butter, a little bit of lard, vinegar, egg, a little bit of 
sugar, a bit of salt. 

Marion Kane: I’m just eating it. It’s unbelievable. This crust is a combination of crisp 
and melt-in-your-mouth. You told me about the pastry, now what about the filling? I’m 
about to eat the filling. 

Nancy Dillen: There’s lot of butter – a lot of butter. It has light brown sugar, Lyle’s 
Golden Syrup, eggs of course, vanilla… 

Marion Kane: And you use nuts instead of raisins? 

Nancy Dillen: Pecans. 

Marion Kane: Oh, my God, I’m just eating this thing. There’s so much to say about this 
butter tart. It is truly sensational. It’s gooey, crispy, it’s smooth, it’s runny, it’s crunchy. 
It’s got all the texture and then of course it’s sweet and buttery. You’re famous now. 

Nancy Dillen: (laughs). My mother’s going to be so proud. 

Marion Kane: Is it her recipe? 



Nancy Dillen: No, it’s not. I made the recipe up myself. Also it’s got whipped cream 
inside the filling. 

Marion Kane:: We’ve learned two interesting things: it has Lyle’s Golden Syrup and it 
has whipping cream in it. What do you think’s the secret to being a good cook? 

Nancy Dillen: I think love. You put all your love into it and it shows. 

Marion Kane: It certainly does. Congratulations. 

 

Conclusion 

Marion Kane: Thanks for listening. That was me, Marion Kane, Food Sleuth®, at the 
First Annual Best Butter Tart Festival in Midland, Ontario. For more food sleuthing 
stories, visit my website marionkane.com 
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