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Introduction

American cooking has a strong claim to a blue ribbon for its baking repertoire. Nobody in the world does as many pies as we do, from apple to Key lime. I can’t count the number of biscuit recipes available, from cream biscuits to beaten biscuits. And, of course, America is the king of cakes, from classic coconut to carrot to flourless chocolate.

But once you step off the plane in Paris, London, Copenhagen, Mexico City, Istanbul, Lisbon or Rome, you find a new world of baking. A simple Spanish almond cake that uses no wheat flour. Loaf cakes that include slightly-bitter rye flour to balance the sugar. Basque cheesecake that requires no water bath and is super-creamy and light. A Mexican sweet corn cake that is prepared in a blender, not a mixer. Or Catalan biscotti, Yelapa-style sweet corn pie, sticky chocolate cake from Sweden, kolaches from Poland, broken phyllo cake from Crete, or a spinach and cheese borek (a phyllo-encrusted savory pie) from Türkiye. And, one of my favorites, a snackable dream cake from Denmark.

In researching this book, we also found many American recipes we’d never heard of, from peanut butter banana cream pie to maple-glazed hermits. And we have gone beyond sweets to include yeasted breads, flatbreads, pizzas and savory tarts. We love the notion of upside-down pizza, pour-in-the-pan pizza, and endless varieties of flatbreads (some can be made in just minutes in a skillet).

It has been said that baking is a science. You can play around with a stir-fry, not with Swedish cardamom buns. That is why professional recipe development and testing are so important when it comes to baking. There are so many things that can go wrong, from an oven that runs hot or cold, ingredients not at the proper temperature, a lack of patience (a bigger problem than you might think), using not quite the right ingredients (such as substituting milk for buttermilk or using all-purpose flour instead of bread flour). It’s the little things that count, and Milk Street is here to help you avoid the pitfalls and provide recipes that describe how baked goods should look, not just give you baking times that may not correspond to your home oven.

Though I am first and foremost a baker, I had no idea how much I would learn from the recipes in this volume. First, most of these recipes are much easier than you would think, from beer pretzels to sweet potato rolls. And so, these days, I bake bread almost every weekend because it’s fun and easy. Second, one-layer cakes, including loaf cakes, are the most common style of cake in most places, and they are just as good as more complicated multi-layer cakes. (And some can be prepared in a blender!) Some recipes turn things upside down – a chocolate cake steamed on top of the stove or a spanakopita prepared in a skillet. And then, of course, there are new flavor combinations, from a salted peanut and caramel tart to a pistachio-cardamom cake.

Baking is an adventure, a pleasure and a form of alchemy. I defy you to make a loaf of bread or a cake without feeling a connection to something deeper, a tie that binds, a source of happiness that results from working with your hands. When we bake, we use all of our senses – especially touch and aroma – which grounds us to what is most important in life. I often get the feeling that modern life seems particularly ephemeral, hard to grasp. A home-baked cake is just the thing to set things right. You can get your hands on it, you can inhale the freshly baked scent, and you can taste the results of your effort.

Not bad for a square of Danish dream cake!
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INGREDIENT INSIDER

Starting with the right ingredients is key to successful baking. From all-purpose flour to yogurt, here is a roundup of the core ingredients used in recipes throughout this book.

DAIRY

Along with flours that provide structure and fats that bring richness, dairy is an important element in baking. Liquids such as milk and semisolids like yogurt add moisture and help bind batters and doughs.

Buttermilk

Buttermilk not only lends a pleasant tanginess to baked goods, such as biscuits, soda bread and cakes, it also adds richness without weighing down textures or adding unwanted fattiness. Grocery stores usually offer either cultured nonfat or low-fat buttermilk; traditional buttermilk, made the old-fashioned way by churning, is rare. Any of these options will work in recipes that call for buttermilk. Note that buttermilk curdles easily if heated, so don’t warm or scald it as you might milk. For information on buttermilk substitutes, see Best Bet For Better Buttermilk, here.
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Coconut Milk

Coconut milk is not a dairy product, but it often is used in the same way as cow’s milk. In our recipes that call for coconut milk, purchase the type packaged in a can, not in a carton and sold in the dairy case as a beverage. We consider a 14-ounce can to be standard, but sizes vary somewhat; a tablespoon or two more or less shouldn’t affect a recipe. Before use, be sure to stir well to incorporate the fat that rises to the surface. We almost always opt for regular, not light, coconut milk, but don’t mistake richer, fattier coconut cream for coconut milk. For more information about coconut products see Cracking the Coconut Code, here.

Eggs

In baking, eggs are a multifunctional ingredient, providing fat as well as structure while also acting as a binder, leavener and emulsifier. We use large eggs in all of our cooking and baking. When room-temperature eggs make a difference in a recipe, the ingredient list will indicate, otherwise eggs can be used straight from the refrigerator. If you need to separate eggs, keep in mind that it’s easiest to do so when the eggs are cold because the yolk is relatively firm, making it more resistant to breakage. To quickly bring cold eggs to room temperature, simply submerge them in a bowl of hot water for a few minutes.

Milk

When we use milk in baking, it’s almost always whole milk. Low-fat and nonfat milk are too lean and watery to deliver flavor and richness. As with eggs, if room-temperature milk makes a difference in a recipe, the ingredient list will indicate. If it does not, milk straight from the refrigerator is fine to use.

Yogurt

As with buttermilk, yogurt adds tart, tangy flavor to baked goods, as well as a richness that isn’t heavy or overbearing. We often lean on yogurt to bring moisture and tenderness to quick breads, flatbreads, muffins and rustic, homey cakes. If a recipe calls for Greek yogurt, regular yogurt is not an appropriate substitute, as the two have different moisture contents.
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FATS

In baked goods, fats supply richness and tenderness as well as a luxuriousness that makes a sweet a treat. In addition, fats assist with crisping and browning, which heightens textural appeal and builds flavor. Moreover, fats convey flavor, meaning they help carry taste and aromatic compounds from other ingredients.

Butter

Breaking with convention, we use salted butter in all of our cooking and baking; we prefer the flavor, as well as the convenience of stocking just one variety of butter in our kitchens. Since our recipes are developed with salted butter, the amount of additional salt in the ingredient list takes into account the salinity of the butter. If you prefer unsalted butter, consider adding a touch more salt when making recipes from this book. As a frame of reference, a full stick of butter contains approximately ¼ teaspoon salt. Also, our recipes are developed with standard butter, which contains 16 to 18 percent water; richer, higher-fat European-style butters should work fine, but may behave a little differently. Butter readily absorbs the aromas of other ingredients, so store it tightly wrapped or in an airtight container in the refrigerator. For longer storage, wrap in foil and freeze.

Neutral Oil

Oil is the fat of choice for many quick breads, muffins and cakes. Unlike butter, which contains water and milk solids, oil is 100 percent fat and remains fluid at room temperature, so it makes for an exceptionally tender, moist and plush crumb. Neutral oils are flavorless oils that don’t obscure or interfere with the flavors of other ingredients. When we reach for a neutral oil, it’s usually grapeseed, but there are many options, including sunflower, safflower and peanut.

Olive Oil

In addition to neutral oil, we use a fair amount of extra-virgin olive oil in our baking—in savory breads, of course, but also in sweets. It’s our go-to when we’re looking for a non-butter fat with more personality than neutral oil. A fruity, smooth-tasting olive oil is ideal for sweet baked goods; savory breads can handle peppery, more assertive olive oil.
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Tahini

Tahini, a paste made from ground sesame seeds, isn’t your typical baking ingredient, but we are fond of its earthy, rich, pleasantly bitter flavor in baked goods. It functions as both a fat and a flavoring, and is especially good paired with dark, toasty ingredients, such as chocolate, coffee and browned butter. As with sesame oil, tahini can be made from raw or toasted sesame seeds. In a tasting, we found tahini made from raw seeds to be pasty and grainy. On the other hand, many supermarket brands were acrid from over-roasting. We prefer tahini made with gently roasted seeds; Soom, Beirut, Lebanon Valley and Sesame King (Regular Roast) were our favorites. Upon standing, the oil in tahini will rise to the surface, so be sure to stir well before use, making sure to scrape along the base of the jar to incorporate the bits that settle at the bottom. Tahini is fine for a month or so at room temperature, though we recommend refrigeration beyond that to maintain freshness.

FLOURS AND STARCHES

Flour, or starch of some sort, is the backbone of nearly every type of baked good. All-purpose flour is the kitchen workhorse, but we lean on a variety of flours, starches and ground meals to add complex, nuanced flavor and texture to muffins, cakes, cookies and breads of all sorts.

All-Purpose Flour

All-purpose flour ranges from nine to 11 percent in protein, depending on the brand. Gold Medal all-purpose flour comes in at 10.5 percent; King Arthur at 11.7 percent. Either will deliver great results. All-purpose flour may be bleached or unbleached, and the package will indicate. We have found that only in rare instances do the two perform differently enough to warrant specifying one or the other. All-purpose flour is relatively shelf-stable, so store it in the pantry in an airtight container or canister with a wide mouth for easy scooping.

Almond Flour

Almond flour, also referred to as almond meal, is made by grinding almonds to a fine, powdery texture. If made from blanched almonds, its color is a creamy, off-white hue; if made from skin-on almonds, the flour contains brown flecks. We prefer the former. We often use almond flour to add a subtly sweet, nutty flavor to cakes and cookies, and since it does not contain gluten, it also helps produce tender, delicate textures in baked goods. To extend its shelf life, store almond flour in the refrigerator or freezer.

Bread Flour

Bread flour contains 12 to 14 percent protein and, as its name suggests, is used mainly in bread baking. The higher protein content means greater gluten development and better-structured loaves, boules, baguettes and pizza crusts. Though all-purpose flour is used to make some types of yeasted breads, the exchange does not go both ways. Bread flour should not be used in recipes that call for all-purpose flour. We have tried swapping bread flour for all-purpose in several recipes, including yellow cake and sugar cookies, and had little success. The cake turned out dense and gummy and the cookies lacked crispness. Like all-purpose flour, bread flour can be stored in an airtight container in the pantry.

Cake Flour

Cake flour is lower in protein than all-purpose flour and is almost always bleached, which also affects the flour’s ability to form gluten. As such, and as its name implies, cake flour often is used to make cakes and other baked goods in which a fine, ultra-tender texture is desired. As a substitute for cake flour, sources commonly suggest mixing all-purpose flour with a small amount of cornstarch (to replace 1 cup cake flour, combine ¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour with 2 tablespoons cornstarch). Our testing has shown that though this approximation works, when baked goods require it, cake flour delivers the best results.

Corn Flour

Pale yellow corn flour is made by grinding dried whole kernels of corn. Essentially, it is cornmeal taken to a finer, almost powdery texture. In the U.K., cornflour (one word) is what we in the U.S. call cornstarch, but corn flour (two words) and corn-starch are very different products and are not interchangeable.

Cornmeal

Cornmeal can be made from either white or yellow corn, and it is sold in fine, medium and coarse grinds. For baking, we tend to use fine yellow cornmeal most often because it hydrates most easily and lends a warm golden hue (coarse cornmeal is excellent for making polenta). Seek out stone-ground cornmeal, as its flavor is richer and has a cleaner, truer corn flavor than steel-ground cornmeal.

Oats

For baking, we like the hearty, sturdy texture of old-fashioned rolled oats. Before use, we often oven-toast the oats to bring out toffee-like notes, then process a portion of them in the food processor, essentially making toasted-oat flour. For our recipes, avoid instant oats and quick-cooking oats, as these more-processed varieties are finer and lack the chew of old-fashioned oats.

Rye Flour

With earthy, slightly spicy flavor notes and a subtle bitterness, rye flour often is used in bread-baking, but it also works well in cookies, brownies and cakes that feature the dark, rich notes of chocolate, spices, caramel and molasses. It is available in light, medium and dark varieties; the more bran, endosperm and germ the rye kernels retain before milling, the deeper the color of the flour and the fuller its flavor. Pumpernickel flour is made from 100 percent whole-grain. For general use in baking, we recommend sticking with medium rye flour. Rye is not gluten-free, but it does contain less gluten than wheat flour, and the liquid-absorption properties of rye flour are different from all-purpose. For more information about substituting rye flour in baking, see Up Your Baking Game with Rye (here). Rye flour is best stored in the refrigerator or freezer.

Semolina Flour

Milled from high-protein durum wheat and commonly used to make dried pasta, semolina has a pale, creamy yellow hue and a granularity akin to fine cornmeal. In Italy and the Middle East, semolina often is used in breads, but its subtly nutty flavor and distinctive texture also have a place in cookies, puddings and other sweets. Semolina flour is available in different grinds, so shopping can be confusing, especially if choosing amongst imported brands. Domestically produced Bob’s Red Mill semolina flour, widely available in supermarkets, has a medium coarseness that works well in many applications, but pass on any semolina labeled “coarse,” as it will give baked goods an unpleasant grittiness.

Tapioca Starch

Fine and powdery tapioca starch, also known as tapioca flour, is a gluten-free starch that contributes a chewy, stretchy texture to baked goods, such as Brazilian Cheese Puffs (recipe here). Look for tapioca starch alongside the flour in the baking section of the supermarket or in the international aisle. It also is sold in Latin American markets and most Asian grocery stores.

Whole-Wheat Flour

To make whole-wheat flour, the entirety of the wheat berry—the bran, endosperm and germ—is milled. Whole-wheat flour commonly is used in yeasted breads, but we also employ small amounts in quick breads, bar cookies and even tart pastry to add an earthy, complex flavor. To prolong its shelf life, store whole-wheat flour in the refrigerator or freezer.

LEAVENERS

Leaveners are the unsung heroes in many baked goods. They quietly do their job of providing lift in batters and doughs, creating light textures and open crumbs, then they get out of the way of the flour, butter, sugar and other ingredients that supply structure and flavor.

Yeast

Of the various types of yeast sold in supermarkets, we prefer instant yeast, which also is known as rapid-rise, quick-rise or bread machine yeast. It commonly is packaged in ¼-ounce envelopes that contain about 2¼ teaspoons each, but frequent bread bakers might seek out more economical 4-ounce jars. For more information about yeast and how to substitute active dry yeast for instant yeast, see Make the Most of Your Yeast (here).

Baking Powder

Baking powder is a mixture of baking soda (an alkali) and an acidic ingredient plus an anti-caking agent. It’s a common ingredient in quick breads, biscuits, muffins, cakes, cookies and other baked goods that require a lift to attain a light, open texture. Double-acting baking powder is the most widely available variety. Its name refers to the two rounds of activation that take place—the first happens when liquid is introduced and the baking soda and acidic component react and cause the dough or batter to rise. The second occurs in the oven, when the heat induces additional lift. Baking powder has a shelf life that’s shorter than you might expect, so check the expiration date before use.



[image: image]



Baking Soda

Not to be confused with baking powder (though the two look the same), baking soda is an alkali, so it’s an effective leavener in baking recipes that contain an acidic ingredient, such as buttermilk, lemon juice, sour cream or yogurt. When baking soda and acid meet, a chemical reaction releases carbon dioxide that provides lift. Baking soda also assists with browning, as alkaline doughs and batters brown more readily, which translates to better, more complex flavor in baked treats.

SALT

In baking, salt is used in small quantities, but the ingredient has an outsized impact on flavor, even in goods in which sweetness is the main attraction. Salt makes foods taste better and brings flavors into sharp focus.

Flaky Sea Salt

We sometimes sprinkle flaky sea salt onto baked goods just before they go into the oven. The coarse crystals not only add texture and a complementary pop of salinity, they also make for a more polished look. We tend to favor Maldon Sea Salt Flakes, harvested in the U.K., which has a unique pyramid shape and a delicate but satisfying crunch.

Kosher Salt

In savory cooking, we prefer kosher salt because the larger granules are easier to pinch and sprinkle with your fingers. So in this book, you will find recipes that call for both kosher salt and table salt—for instance, a flatbread dough made with table salt, but kosher salt used in the flatbread filling. The two most common kosher salt brands are Morton Coarse Kosher Salt and Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt. Our recipes are developed with Morton. Grains of Morton are denser and more compact than Diamond Crystal, which are larger and fluffier, so the same volume of Morton is saltier than Diamond. If you use Diamond in our recipes, increase the amount called for by 30 to 50 percent, depending on your salt sensitivity.
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