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FOREWORD

Ed Engoron is fearless in his pursuit of chocolate flavor thrills. His spirit of adventure infuses his inventiveness when it comes to building a dessert, whether it’s an American classic or a French delicacy.

The combination of flavors he uses to take chocolate to a new level seems endless. In his book Choclatique, he takes us on a culinary roller coaster ride around the world of desserts from San Francisco, Rio, and Tokyo to Paris, Rome, and more, tingling our pallets till tears flow. If you like to play in the kitchen, and whether or not you have skill, there is something in Ed Engoron’s Choclatique for you and for everyone.

—GARY GUITTARD
GUITTARD CHOCOLATE COMPANY
BURLINGAME, CALIFORNIA





INTRODUCTION

THERE IS NO EDIBLE SUBSTANCE MORE FANTASTIC THAN CHOCOLATE. IT IS NATURE’S PERFECT FOOD, WHETHER CONSUMED AS A BAR OR USED AS AN INGREDIENT TO MAKE COOKIES, BROWNIES, CAKES, CUSTARDS, ICE CREAMS, DRINKS, AND MORE. IT IS EQUALLY LUSCIOUS AT ALMOST ANY TEMPERATURE—WARM, HOT, CHILLED, OR FROZEN. THERE IS NOTHING I CAN THINK OF THAT EVEN COMES CLOSE TO CHOCOLATE. CHOCOLATE TRULY IS THE NECTAR OF THE GODS.



I owe many of the adventures in my life to food, especially chocolate, strange as that may sound. By a stroke of unparalleled good fortune (and no small amount of hard work, it must be admitted), I have the best job in the world. For more than thirty-five years I have eaten my way through 130 countries, devoured chocolate in most, and have met and been fed by everyone from the locals on an isolated cacao plantation to the royal families of Malaysia and Thailand. I have dined in humble one-room shacks and splendid dining rooms and been welcomed by world-famous chefs, bakers, and chocolatiers.

I have sipped bittersweet, rough-milled chocolate under a jungle canopy in Brazil. I recall a snowy Christmas Eve in Bruges, Belgium, when I bit into fresh, creamy chocolate truffles that brought tears to my eyes. I’ve eaten chocolate mole in sleepy little Oaxacan towns and in bustling Mexico City restaurants, and enjoyed freshly baked croissants au chocolat at the Lancaster Hotel off the fabled Champs-Élysées in Paris. And I have been fortunate enough to savor each and every one of his wonderful confections with M. Robert Linxe, long worshipped as the premier Paris chocolatier of La Maison du Chocolat.

Chocolate mousses, chocolate ice creams, chocolate crêpes, chocolate cakes, chocolate cookies, even chocolate pasta . . . if it’s chocolate, I’ve been there, seen it, done it, made it, and eaten it. I’ve circled the globe in my pursuit to understand chocolate and bring its secrets home for an ever-more discerning and demanding American consumer.

You might say that I have an unnatural passion for or even an addiction to chocolate, which I reason is understandable because there are few foods that arouse such passion in people across the globe. It is a passion that goes beyond the love for the “sweetness” of ordinary candies or desserts. After all, most people don’t crave caramel, whipped cream, or bubble gum on its own. Chocolate is, well, different—very different for the true chocoholic. Just thinking about chocolate can evoke an extremely pleasurable, almost sexual, response. After all, one of the most pleasant effects of eating chocolate is that “great feeling” that most people experience after indulging. There are more than three hundred known chemicals naturally occurring in chocolate, and these contribute to its ability to elevate moods and satisfy the deepest craving. Since they cracked the cacao (kah KOW) gene, scientists have been working to isolate the specific chemical compounds that may explain some of the pleasurable effects and health benefits of consuming chocolate.

The more than 150 recipes in Choclatique all call for simple, available, and inexpensive ingredients, as well as a few extravagant ones, and are all based on chocolate ganache, which is the essential building block for our recipes. We rely on five ganaches, and once you master the simple principles of working with ganache, you can produce stunning, professional-looking chocolate creations as well as simpler luscious chocolate delights just minutes before dinner.

As you venture through the pages, you will see Chef’s Secrets, and icons that delineate [image: image] gluten free, [image: image] dairy free, and [image: image] vegan. This book is all about the pure indulgence and the love of chocolate, but because we are sensitive to chocolate lovers with special health needs, those on special diets will also learn about great-tasting chocolate.

Take every opportunity you can to nibble a piece of chocolate or sip a nice cup of hot cocoa. Wouldn’t the world be a better and healthier place if everyone had a little chocolate every day?

How about now?



[image: image]



Chapter

1

ALL ABOUT CHOCOLATE

A Little Chocolate History

THE HISTORY OF HOW CHOCOLATE GREW FROM A LOCAL MESOAMERICAN BEVERAGE INTO A GLOBAL INDULGENCE ENCOMPASSING MANY CULTURES AND CONTINENTS IS A “SWEET” STORY. THE EXOTIC SECRETS OF THE CACAO TREE WERE DISCOVERED ABOUT TWO THOUSAND YEARS AGO IN THE VAST TROPICAL RAINFORESTS OF CENTRAL AND SOUTH AMERICA.

 

The first cultures known to have made chocolate were the ancient Mayans and Aztecs in Mexico and Central America. These people ceremoniously ground cacao beans—aka cocoa beans—from the pod of the cacao tree and maize (Indian corn) with various spices (cinnamon and chile peppers) to make a spicy, frothy, somewhat bitter beverage with stimulant and restorative properties. It was rumored that King Montezuma drank xocolatl from solid golden goblets fifty times a day, giving him the power to make love to many of his 250 wives nightly. Xocolatl was reserved for warriors, nobility, and priests. The Aztecs esteemed its reputed ability to confer wisdom and vitality. Taken as a fermented drink, chocolate was also used in religious ceremonies. The sacred concoction was associated with Xochiquetzal, the goddess of fertility. Who would have imagined that chocolate was the Viagra of yesteryear?

Cacao horticulture started to spread during the colonial age, as did the spread of cacao beans and of chocolate itself. Christopher Columbus was most likely the first European to come in contact with cacao. On August 15, 1502, on his fourth and final voyage to the Americas, Columbus and his crew encountered a large dugout canoe near the island of Guanaja, off the coast of what is now Honduras. The canoe was one of the largest native boats the Spaniards had seen. It was “as long as a galley” and was filled with local goods for trade—including cacao beans. Columbus’s crew seized the vessel and its goods, kidnapped its skipper as their guide, and the rest is chocolate history.



 

What Columbus and the other members of his crew didn’t know was that cocoa beans were actually the local currency of the time. Aztec taxation was levied in cacao beans. One hundred cacao beans could buy a slave, and twelve bought the services of a courtesan. As recently as the late nineteenth century, some parts of the New World continued to use cacao beans as currency; they held a value higher than gold. Fortunately for the Spaniards, the Catholic Church categorized chocolate as a drink and not a food, which allowed them to enjoy the brown almonds from the Americas even during periods of fasting.

Eventually, the chocolate drink’s popularity spread throughout Europe, and within a hundred years, the love of chocolate spread throughout the rest of world. After all these years, chocolate still remains one of the world’s favorite flavors.

DOES CHOCOLATE HAVE A TEMPER?

Turning the treasure of the cacao bean harvest into great chocolate starts with a great tree and requires time, effort, knowledge, and much artistry. We have contracts with cacao plantations around the world. Once we have the beans in hand, converting the cacao into chocolate is a complex and time-consuming process. An individual piece of chocolate can take anywhere from two to six days to complete.

The key to excellent chocolate flavor is the roasting process, very similar to that used for coffee beans. Large, rotating ovens roast the beans at temperatures below 250°F to release the rich aromas slowly and to enhance the delicious flavors. Many of our chocolate blends contain up to seventeen different types of beans, all slowly roasted for maximum flavor. Roasting can take up to two and a half hours, depending on the variety of cacao and the amount of internal moisture.

As the beans toss about in the oven, they lose much of their moisture. Eventually, they turn a deep brown color. The roasting process makes the cacao shells brittle so that when the beans cool, the winnowing machine can begin its job. The blades crack the thin shells to get at the interior of the beans. Fans blow away, or “winnow,” the empty husks, and the remaining broken bean bits, called nibs, pass through a series of sieves, which strain and sort the nibs according to size.

The nibs themselves are made up of about 53 percent cocoa butter and 47 percent pure cocoa solids. Separating these two substances takes a lot of work and high pressure. The nibs are milled—crushed by heavy steel rollers and discs. This process generates enough friction and heat to liquefy the nibs into a thick paste called chocolate liquor. The chocolate liquor is placed in a huge, hydraulic press that squeezes out the cocoa butter. The ivory-colored fat drains away through metallic sieves and is held so that it can be added to dark or milk chocolate formulations or used as the base for white chocolate. (At Choclatique, it is called Snowy White Chocolate—and is as rich, creamy, and sublime as the best white chocolate should be.) Once the cocoa butter is extracted and pressed, the remaining solid cocoa is ground into cocoa powder—the product used in our chocolate beverages and baking chocolate.

As do all chocolate makers, our Chocolate Studios blend chocolate liquor with sugar, vanilla, and reserved cocoa butter (and milk solids, in the case of milk or white chocolate) to form our basic chocolates. The cocoa butter keeps the chocolate solid at room temperature, which explains why chocolate doesn’t spoil—and why it melts in the warmth of your mouth with a lush and indescribable sensation.

The raw mixture of ingredients is churned until it becomes a coarse, brown powder called “crumb.” The chocolate crumb goes through a series of steel rollers stacked one on top of another. These fuse the tiny milk, cocoa, and sugar particles within the crumb. (We blend this mixture very carefully and precisely to prevent the chocolate from becoming coarse and grainy on the one hand, or pasty and gummy on the other.)

[image: image]






	DID YOU KNOW?

	It takes about twenty-five to thirty-five cacao beans to make one ounce of chocolate.










The refined chocolate paste is poured into a vat, where a large, heavy roller kneads, blends, and grinds the mixture. This is the conching process. Agitating this paste smooths out the sugar grains, giving the chocolate a silky texture. It also aerates the paste to allow acids and moisture to evaporate to create our mellow, well-rounded, authentically American flavor. This pro cess can take up to four days to complete!

Finally, the refined chocolate is cooled and warmed repeatedly in a process called “tempering.” This gives chocolate its glossy sheen and ensures that it will melt properly when we are ready to make our confections.

THE CARE AND WELFARE OF CHOCOLATE

Chocolate should be stored in its original wrapping in a cool, dry, airy place, at a recommended temperature of 62°F to 70°F. Since chocolate is notorious for absorbing odors, it should not be stored in any container or near any items that might impart an aroma. Avoid storing chocolate in the refrigerator or in a warm room. Try to avoid sudden changes of temperature. If stored properly, most solid chocolate has a shelf life of more than one year—darker varieties will keep a little longer.

Sometimes chocolate will develop white or gray surface clouds or casts called “bloom.” This is the result of improper storage and is harmless. If your chocolate blooms, you can get rid of it by melting the chocolate. While it won’t regain its sheen unless you temper it, you can use the chocolate in baking. The bloom does not render the chocolate unusable or inedible.






	DID YOU KNOW?

	No state in the continental U.S. grows cacao. Hawaii is the only state that grows it and only a small amount of high-quality cacao beans are cultivated there to produce chocolate.










HOW TO TASTE CHOCOLATE

Good dark chocolate should always be shared, so grab your favorite chocolate-loving friend, light a candle or two, open a bottle of red wine, and experience something new with our dark chocolate-tasting kit. Go to www.Choclatique.com/products/tasting-kit and type in the username “Great Tasting Chocolate” for more information.

The flavor complexities of dark chocolate are like red wine . . . on steroids. Exploring each of these flavor thrills can be an enlightening, educational experience—and lots of fun. Tasting chocolate involves all of the senses: sight, smell, touch, hearing, and, of course, taste.

I find the best time to taste chocolate is between meals, when you are neither hungry nor satiated. At Choclatique, we do our most serious tasting at ten o’clock in the morning. Don’t try to taste too many chocolate samples at the same time. The palate is very sensitive to rich flavors and fat; depending on the tolerance of the individual, it may quickly lose its tasting edge.

Try to limit your tasting to no more than six to eight dark chocolate samples, four to six milk chocolate samples, and four to six white chocolate samples at a time.

Chocolate samples should not touch one another and should be spaced about a half inch apart to avoid any flavor transference. When setting up the tasting, don’t touch the samples with your bare fingers; use a pair of tongs or, if you want to be a little fussy, wear a pair of clean, white cotton gloves (we call them “chocolate gloves”). Let the following serve as your guide, so that you can extract the full flavor potential from dark chocolate.



WHERE CACAO GROWS

Cacao trees grow naturally with little seasonality in lowland, tropical rainforest areas along the banks of rivers. They need a fairly consistent climate with temperatures ranging from 70°F to 90°F year-round, and never any lower than 60°F. They require between forty and one hundred inches of annual rainfall, well distributed throughout the year, with no fewer than four inches of rainfall in any single month. Finally, cacao trees grow best below one thousand feet above sea level, and never higher than three thousand feet.

All of this means that they grow only in the tropics—with the best chocolate coming from trees that grow almost exclusively within ten degrees latitude of the equator, between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, and only in places that are not too mountainous and do not have monsoons or droughts.

Unlike coffee and coca, cacao does not damage the rainforest—it doesn’t require open land and, in fact, needs the shade of the rainforest to grow. Some larger, commercial plantation owners may clear some of the forest to facilitate harvesting the pods.





•  Find a quiet place away from extraneous background noises and aromas. Being able to concentrate on what you are tasting will facilitate flavor detection.

•  Cleanse your palate. To fully taste the subtleties of dark chocolate’s complex flavor, your mouth, cheeks, and tongue should not contain leftover flavors. Brush your teeth about thirty minutes before starting your tasting and, if necessary, eat a slice of apple or an unsalted cracker between tastes.

•  You should start with a minimum of a quarter ounce of chocolate for each flavor tasted. A chocolate piece that is too small will not allow you to detect all of the subtle nuances as the chocolate slowly melts in your mouth. Flavor notes gradually evolve and unfold on the tongue rather than open up in one large flavor explosion.

•  The chocolate should be kept at room temperature.

•  Look at the quality of the chocolate. Dark chocolate should be deeply shiny and blemish-free. There should be no evidence of bloom.

•  Break the chocolate, listening for a resounding snap. That’s the sign of fine dark chocolate.

•  Smell the chocolate at the break point. As with most foods, aroma is an important indicator of flavor. Deeply breathe in the scent. Inhaling will prime the tongue for the incoming chocolate.

•  Place the chocolate on the middle of your tongue and let it melt. This allows the chocolate flavor to distribute evenly in the mouth and excite all the taste receptors. As the chocolate begins to melt, concentrate on the flavors coating your tongue and enveloping your mouth.

•  Notice the developing of flavors and how the flavors evolve. Is the chocolate too sweet or too bitter? Is it heavy or light in flavor? Do any changes in flavor occur? Is there a strong reminder lingering in your mouth, or does it quickly vanish? Note any metallic or unpleasant flavors in the finish. This is a sign of old, stale, or poorly made chocolate.

•  Take note of how the chocolate leaves the palate feeling. Is the texture smooth or grainy? Is the texture constant? This is called mouthfeel.

•  Do it again: Repeat the process with a different dark chocolate. Be sure to cleanse your palate thoroughly with room-temperature water before moving on to the next chocolate.

HEALTH AND CHOCOLATE?

You’ve Got to Be Kidding!

Recent medical research has linked the antioxidants found in cacao—the fruit from which chocolate is made—to decreases in blood pressure and reductions of “bad” cholesterol levels. Chocolate is a known stimulant and is also thought to be an aphrodisiac. The darker the chocolate, the richer it is in flavanols, which many physicians and nutritionists say are beneficial to your health.

The small amount of caffeine found in chocolate (1.4 ounces of chocolate = 1 cup of decaffeinated coffee) combined with theobromine, a weak stimulant also present in chocolate, provides the “lift” that chocolate eaters experience. Although no conclusive medical proof exists yet, phenylethylamine, also present in chocolate, is reputed to be a mood elevator and an antidepressant.

Scientists are still developing their opinions on the health benefits of dark chocolate. It is probably not a good idea to replace your daily intake of fruits and vegetables with a six-layer frosted chocolate cake, whether dark or milk chocolate—but the research has certainly reduced the stigma of a moderate daily chocolate habit.



WOMEN ARE HOT FOR GOURMET CHOCOLATE

According to Italian scientists (you’ve got to love the Italians when it comes to amore and chocolate), women who eat chocolate have better sex lives than those who don’t. A group of urologists at the San Raffaele Hospital in Milan questioned 163 women about their chocolate consumption and found that women who had a daily intake of chocolate showed higher levels of desire than women who didn’t indulge. The study also revealed that chocolate is less like a food and more like a drug. Italian doctors believe eating chocolate may actually improve a woman’s sexual functions and attitude.

So, don’t wait for Valentine’s Day to buy a box of chocolate, or you might miss out on a lot of romance, love, and sex.







Chapter

2

THE CHOCOLATIQUE METHOD

THE RECIPES IN THIS BOOK ARE BASED ON FIVE DIFFERENT GANACHES THAT BECOME ESSENTIAL BUILDING BLOCKS. THE GANACHES ARE EASY TO MAKE AND KEEP FOR MONTHS IN THE REFRIGERATOR. IF YOU CAN BOIL WATER, YOU CAN MAKE A PROFESSIONAL-TASTING GANACHE. BEST OF ALL, WITH ONE OR TWO OF THESE AT YOUR FINGERTIPS, YOU CAN CREATE A CHOCOLATE DESSERT IN A FLASH.

 

I first discovered this method of working with chocolate while preparing a chocolate banquet on the Mexican Riviera one hot, humid summer afternoon. I was cooking for three of the top female celebrity chefs in the country, so a lot was at stake. As anyone who has worked with chocolate knows, heat and humidity wreak havoc with it. Even moderate temperatures can cause chocolate to melt, discolor, and fail to set up. So, faced with the relentless Mexican sun beating in the kitchen window, I was forced to be resourceful and reach deep into my training and experience to come up with a solution—the concept of basing recipes on more stable ganaches.

This was my “aha!” moment. I discovered that no matter where I was working—whether it was in the humid tropical climate of the island of Bali or the milder environs of San Diego—the end results when I relied on ganache were the same . . . always fantastic!

The five ganaches I use here are Dark Chocolate Ganache; Velvety Smooth Milk Chocolate Ganache; Snowy White Chocolate Ganache; Old-Fashioned Hot Fudge Ganache; and Spiced Azteca Chocolate Ganache.

“Ganache” is not a scary concept, although the word may not be immediately familiar to the American reader. It’s a blend of chocolate, creams, and syrups that results in a velvety, ultrasmooth paste. In the case of my Dairy-Free Dark Chocolate Ganache, the dark chocolate is blended with light corn syrup, cocoa powder, and chocolate extract, and whipped until smooth. With no sacrifice of taste or texture, this dark ganache is the perfect building block for those who are lactose intolerant or those on a vegan diet.

Ganache is the soft filling everyone has bitten into when they have eaten a chocolate truffle or another confection enrobed with shiny chocolate. The filling transforms these confections into bites from heaven. When heated, ganache liquefies to a sauce; when chilled and beaten, it becomes frosting, and it assumes every texture in between. Ganache lends itself to a near-infinite number of flavors, from citrus, raspberry, mint, hazelnut, and champagne, to coffee, praline, and tropical fruits—including açaí, pomegranate, and even blueberry, all loaded with antioxidants.



Tips for Beginners

All our recipes have been thoroughly tested many times. I have added three inches to my waistline to prove it! I always recommend that the first time you make a recipe you follow the directions exactly as written, so you have a good idea of all the touch points to look for. Once you have done so, feel free to adjust the recipes to your own tastes. The exception to this is the ratios of baking ingredients, which you should follow closely. You can change the flavor of the ganache or add a little bit more chocolate if you want a richer flavor, but if you have a problem, remember: when everything else fails, go back and follow the recipe. Use only the best, freshest, highest quality ingredients as specified in the recipe—“good stuff in, good stuff out!” In our Chocolate Studios, I insist on using the best quality chocolate. Luckily, I own a chocolate company and have a wide choice of chocolate options, but there are plenty of very good to great chocolates available worldwide from which to choose. France, Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, Spain, and, of course, the United States all have different flavor and textural characteristics that have become the standard of each country.

For the recipes in this book, I used our blends of Choclatique Chocolate Couverture: Private Reserve Dark Chocolate (64 percent cacao), Prestige Milk Chocolate (32 percent cacao), and Snowy White Chocolate (33 percent cacao). I have blended all of our Choclatique chocolates to appeal to American tastes and to complement the centers of our Authentically American truffles.

I prefer chocolate higher in mass and lower in fat so that I can use the desired amounts of butter and cream in my recipes without the fear of collapse or failure in the baked products. I find that chocolate with a 64 percent cacao content will blend better with butter, cream, and other ingredients containing fat than those with a lower or higher cacao content. Experiment and follow your own tastes, and have fun discovering the hidden flavors in chocolate.

Milk and white chocolate are not inferior! Let me say it another way: milk and white chocolate are great! They are both wonderful ingredients to work with as you create desserts and other sweets for various occasions. Variety is the spice of life. The recipes in this book use all five ganaches made with a variety of our chocolate. In most cases you can substitute one for another. This means that for every recipe in this book, there are four easy alternatives. Simply use a different ganache and you will get a different outcome. What a bargain—five for the price of one!

For best results, I suggest using only chocolate couverture, as it produces the finest flavors and smoothest textures. I don’t usually use or recommend inexpensive baking chocolate sold in supermarkets.

All About Cocoa Powder

For the most decadent chocolate desserts and confections, you should use the finest quality, premium cocoa powders. For the recipes in this book, I also used our Choclatique unsweetened cocoa powders—Natura (all-natural), Red Rouge (lightly Dutched), and Black Onyx (ultra-Dutched), the latter used largely for color rather than flavor. It is great for those deep, rich devil’s food and blackout cakes and really dark, dark, rich chocolate ice cream. Please do not substitute drinking chocolate mixes for unsweetened baking cocoa, as it will adversely affect the flavor of your finished chocolate recipe.






	DID YOU KNOW?

	Chocolate is the most common craving in North America, affecting 40 percent of women and 15 percent of men.










Before I go any farther, let me explain the differences between Dutch-processed cocoa and natural cocoa. All cocoa powder is made by using hydraulic pressure to remove just about all the cocoa butter from the chocolate liquor (the thick, dark mass produced from the cocoa beans). At this point, the cocoa is considered “natural” or non-alkalized.

Dutch-processed, or alkalized, cocoa powder requires another step. Natural cocoa powder is treated with an alkali. The alkali is solely to control the flavor and color of the cocoa, which now is smoother and darker than natural cocoa.

In some instances, it does not matter which you use—non-alkalized or alkalized—but more often I specify one or the other. Nearly all imported brands of cocoa are Dutch-processed (alkalized); domestically, Hershey’s and Nestlé make brasher tasting, natural (non-alkalized) cocoa powders. It is best to use the type specified in the recipe.

When cocoa powder is the only chocolate used in a cake, it imparts a full, rich chocolate flavor and dark color. Cocoa powders can also be used in concert with other chocolate ingredients, such as unsweetened chocolate or chocolate ganache, to improve the texture and flavor of the finished product. This result is a cake with a more complex and intense chocolate flavor. Many recipes call for sifting the cocoa powder with the flour. Other recipes suggest combining the cocoa powder with a small amount of boiling water or hot coffee to develop the full flavor of the cocoa powder. You may prefer one method over the other, but until you are comfortable with both, follow the recipe’s instructions.

You may notice that recipes that rely on cocoa powder also call for more butter than other recipes, and a leavening agent, such as baking powder or baking soda. This is to offset the cocoa powder’s drying and structural effects.

Due to these differences, never substitute one kind of cocoa for another without making these adjustments:






	IF THE RECIPE CALLS FOR

	SUBSTITUTE




	3 tablespoons Dutch-processed cocoa powder

	3 tablespoons natural cocoa powder plus a pinch (about [image: image] teaspoon) of baking soda




	3 tablespoons natural cocoa powder

	3 tablespoons Dutch-processed cocoa powder plus a pinch ([image: image] teaspoon) of cream of tartar or lemon juice










Stuff to Make Chocolate

In “Where Can I Find That Keen Stuff?” on page 252, there are great sources for premium chocolate, chocolate couverture, and other essential ingredients and tools for the curious and serious dessert makers, budding chocolatiers, and bakers. I think you will find that if you have questions, you can call or e-mail any of these suppliers. I have never had anyone turn me down for information.

If all else fails, send me an e-mail at chocolatedoc tor@choclatique.com, and I will respond promptly.

How to Melt Chocolate

It’s time to forget everything you ever learned about melting chocolate and chocolate ganache!

I used to recommend the old-fashioned, “traditional” way of melting chocolate. You know: Break or chop the bar chocolate into small pieces and put them in a bowl set over a saucepan of barely simmering water, stirring gently with a wooden spoon, until the chocolate is completely melted. Be sure that the water does not touch the bottom of the bowl, and be very careful that not even a drop of water or a puff of steam mixes with the melting chocolate. If this happens, the chocolate will seize up, a condition that renders it unusable. By the same token, if you accidentally burn the chocolate, you will have to discard it.

STOP!

Wrong, wrong, wrong! It’s time to start over using the Swiss Method, an approach that will not destroy the delicate beta-5 crystalline structure so very important for perfect chocolate desserts. And best of all, it is so much easier and faster to do . . . no hot pans . . . no hot water. All you need is an instant-read thermometer and a microwave oven.

Melting chocolate in a microwave is the quickest and most efficient method. Although you may be tempted to melt it at 100 percent power, lower power (50 percent is a good level) guarantees even melting and avoids scorching. The length of time it takes to melt the chocolate depends on the strength of the microwave’s wattage, and the size and thickness of the container you use to hold the chopped chocolate. Another factor is the percentage of cocoa butter in the chocolate.

It’s more important to watch the chocolate than to watch the clock with this method, because the chocolate will never melt into a liquid pool in the microwave, as it does when melted in the top of a double boiler. Instead, it will soften and look wet and shiny, so you can stir it into that satisfying puddle. With the power level set for 50 percent, begin cautiously. Open the door every ten or fifteen seconds to stir the chocolate with a wooden spoon or spatula, until the chocolate reaches 116°F to 118°F.

Once the chocolate is melted and smooth, let it cool for ten to fifteen minutes, to about 88°F, before adding the rest of the liquid ingredients. For best results, when you add these ingredients to melted chocolate, make sure they, too, are at 88°F, so that all will blend smoothly and easily.

Ingredient Clues

•  Butter—I find it best to use softened, room-temperature, unsalted, European-style butter. It has a lower water content than American butter. This gives the best results when the butter is beaten with sugar or eggs. Do not put the butter in the microwave or on a warm surface unless the recipe says so, as it will materially change the texture of your chocolate products.

•  Chocolate—For my recipes I use only the same quality of chocolate that I would eat. It makes licking the beaters and the bowl so much more rewarding.

•  Cocoa powder—Use only unsweetened cocoa, and sift it with the flour and other dry ingredients. Pure cocoa powder is a fiber and doesn’t melt or dissolve; it is just absorbed by the liquids. Some recipes call for mixing the cocoa powder with a little hot water to make sure the texture of the final recipe isn’t grainy. Turn to page 17 for more on cocoa and definitions of alkalized (Dutch-processed) and non-alkalized (natural) cocoa powders.

•  Dairy—Use only the freshest, just-bought milk and cream. If you wouldn’t drink it, don’t use it in your recipes.

•  Eggs—Use the freshest, just-bought, large eggs, unless otherwise directed in the recipe. Egg whites should be brought to room temperature before whipping. Remember, you can’t successfully whip egg whites with any yolk present in the bowl. Always begin with impeccably clean and dry bowls and beaters.

•  Flour—Use only all-purpose flour that has been sifted, unless otherwise directed.

•  Salt—Use ordinary table salt in your recipes, unless otherwise directed.

Tool Time

I am no longer allowed to go shopping for culinary tools in any of the very cool kitchen stores, such as Williams-Sonoma or Sur la Table, without adult supervision. I have been known to exceed an unlimited budget when outfitting a new restaurant’s pastry kitchen. In our Chocolate Studios and test kitchens, we have every gadget and appliance known to man for the preparation, cooking, and baking of anything edible. We have even dug an imu pit (Hawaiian underground oven) in the atrium of our building to bake a white chocolate coconut cake while roasting a wild boar. My feeling is you can’t get the job done without the right tools.

We have listed specific pieces of equipment in the Special Toolbox at the top of each recipe. In addition to those, there are some very basic items that every home kitchen should have available to make wonderful desserts and confections.

Why is this so important? The right tools help you achieve the success you want. There are tools for measuring and weighing precisely the right amount of ingredients; pots and pans for cooking and baking; bowls for mixing and whisking. There are boards, pans, trays, liners, sifters, and . . . I’m getting too excited and way ahead of myself. Let me start from the beginning.

Measuring and Weighing

•  Measuring spoons. These are used for measuring tablespoons, teaspoons, and, if you get a complete set, even a pinch of a dry ingredient or a dash of a liquid. For sticky stuff, like honey, corn syrup, and peanut butter, I suggest a set of nonstick measuring spoons. A few companies even make long-handled spoons that are great for getting into the box of baking soda or reaching the bottom of a canister, which can be very handy at times.

•  Dry measuring cups. These come in graduations from [image: image] cup to 2 cups. These are used to measure larger quantities of bulk ingredients, such as sugar and flour. The top of each cup when level or packed is the correct amount. Once again, my preference is metal rather than plastic cups for a few reasons: they are more accurate, are easier to clean, and never pick up off aromas.

•  Liquid measuring cups. These are usually made of clear glass, or translucent, heavy-weight plastic. The cups should have clean, legible graduations in both ounces and cups. One-, 2-, and 4-cup measures are indispensable; 8- and 12-cup measures are handy. My preference is for old-fashioned Pyrex cups that can safely be used in a microwave and are wide enough to act as a small mixing bowl.

•  A kitchen scale. A scale is very handy to have in a kitchen. Some recipes are written for pounds and ounces rather than cups. I prefer an electric scale, simply because the display is so much easier to read, and I believe it tends to be more accurate. When you purchase a scale, buy one that reads in both ounces and grams, ranging from 0.1 to 80 ounces and from 1 to 2,000 grams.

•  Thermometers. Cooking thermometers come in several forms—dial, instant-read, and standing bulb-type candy thermometers. I use them all for different purposes. They are valuable for determining the temperature of cooked sugars and finished baked goods. I also have an oven thermometer in each of our ovens as a double check for the oven thermostat. I highly recommend that home cooks do the same, as kitchen ovens do not always stay accurately calibrated.

Preparation

•  Parchment paper. It is great for lining baking sheets and cake pans and makes cleanup a breeze. We have a standard practice of lining all baking sheets with parchment to cut down on scrubbing time. (Make sure your parchment is for cooking and baking purposes only.)

•  Waxed paper. Like parchment paper, waxed paper is also handy for lining pans that will be filled with batter. (Do not use it for lining baking sheets, as it can be a fire hazard.) You can also spread waxed paper on a countertop and sift and portion ingredients on top of it. This makes it easy to transfer the ingredients to a nearby mixing bowl: just bend and lift the paper.

•  Nonstick silicone baking sheets. These are great for lining pans when you bake fragile cookies and tender biscuits. They are made from food-grade silicone reinforced glass weave. They are fairly expensive but well worth the money. Remember, these are used for baking, not cutting. Never use any sharp object that will puncture or cut the liners, and always store them flat.

•  Cake circles (cake rounds). These tools are what we use to assemble layer cakes. Without them, you couldn’t move the layers from the decorating turntable to the serving plate. They can be made out of card board or laminated corrugated plastic.

Pots, Pans, and Bakeware

•  Saucepans. Buy the best cookware you can afford; I prefer All-Clad. A heavy-gauge, well-constructed pot will last a lifetime, while inexpensive ones tend to dent and warp and will never conduct heat as efficiently and effectively.

•  Baking dishes. I like using Pyrex glassware, and I turn to Nordic Ware Bundt pans. Baking dishes come in a variety of sizes.

•  Heavy-duty baking pans or restaurant sheet pans made by Lincoln. These carefully made pans have good heft, which prevents uneven cooking and burning. They come in full-size, which is too large for nearly all home ovens; half-sheet; and quarter-sheet pans—the last two sizes are perfect for the home cook.

•  Springform pans. If you like cheesecake as much as I do, I suggest you have a 4-, 9-, and 10-inch springform pan in your arsenal. For layer cakes, stock 8- and 9-inch round pans that are two inches deep. These will suffice for any cake in this book and most others.

•  Muffin tins. I have a variety of pans to make mini to jumbo muffins and cupcakes. I even own a muffin top pan, which is perfect for making whoopie pies. Standard muffin (cupcake) pans have six or twelve cups, each able to hold six or seven tablespoons of batter.

•  Heavy-duty metal pie pans are better because they produce a more evenly browned piecrust. I also have a variety of torte or tart pans with removable bottoms and fluted sides for fancier desserts.

As a special note: I don’t recommend dark anodizedaluminum bakeware. It attracts heat and tends to burn the outside edges before the middle is fully baked. You won’t get as much browning from coated, nonstick (such as Teflon-coated) bakeware as you will from traditional bright aluminum products.

Mixing

•  Mixing bowls. I keep a variety of nesting mixing bowls, both glass and stainless-steel, handy in several places in my kitchen. It’s always a good idea to use a bigger bowl than you think you will need.

•  Stand mixer. A quality standing mixer is one of the best investments you can make, and one that will last for decades. Many retailers sell KitchenAid and other stand mixers, so shop carefully to find the best deal.

•  Handheld electric mixer. Sometimes a handheld electric mixer is more appropriate, depending on the task. A handheld is essential when you need to beat a batter or emulsion on a heated surface. I also like immersion blenders, which look like straight wands, for blending mixtures in deep pans and bowls.

•  Food processors. I can’t imagine a kitchen without one. It makes the perfect piecrust when you follow directions and don’t overprocess the dough.

Small Jobs

•  Hand utensils. To make kitchen tasks easier, you must have the right hand tools for the job: a collection of wooden spoons and flat paddles, rubber spatulas, offset stainless-steel spatulas, traditional straight-edge spatulas, and all sizes of whisks.

•  Rolling pin. A good rolling pin is necessary for turning out the perfect crust.

•  Knives. Good quality knives are essential. I have used J. A. Henckels knives since cooking school. It’s important to keep your knives sharp and to wash and dry them by hand. Use the sharpening steel every time you use them, and get them professionally sharpened when they get dull.

•  Cutting wheel. I use a large diameter cutting wheel (the kind used in pizza restaurants for cutting pies into slices) for cutting piecrusts. I also like using it to trim dough and to cut sheet cakes, among other tasks.

•  Pastry scrapers. I use rubber, plastic, and soft metal scrapers for getting every last drop of frosting out of bowls, and hard metal scrapers for cleaning work surfaces and pushing scraps of pie pastry together.

•  Pastry brushes. These are essential for applying glazes, washes, butters, and oils. I have every size imaginable. Only purchase brushes that are certified food-safe—and segregate brushes used for sweet purposes from those used for savory ones.

•  Pastry bags. I have given up traditional coated, linen pastry bags and now rely solely on disposable, plastic pastry bags. In a pinch you can use a sturdy plastic food storage bag as well. Fill it with frosting or filling and snip off one of the bottom corners to squeeze it through.
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