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Close your eyes and imagine your kitchen warmly perfumed with cinnamon and nutmeg; you kids’ faces sweetly glazed with chocolate icing; your guests’ eyes alight as you spoon into a lofty soufflé.

If these simple pleasures sound inviting, Good Housekeeping’s test kitchens are here to help you discover (or rediscover) the joys of baking. In Baker’s Book of Essential Recipes, we share 185 of our all-time favorites, each chosen to enhance your baking repertoire and your enjoyment of all things baked.

And, in our experience, a big portion of the joy comes from mastering the special techniques associated with each baked good. So, alongside delectable recipes for everything from cookies to cakes, pies to pastries, we’ve included dozens of step-by-step techniques—we call it Test Kitchen Know-How—to help ensure your baking success.

Fill up your cookie jar with old-fashioned favorites like Lemon Slice-’n’-Bakes, Crunchy Chocolate Biscotti, and Gingerbread Cutouts; our how-to photos demonstrate how to shape and cut out the dough. Or learn how to bake puddings in a hot water bath known as a bain-marie, so you can whip up Crème Caramel, Mocha Pots de Crème, and other creamy and comforting desserts with confidence.

Perhaps you’ve always wanted to bake pie from scratch. Whether you choose to make a Pear Pie with a Cookie-Cutter Crust or a Pumpkin Pie with Pecan Brittle, we walk you through the essential techniques, from rolling a piecrust to making decorative edges and tops. Or maybe you’re in the mood for a homemade pizza. Our basic recipes for pizza dough and sauce, plus instructions on rolling a crust, will have you making Pizza Puttanesca or Sausage Calzones in time for tonight’s dinner.

If you’re already a skilled baker (or just want to expand your horizons), our specialty pastries are just the thing. Learn to make choux pastry dough and you can master cream puffs, éclairs, even piping a showstopping Caramel Christmas Wreath. Or use store-bought phyllo dough to shape baklava or spanakopita, filled with a savory spinach and ricotta cheese mixture.

But before you preheat your oven, be sure to check out Baking Basics: We offer an overview of all the equipment you’ll need to make these delights (many of which you probably already have in your kitchen), along with an overview of essential ingredients you’ll want in your pantry.

We hope that you’ll take pleasure in the process of baking these luscious treats—and the many delicious results.

—Susan Westmoreland
Food Director, Good Housekeeping









BAKING BASICS

Fine baking is undoubtedly an art, but it also calls for a more scientific approach. While adding a “pinch of this and a splash of that” is a wonderfully intuitive way to cook up a stew, baking requires attention to detail.

Light-as-a-feather, fully risen cake depends on accurate measurement of the leavening and use of the right size pan. For a successful soufflé, you must separate the eggs carefully so that not the smallest speck of yolk sullies the whites. This glossary of baking basics covers many of the utensils and ingredients you’ll encounter in our recipes. Take a little time to browse these pages. Even experienced bakers are likely to learn a few things they didn’t know before.

Equipment

Our great-grandmothers baked with not much more than a bowl, a wooden spoon, and a rolling pin—and you don’t have to invest your life savings in kitchen equipment in order to bake well. However, a few well-chosen tools and gadgets will make the job easier and more pleasurable. In many cases, inexpensive kitchen tools function just as well as top-of-the-line products, but a really good mixer and high-quality baking pans are two cases where the extra cost is well worth it. For ideas on what to do when you don’t have exactly the right tool for the job, see “Savvy Swaps.”

Appliances

A hundred years ago, “baking day” was a test of endurance that could last from dawn till dusk. Today, electrical kitchen appliances save time and muscle power. Using a stand mixer to beat egg whites, a food processor to make graham-cracker crumbs, or a bread machine to knead dough frees you for the more creative aspects of the baking process—icing a cake, braiding a yeast dough, or adorning a piecrust with pastry cutouts.

BLENDER A blender does some jobs better than a food processor—for example, mixing very liquid batters. Use your blender to make popover and pancake batter (as well as smoothies and shakes, of course). You can also chop nuts very fine, puree fruits for dessert sauces, and crush ice in a blender. A machine with a “pulse” button helps you get precisely the results you’re after.

ELECTRIC MIXER A regular hand mixer is fine for making frostings, cake batters, and light- to medium-density cookie doughs. But for the greatest versatility, you will need a heavy-duty stand mixer. Its powerful motor can handle stiff cookie doughs and knead pizza and bread doughs; and because you don’t have to hold a stand mixer, it saves your energy and leaves both hands free for adding ingredients. You can even walk away for a moment and let the mixer work completely on its own (keep an eye on things, though!). Heavy-duty stand mixers come with large stainless-steel bowls, a flat paddle for mixing batters, a wire whip attachment for beating cream or egg whites, and a dough hook for kneading bread dough.
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FOOD PROCESSOR Fitted with a metal blade, this machine is a serious time-saver for cutting fat into flours for pie dough and for mixing and kneading pastry and bread doughs. A food processor with a 6-cup work bowl can knead dough made with up to 4 cups of flour. A larger machine, with an 8-cup capacity, can handle a dough made with 6 to 8 cups of flour. The machine also excels at chopping or grinding nuts, making cookie or bread crumbs, chopping onions, or grating hard cheeses. Mini processors are handy for small jobs, such as chopping a handful of nuts, and they take up little counter space.

IMMERSION BLENDER Also called a hand blender, this small appliance can be used for whipping cream. The blender consists of a handle (which contains a small motor) and a long shaft with a mixing blade at the end (partially enclosed for safety). If your options for whipping cream are by hand or by immersion blender, the blender will save you some time. (An electric mixer will be the fastest of all.)

Baking Pans, Sheets & Dishes

Before you get serious about baking, take an inventory of your pans. If they’re warped or rusted, it’s time for new ones. Good-quality aluminum pans are among the best. You don’t need nonstick pans for most recipes, but a durable nonstick finish is useful for some pans (see below). Be sure you have enough of each pan shape and size to bake, for instance, a few dozen cookies (the pans need to cool down before reuse), muffins for brunch, or a three-layer cake.

BAKING STONE Short of building a brick oven, a baking stone is your best bet for achieving a perfect crust on breads and pizzas. You position the round or rectangular ceramic “stone” on the oven rack and place the bread dough directly on it. The stone draws moisture from the dough so that the bottom crust browns and crisps. A set of thick terra-cotta tiles from a building-supply center works equally well; you can also buy sets of baking tiles that come fitted into a metal tray.

BUNDT PAN This one-piece tube pan is curved on the bottom and deeply fluted, so it turns out cakes that look decorative even when you don’t frost them. Standard Bundt pans come in 6-cup and 12-cup sizes. If you don’t have one, you can substitute a tube pan.

COOKIE SHEETS These are flat baking pans that do not have sides, although one or both ends may be slightly turned up to make it easier to handle the pans. In addition to baking cookies, these pans are used for loaves of bread that are shaped by hand. You’ll definitely need heavy pans for bread. Cookie sheets should also be placed under two-part pans (such as springform or tart) that may leak during baking. Insulated cookie sheets, which have a cushion of air between two layers of metal, help keep cookie bottoms from overbrowning. You can duplicate this effect by stacking two pans. To ensure good air circulation, choose cookie sheets that fit your oven rack with 2 inches to spare on all sides.
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COOLING RACKS Baked goods should be cooled on a wire rack both before and after you turn them out of the pan, or moisture may condense in the pan. Racks speed cooling, too, because air circulates all around. Round 10-inch racks are perfect for cooling cake layers; a nice big rectangular rack is good for cookies and breads. A rack is also useful when you’re applying a thin glaze or icing: the drips will fall through the wire grid (place a sheet of waxed paper underneath to catch them) instead of pooling around the cake, cookies, or pastry.

CUPCAKE PANS see Muffin pans.

JELLY-ROLL PAN/HALF SHEET PAN These rectangular pans with low sides typically measure 15½" by 10½" to 18" by 13" respectively. Use for sheets of sponge cake destined to become rolled cakes, and for baking rolls and pastries. Turned upside down, these pans can serve as an extra cookie sheet.

LAYER CAKE PANS It’s worth the investment to buy layer cake pans made of medium-weight aluminum. You’ll need both 8- and 9-inch round pans and 8- and 9-inch square pans. The latter are used for bar cookies as well as square layer cakes. Round layer cake pans should be at least 1½ inches deep. Square pans are about 2 inches deep.

LOAF PANS These deep rectangular pans, made in both metal and glass, are used for yeast breads, quick breads, and loaf cakes. They come in standard sizes of 8½" by 4½" and 9" by 5". A loaf will bake faster in a glass pan than in a metal pan because of the radiant heat. Adjust your baking times accordingly.

MUFFIN PANS Also called cupcake pans, these come in a range of sizes. The standard size, which measures 2½ inches across the top of an individual cup, holds about ½ cup batter. With these traditional muffin pans, it’s easiest to remove the finished baked goods if you line the pans with fluted paper cups. You can also buy special pans made of heavy cast iron or aluminum to make muffins in fanciful shapes, such as flowers, fruits, or ears of corn (corn sticks).

PIE PLATE Made of ovenproof glass, ceramic, or metal, pie plates come in 8-, 9-, and 10-inch sizes and deep-dish options. A clear glass plate lets you check on how the bottom of the pie is browning, and the crust will actually brown better in glass. Decorative stoneware pie plates may be of nonstandard sizes, so be sure to measure them beforehand to see if they’ll work with your chosen recipe. Similarly, disposable foil pie pans, so useful when baking pies for gifts, have a smaller capacity than standard pie plates.
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PIZZA PAN This shallow round pan is useful but not necessary for making pizza: You can simply mark a circle on a cookie sheet or baking stone and pat and stretch the dough to the right size. Some pizza pans have a perforated or mesh bottom to allow air to circulate and help crust crisp.

POPOVER PANS Popovers can be baked in muffin pans, but there are also special pans for them. These have deeper cups that are flared at the top.

SHEET-CAKE PAN This 13" by 9" by 2" rectangular pan could prove to be the most versatile one in your repertoire. Use it for single-layer cakes and large batches of bar cookies, or as a bain-marie, or water bath, for custards. Available in both metal and glass.

SPRINGFORM PAN A springform is a deep, round, two-piece pan; you’ll need one if you’re planning to bake cheesecakes or other cakes that are too delicate to turn out. The bottom and the side (or “collar”) are separate pieces, and the side unlatches so that it can be removed from the cake for serving. Our recipes call for a 9-inch springform, the most common size.

TART PAN Choose “loose bottom” tart pans, which come in two parts. The fluted rim has just a slight edge around the inside bottom, and the flat bottom rests on this edge. To remove the tart from the side of the pan, stand the pan on a heavy can and ease the side down, leaving the tart on the pan bottom for serving. Tart pans come in many sizes and shapes.

TUBE PAN Sponge cakes and angel-food cakes require a pan with a “chimney” in the middle. This gives the batter something to latch onto as it rises. Tube pans come in one-piece and removable-bottom styles. The pan usually has little feet around the edge to allow you to stand it upside down for cooling, although many people like to invert the pan by slipping the center tube over the neck of a bottle.
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Basics, Utensils & Gadgets

When you bake, it seems that you can never have too many bowls. And if you have too few (or too few wooden spoons or spatulas), you’ll constantly need to wash them in the middle of whatever you’re doing. We’re not suggesting that you buy every single item listed here: Take into consideration the kinds of things you bake before buying gadgets and specialty supplies. The following, though, are true essentials: bowls, a chef’s knife, dry and liquid measuring cups, measuring spoons, a rubber spatula, wooden spoons, a vegetable peeler, and a timer.

BOWLS A set of nesting bowls in graduated sizes from 1 to 3 quarts will see you through most baking projects; you may need a larger bowl for bread making. A deep bowl is best for mixing, and a heavy one is less likely to skate around the counter. (Placing a damp kitchen towel under any bowl will also help.) Plastic bowls absorb fat, which is a problem when you need a grease-free bowl (for beating egg whites, for instance). Heatproof glass, ceramic, and stainless-steel bowls are good choices. A collection of smaller bowls is useful for holding premeasured ingredients (cereal or dessert bowls, or custard cups can double in this role).

CAKE TESTER Many cooks use a toothpick or bamboo skewer for testing whether cakes are done. But there is also a gadget sold specifically for this purpose. It consists of a small handle attached to a length of rigid metal wire that is inserted into the center of the cake. If few to no crumbs are clinging to the wire when you remove it, the cake is done.

CITRUS JUICER The simplest citrus juicer is a one-piece gadget (of glass, ceramic, metal, or plastic) with a grooved, pointed dome in the center. You press and turn the halved citrus fruit on the dome, and out flows the juice. Some juicers come in two parts, the bottom portion being a dish to catch the juice. Electric citrus juicers work on the same principle, but the reamer revolves automatically. The most economical juicer for lemons and limes is a reamer—a small, hand-held device that you push into the halved fruit and twist.

COOKIE CUTTERS Made of tin, copper, aluminum, or plastic, these fanciful forms are used for cutting rolled-out dough into all sorts of shapes. Cookie cutters should have a smooth, sharp cutting edge; on metal cutters, the other side should have a finger-friendly rolled edge for safe handling.

COOKIE PRESS This tool, used for making spritz cookies from rich buttery dough, works something like a pastry bag. The press consists of a squat metal cylinder with a wide nozzle at the bottom. Perforated metal plates are fitted to the nozzle to make variously shaped cookies. A screw-operated plunger and a tight cover allow you to press out the dough onto the cookie sheet. Nowadays you can also buy electric cookie presses.

DOUGH SCRAPER Also called a bench scraper or bench knife, this functions like a big spatula: It’s a rectangle of rigid metal or hard plastic about 4" by 5", with a rolled top to serve as a handle. The metal edge is thin but not sharpened. Use this tool to clean your counter of bits of dough and mounds of flour; it also helps you turn and lift sticky dough at the start of kneading and is good for transferring small pastries to a baking sheet.

DRY MEASURING CUPS Used for measuring flour, sugar, cornmeal, cocoa, and the like, these come in sets of graduated sizes, usually ¼, ⅓, ½, and 1 cup. The cups are often joined with a ring but are easier to handle if you separate them. When measuring flour, confectioners’ sugar, and other light, powdery items, spoon the ingredient into the cup (do not tamp or pack down), then level it by sweeping across the top with the back of a knife. Granulated sugar can be measured by dipping; brown sugar should be packed into the cup. Never use dry measuring cups for liquid (or vice versa); you won’t get an accurate measurement.
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EGG SEPARATOR Rather than separating the yolk from the white by dropping the yolk from half-shell to half-shell (a time-honored but tricky process), you can use an egg separator. These may be saucer- or spoon-shaped; they have a little cup in the center to catch the yolk while the white slips through slots at the sides.

FLOUR SIFTER Resembling a big metal mug, the flour sifter has a wire-mesh bottom and, most commonly, a spring-action agitator that moves when you squeeze a trigger in the handle. The agitator aerates the flour, and the mesh strainer eliminates lumps. (You’ll need to stir the ingredients after sifting.) You can also sift with a fine-mesh strainer, tapping the edge with a spoon to shake the dry ingredients through.

GRATER A one-piece box grater has perforations of different sizes for shredding chocolate, cheese, carrots, citrus zest, or nutmeg all on one utensil. You can place the grater on a plate, cutting board, or sheet of waxed paper while you use it. Flat graters are like one side of a box grater, with a handle at the top. They come in different styles for different jobs, and you may need several. You can lay a flat grater across the top of a bowl for a neat job. We especially love Microplane graters for their sharpness and ease of use; they are perfect for grating citrus peel and fresh ginger. For easy cleanup when grating sticky foods, spritz the face of the grater with nonstick spray before you begin.


SAVVY SWAPS

Don’t have exactly the right tool for the job? Repurpose one of these multi-taskers to get the job done.

• IF YOU MISPLACED YOUR COOKIE CUTTER COLLECTION, use the rim of a glass or cup—or the edge of a jar or can—to cut out cookie dough.

• DON’T OWN A FLOUR SIFTER? Use a whisk to aerate flour or confectioners’ sugar.
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• FOR AN ECONOMICAL ALTERNATIVE to a pastry bag, use a heavy-duty resealable plastic bag. Fill the bag half full with frosting, snip off one corner, and get piping.

• INSTEAD OF A SPRING-ACTION COOKIE DOUGH SCOOP, use a melon baller to scoop perfectly round mini cookies. Just reduce the baking time by 1 or 2 minutes.

[image: ]

• YOU DON’T HAVE TO OWN A FOOD PROCESSOR to grind cookies or graham crackers for a crumb crust. Instead, enclose the cookies in a resealable plastic bag and pound them with a meat mallet.

• IF YOU DON’T OWN A SET OF RAMEKINS to make mini cakes and soufflés, a cupcake pan fitted with foil liners can be used as a stand-in.

• A Y-SHAPED PEELER IS NOT JUST FOR GRATING CARROTS. Use it to shave decorative curls from a block of chocolate. Chocolate curls make an elegant garnish for cakes and pies.
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KNIVES For serious chopping, you’ll need a chef’s knife, which has a broad, wedge-shaped blade. An 8-inch chef’s knife suits most home cooks. Look for a knife with a full tang—this means that the metal of the blade extends all the way through the handle. A knife made this way is stronger, better balanced, and safer to use. A small paring knife, with a blade about 4 inches long, is right for peeling and cutting up fresh fruit, peeling onions, and trimming vegetables. Though small, the knife should be strong and well made. Knives should be sharpened often. A dull knife is frustrating and dangerous to use, because it will slip rather than bite into what it is meant to be cutting. To slice bread and light-textured cakes, and to split cake layers horizontally, use a long knife with a serrated blade, working it through with a firm or gentle sawing motion, depending on the texture of the bread or cake.

LIQUID MEASURING CUPS Made of clear heatproof glass or plastic, these beaker-shaped cups have measurements marked on the sides. For accurate measurement, place the cup on the work surface, pour in the liquid, and then bend so you can check the amount of liquid at eye level. Liquid measures in 1- and 2-cup sizes will serve most purposes. There are also 8-cup glass measuring cups that make excellent batter bowls (complete with a handle for pouring). Don’t measure dry ingredients in cups meant for liquids; it’s not possible to level off the contents.

MEASURING SPOONS These can be used for both dry ingredients (baking powder, salt, spices) and liquid ingredients (lemon juice, vanilla extract); it’s a good idea to have two sets. Stainless-steel spoons with smooth edges (for leveling) are the best choice. These come in sets usually with ¼, ½, and 1 teaspoon, plus 1 tablespoon. Some sets have a ⅛-teaspoon measure as well.
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PARCHMENT PAPER Also called kitchen parchment or baker’s parchment, this translucent, dull-finished paper is used for lining baking pans. Parchment paper comes in sheets and rolls.
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PASTRY BAG For making cream puffs and éclairs, shaping meringue, and adorning cakes with whipped cream, you’ll need a pastry bag with assorted tips. Nylon bags are easier to keep clean than canvas bags; they dry more quickly, and the fabric retains its flexibility better than canvas. A basic set of tips (also called tubes) will see you through the recipes in this book. A decorating bag is recommended when small quantities of icing or frosting are used on cakes and fine pastries.

PASTRY BLENDER You can use two knives to cut fat into dry ingredients to make crumbly dough for pastry, but if you find this difficult, try a pastry blender. Its straight handle is fitted with a curved sweep of tines or wires that are used with a punching/chopping motion. It’s especially helpful for making biscuits and scones.

PASTRY BOARD This large, sturdy wooden board makes an excellent work surface. Look for a board (hardwood or acrylic) with a deep lip at the front and back. The front lip, which faces down, hooks over the edge of the counter to keep the board from sliding away as you knead or roll dough; the lip at the back is turned up to act as a backsplash and keep flour from going everywhere. A marble pastry board is a luxury, but the smooth surface is a pleasure to work on, and it stays cooler than any other material, so it’s worth the investment if you make pastry often. Alternatively, you can simply use a clean countertop—or line your counter with parchment paper.

PASTRY BRUSH For smoothing on glazes and brushing off crumbs or excess flour, natural-bristle brushes should be set aside for baking (apart from brushes you use for basting savory foods). A 1-inch-wide brush is best for glazing; a wider brush works well for sweeping a surface clear of flour. A brand-new natural-bristle paintbrush can also be used.
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PASTRY CLOTH AND ROLLING-PIN COVER Dusting your work surface and dough with a lot of flour to keep dough from sticking will turn pastry crust tough. Instead, consider purchasing a pastry cloth (a sheet of canvaslike cotton) and cover, sometimes called a sleeve, for your rolling pin. These need only a light dusting of flour. Some pastry cloths even have measured rounds marked on them to help you roll dough to just the size you need.

PASTRY WHEEL, CUTTER, OR JAGGER Like pizza cutters (which you can substitute if you already have one), these consist of a sharp-edged metal wheel mounted on the end of a wooden handle. These rolling cutters work much better than a knife for cutting uncooked dough. A jagger has a fluted wheel that produces a zigzag edge, as if you’d cut the dough with pinking shears; it’s pretty for piecrust edges and crackers.

PIE WEIGHTS A piecrust baked blind (without a filling) needs to be weighted in the center to keep it from shrinking, buckling, and bubbling. Small, bean-shaped aluminum or ceramic weights are sold for this purpose; you can also buy a 6-foot rope of stainless-steel beads to coil in the crust before baking. Or use real dried beans or uncooked rice (and reuse them again and again). Line the bottom of the crust with a square of foil before placing pie weights inside.

ROLLING PINS First, the American-style rolling pin with handles and a free-spinning roller: You want the weight of the pin to do the work, so choose a heavy one (at least 4 pounds). The roller should turn smoothly on ball bearings; it should be of hardwood and nicely finished. If you prefer a European-style wooden pin—the one-piece kind—experiment with the tapered design as well as the straight style. These are inexpensive, and it’s nice to have both on hand.

RULER An 18-inch wooden ruler with a steel edge (or a steel ruler) will help you roll piecrust to the right size, trim sheets of phyllo to fit a pan, and cut even-sized bar cookies and loaf-cake slices. And while some baking pans do have the size of the pan marked on the bottom, many do not. Estimating pan size can be risky; measuring with a ruler is foolproof.

SCALE A kitchen scale is useful for weighing out 3 ounces of chocolate from a large bar or 2 pounds of peaches from the half bushel you’ve brought home. When dividing cake batter between two pans, weighing them ensures that they’re filled equally; the same goes for dividing a batch of bread dough. Although American recipes call for ingredients by volume measures (e.g. cups), British and Continental recipes give them by weight. If you bake from foreign recipes, you’ll need a kitchen scale. A battery-operated digital scale that shows both grams/kilograms and ounces/pounds, and can handle weights up to 5 pounds, is a good choice.
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SPATULAS Silicone, nylon, or plastic spatulas in several sizes are a must; the narrower ones are great for getting the last bit of honey out of the jar. Choose flexible spatulas with sturdy handles and heat-resistant blades. You’ll also need a wide metal spatula for removing hot cookies from cookie sheets; it should have a thin edge to slip under fragile cookies without breaking them. You’ll need icing spatulas for frosting cakes—one about 10 inches long overall and a smaller one, with a blade about ½ inch wide and 4 inches long. An offset or angled spatula, on which the blade has a bend in it close to the handle, makes it easier to ice the sides of a cake.
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SPOONS Wooden spoons are nonreactive and won’t burn your fingers when you’re stirring hot liquids. They also cut down on clatter when you’re stirring in a pot or stainless-steel bowl. Choose spoons made of hardwoods such as maple; they should be smoothly finished and free of rough patches that may splinter. Metal cooking spoons should have heatproof handles so they can be used for stirring hot sauces as well as batters.
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STRAINER/SIEVE A wire-mesh strainer or sieve can be used to strain liquids and sift dry ingredients together like flour, confectioners’ sugar, baking powder or soda, and cocoa powder. Buy a few sizes with different mesh gauges.

THERMOMETERS Precise temperatures are important in baking. If you proof yeast in water that’s too hot or bake popovers in an oven that’s too cool, neither will succeed. Every kitchen should be equipped with an instant-read thermometer: About the size of a pen (complete with sheath and pocket clip), it is used to check the temperature of liquids (up to 220°F), rising dough, roasting meat, or the inside of your freezer. Oven thermostats are sometimes inaccurate, so the number you set on the control may be far from the actual temperature. Check it with an oven thermometer that you can leave in while you’re baking.

TIMER Timing is too important in baking to risk relying on a glance at your watch. Many ranges and microwave ovens come equipped with timers—or you can use the timer on your smartphone. If you work on several baking projects simultaneously, consider buying an electronic timer with multiple settings.

WAX PAPER This semitransparent paper with a thin coating of wax on both sides is sold in rolls. Because it is moistureproof and nonstick, it has many applications in baking. Use it to roll up a log of icebox cookie dough or to separate layers of sticky brownies or bars for storage. You can also sift together dry ingredients on a small piece of waxed paper; when it’s time to add them to the batter, just pick up two sides of the paper and dump the ingredients in. Brush off and reuse.

WHISK These days, most bakers do their mixing with an electric mixer, but a whisk still has its uses. This classic French tool—a straight handle most commonly with looped wires—is intended for stirring sauces, quickly combining ingredients, and beating eggs and cream. Whisks come in a variety of sizes and types, with the largest, the balloon whisk, designed to be used for beating egg whites until they’re stiff.

ZESTER This tool is made to order for removing the thin top portion of peel from citrus fruits. You can use a fine grater for grating peel, but a zester cuts long, thin strips for garnishes.
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Ingredients

Baking is scientific, but it is also part magic. When carefully combined, an assortment of ingredients can be transformed into a toothsome cake, irresistible cookie, or crusty loaf. Silky flour, moist brown sugar, freshly shelled nuts, plump raisins, a molten pour of melted chocolate—all should be of the best possible quality. Most baking ingredients are products you can keep on hand, whether in the cabinet, refrigerator, or freezer. Buy baking ingredients in a store with a good turnover and check freshness dates on any products that bear them.

Chocolate & Cocoa

Chocolate is the favorite flavor of millions, and fortunately there are many different ways to use it in baking. Chocolate starts out as cocoa beans, which are dried, hulled, and roasted. The resulting pieces, called cocoa nibs, are then crushed to produce chocolate liquor—a mixture of cocoa butter and particles of cocoa. To make solid chocolate, the two elements are separated, refined, and then recombined in various proportions; other ingredients, such as flavorings or emulsifiers, may be added. Cocoa powder is made by removing most of the cocoa butter from chocolate liquor, resulting in a fine powder.

UNSWEETENED CHOCOLATE Sold in packages of squares (and sometimes labeled baking chocolate), this is virtually pure chocolate liquor in solid form, with no sugar added. Sometimes flavoring and lecithin (an emulsifier) are incorporated.

SEMISWEET CHOCOLATE Some sugar (between 40 and 65 percent) has been added to this type of dark chocolate; the amount varies from one brand to another. Additional cocoa butter and vanilla flavor may be added as well. In general, American semisweet chocolate is sweeter than European brands. This chocolate is available in bulk or squares for baking, and in the form of bars for eating. The bars can, of course, be used for baking too, and are generally of better quality. Semisweet chocolate, chopped into chunks, can be substituted for semisweet chocolate chips.


WORKING WITH CHOCOLATE

If you consider chocolate a treasure, you’ll want to use it with care. Here’s how we do it in the Test Kitchen.

STORING Store solid chocolate, well wrapped, in a cool place (65°F is ideal). High temperatures are harder on chocolate than low ones, so if your kitchen is very warm, double-wrap the chocolate and keep it in the refrigerator.

CHOPPING Use a large chef’s knife or heavy serrated knife to cut chocolate into pieces. Be sure the cutting board is perfectly clean and dry. To finely chop chocolate, cut it into small chunks (about ¼ inch) by hand, then pulse it in a food processor fitted with the metal blade.

MELTING The winning way to melt chocolate? Microwave it. A solid square softens swiftly, and because it’s not exposed to direct heat, there’s less chance that you’ll scorch it. Best of all, there’s no pot to scrub. To melt masterfully, use a glass measure with an easy-to-grasp handle. Melt the chocolate on High just until it looks soft and shiny (it may retain its shape rather than becoming liquid—don’t overdo the heating, or the chocolate will scorch); stir until smooth.
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BITTERSWEET CHOCOLATE This dark chocolate contains added sweetener too, but less than semisweet; bittersweet chocolate typically contains at least 65 percent cocoa solids. As with semisweet, the amount of sugar varies from brand to brand. Look for the percentage on the label: a higher proportion of cocoa assures a more intense chocolate flavor.

MILK CHOCOLATE This type of chocolate, sold for eating out of hand, is made with milk solids, heavy cream, or other dairy products added and is usually quite sweet and soft-textured, with a mild cocoa flavor. Milk chocolate can’t be substituted for other kinds of chocolate to flavor a cake batter or cookie dough, but it can be used in the form of chunks or chocolate chips in place of other types of chocolate.

DARK SWEET CHOCOLATE Most notably used in German’s chocolate cake, this is the sweetest type of chocolate that does not have milk added. Look for bars in the baking aisle.

WHITE CHOCOLATE Most of what’s sold as “white chocolate” is not, technically speaking, chocolate at all. It contains no chocolate liquor and is commonly made with a fat other than cocoa butter, usually palm kernel oil. Only recently have the rules been relaxed to allow manufacturers to label these products as “chocolate.” Look for white chocolate made with cocoa butter to get the best flavor.

CHOCOLATE CHIPS OR MORSELS Originally available only in semisweet, chocolate chips now come in milk, dark, mint, and white versions, as well as in different sizes. Try different brands until you find a favorite. Don’t use chips when a recipe calls for melted squares or bars: Chips are formulated to hold their shape during baking and will behave differently in a batter or frosting.
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COCOA Cocoa powder is made by removing most of the fat from chocolate, drying the resulting paste, and then grinding it to a powder. Dutch-process or European-style cocoa has been treated with alkali to neutralize some of the acid. Use Dutch-process cocoa only if the recipe specifies it, as it reacts differently with leavenings.

Dairy Products & Eggs

Creamy cheesecakes, delicate custards, mouthwatering shortcakes, towering soufflés—all depend on fresh, wholesome products from the dairy case. It’s easy to check that you’re getting fresh dairy products and eggs, because they are all are marked with a sell-by date.

BUTTER see Fats.

MILK The dairy case presents lots of alternatives when it comes to milk—lactose-reduced, calcium-enriched—but for baking, the plain old-fashioned variety is perfect. Whole milk, naturally, brings the most richness to custards, puddings, and sauces; reduced-fat milk (2 percent fat) has nearly as much fat and can be substituted. You’ll probably notice a difference in creamy desserts if you substitute low-fat milk (1 percent fat) or skim milk, now labeled nonfat. Buttermilk, made by culturing low-fat or skim milk, brings a hint of a tangy flavor to biscuits, muffins, and cakes. It also helps produce baked goods with a tender crumb. Don’t substitute buttermilk or yogurt for whole milk. However, you can substitute yogurt for buttermilk, if necessary, in most recipes.
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CREAM With a butterfat content of between 36 and 40 percent, heavy cream whips up to the dense, dreamy stuff of toppings, fillings, and frostings. Medium or whipping cream, which can also be whipped, has 30 to 36 percent fat. Light cream, also called coffee cream, contains a mere (!) 18 to 30 percent fat. Half-and-half, with a fat content between 10.5 and 18 percent, can be substituted for light cream. Making whipped cream is much easier if the cream, bowl, and beaters are all ice cold. Chill them in the freezer beforehand.

SOUR CREAM Nothing can match the thickness and tangy richness of real dairy sour cream, which is made by culturing whole milk with lactic add. Light sour cream can be substituted in some recipes, but don’t bake with nondairy “sour dressings.”

YOGURT This fermented dairy product is available plain or flavored, in whole-milk, low-fat, and nonfat versions. Low-fat yogurt—but not nonfat—can be substituted for full-fat in most recipes.
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Tomato Phyllo Tarts

CREAM CHEESE The main ingredient in cheesecakes and some frostings is a snowy white, soft but solid cheese. Use the kind that comes in a block, rather than in a tub. In addition to regular, full-fat cream cheese, you can buy Neufchâtel, which has about one-third less fat, and light cream cheese, with about half the fat. (Fat-free cream cheese bears little resemblance to the real thing.) It’s best not to substitute anything else for full-fat cream cheese unless the recipe suggests it.

EGGS Our recipes call for large eggs, which weigh approximately 2 ounces each. Substituting other sizes, such as small or jumbo, is not recommended because the results will be different. To store eggs in the refrigerator, use their original container, rather than putting them in the egg holder cups in the refrigerator door; this will keep them colder and also prevent them from picking up flavors from other foods (eggshells are porous). Eggs will keep for up to five weeks.

[image: ]

Flavorings

Spices, herbs, and extracts play important roles in dessert making. Vanilla extract is not only a lovely flavor on its own—it enhances the flavor of chocolate. Apple pie minus cinnamon would be bland, and without ginger, there would be no gingerbread. Keep an assortment of these flavorings in your kitchen, ready for use in our recipes.

EXTRACTS It takes just a spoonful of these concentrated flavorings to perfume a cake or quick bread. Use pure—not imitation—extracts whenever you can. Vanilla is the extract most used in American recipes. Try a few different brands and see which you prefer; they do vary. Other extracts to keep on hand are almond, orange, lemon, and peppermint.

HERBS AND SPICES Beginning life as humble leaves, twigs, seeds, roots, and stalks, these supply a world of flavors for baking. Sweet spices for cookies, pungent herbs for pizza—they’re all as close as your supermarket. If a recipe calls for fresh herbs and you have only dried, the usual substitution ratio is three to one—if the recipe calls for 3 tablespoons of chopped fresh oregano, use 1 tablespoon of dried instead. Spices such as nutmeg and cardamom will stay fresh longer if you buy them whole and crush or grind them as needed. Herbs and spices lose their power over time. Before you use any dry seasoning, rub a bit between your fingers to be sure that the aroma and flavor are still vivid. Keep dried herbs and spices in tightly closed containers in a cool, dark place (not in a rack over the stove where they’ll be exposed to heat and moisture).

Here are some of the herbs and spices you’ll encounter in this book: allspice, anise seeds, basil, caraway seeds, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, crushed red pepper, cumin, fennel seeds, ground ginger, nutmeg, mace, oregano, rosemary, thyme. Apple-pie spice and pumpkin-pie spice are blends that you can buy ready-made; you can also prepare the same blends yourself, to taste.

PEPPER Any recipe that calls for pepper deserves freshly ground pepper, either black or white. Both come from dried berries of the same plant, but white pepper is made from hulled berries. Use a peppermill to grind whole peppercorns as needed, and you’ll always enjoy this spice at its flavorful best.
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SALT If you’ve ever tasted bread made without salt, you know what even a pinch of this vital seasoning does for baked goods, and yeast bread needs salt to rise properly. Without a pinch of salt, sweet baked goods can taste flat. When the type of salt is not specified, use table salt for the recipes in this book. Kosher salt, specified in some recipes, is much coarser grained. Because of the difference in texture, a teaspoon of one is not equal to a teaspoon of the other.

Flours & Meals

What would baking be without flour? A hot oven and an empty pan! The right kind of flour (bread, cake, whole wheat) is the key to fine baking, so be sure to use the type specified in the recipe. When you bring flour home from the store, transfer it from the bag or box to a canister or wide-mouth jar with a tight lid. Store flour in a cool place. Whole-grain flours and meals, which contain more fat than refined products, should be stored in the refrigerator or freezer to keep them from becoming rancid (in hot climates, store all flour in the refrigerator). Let flour return to room temperature before using it. If the recipe says to sift the flour, do. If not, just stir the flour to aerate it slightly before measuring.

WHEAT FLOUR All-purpose flour is a blend of soft and hard wheats, giving it a balanced content of protein and starch that works in most recipes. Cake flour is made from soft wheat and ground very fine. Low in protein, it produces tender, fine-grained cakes. To substitute all-purpose flour for cake flour, subtract 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour from each cup. Do not substitute self-rising cake flour for plain cake flour; the self-rising type contains leavening in addition to the wheat. Bread flour is made from hard wheat; its higher protein content is needed to support the structure of the dough as it rises. Semolina is a coarse-grained flour made from durum wheat, which is very hard. It’s used for making pasta and some Italian breads and cakes. Whole-wheat flour is made from the entire wheat kernel, with both the bran (outer covering) and germ (protein- and oil-rich nucleus) included.

CORNMEAL Dried kernels of field corn (different from the sweet corn we eat fresh) are ground into meal for baking. When metal grinders are used, most of the hull and germ are removed, and the meal emerges very smooth but somewhat characterless. Stone-ground cornmeal retains some of the hull and germ and because of that is coarser. It brings a more interesting flavor and texture to baked goods. Yellow cornmeal and white cornmeal are ground from different varieties of corn. Choosing one or the other will affect only the color of the finished product.


WHOLE-WHEAT FLOUR THAT’S WHITE

If you don’t like the flavor and texture of whole-wheat flour, try baking with white whole-wheat flour instead. Gold Medal and King Arthur Flour make it, and there are also health-food-store options to choose from.

Milled from an albino variety of wheat, it’s as healthy as traditional whole wheat—with the same levels of fiber, nutrients, and minerals—but it lacks the heartier taste and grainy heft. It’s ideal for all whole-grain recipes and can be substituted for up to half of the all-purpose flour in many other recipes without substantially changing the taste.

[image: ]



CORNSTARCH Made from the endosperm (the starchy portion) of the corn kernel, cornstarch is as fine and light as talcum powder. In baking, cornstarch is used in combination with wheat flour for very fine-textured cookies and cakes. It also serves as a thickener for puddings and sauces. If you are using cornstarch in quantity, sift it before adding it to the other ingredients.

OATMEAL Oats come in several forms. Steel-cut oats are whole oat kernels that have been chopped. Old-fashioned oats are steamed to soften them, then rolled into flakes. Quick-cooking oats are a similar product, but cut into smaller pieces. Instant oatmeal is made from the whole oat, but further processed, so that it softens immediately when moistened. Old-fashioned and quick-cooking oats are suitable (and interchangeable) for most cookie and bread recipes.
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Meyer Lemon Pudding Cakes

Dried Fruit & Nuts

From moist, spicy cookies studded with bits of pecan and apricot to a fluffy coconut frosting to a sophisticated hazelnut-chocolate cake, there are countless good reasons to keep dried fruit and nuts on hand. Buy them in boxes, bags, or bulk (health-food stores usually have a good selection); store them airtight so they’ll stay fresh and delicious longer.

COCONUT Grating coconut from a whole nut is quite a project; fortunately, flaked coconut (both unsweetened and sweetened) is sold in bags, ready to use. Refrigerate any leftovers. Unless a recipe calls for fresh coconut, do not substitute it; use the fresh only for garnish.

DRIED FRUIT Joining old-fashioned favorites like raisins, dates, currants, figs, dried apricots, and prunes are chewy dried apple, peach, pear, pineapple, and mango, as well as sweet dried cherries and tart cranberries. To keep dried fruit moist, store it in tightly closed bags or jars; it will keep longer in the refrigerator. When chopping dried fruit, lightly oil the blade of the knife or kitchen shears, and the fruit won’t stick. To soften fruit that has gotten too dry and hard, place it in a bowl, sprinkle it with water, then cover and microwave it for about 30 seconds.


TOASTING COCONUT

Shredded (or flaked) coconut becomes lightly golden and even more flavorful when you toast it.

Spread the coconut in a shallow pan in a single layer. Bake in a preheated 350°F oven for about 10 minutes, stirring frequently. Watch closely—coconut can go from toasted to burnt quickly.
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NUTS AND SEEDS Rich in fat, nuts and seeds are quite perishable. If the fat turns rancid, the nuts or seeds will have an unpleasant smell rather than their usual rich, toasty fragrance—and you should discard them. Buy shelled (but not chopped) nuts in airtight packaging if possible. Unless you’re going to use them immediately, store nuts and seeds in the freezer, in sealed food-storage bags. For optimal flavor, toast nuts and seeds briefly before using them. A final tip: when chopping nuts in a food processor or blender, run the machine in very quick pulses and watch carefully, as the nuts can quickly turn from finely chopped to nut butter.

Leavenings

Bakers owe a huge thank-you to their forebears who discovered and developed techniques for turning a soupy bowl of batter into a lofty cake, or a damp lump of dough into a tender loaf of bread. Yeast has been in use since ancient times, but baking powder dates back only to the mid-nineteenth century. Today, yeast and other leavenings come in convenient, ready-to-use forms for nearly foolproof baking. Measure baking powder and baking soda carefully, leveling off the top of the spoon with the back of a knife or a metal spatula.

BAKING POWDER This seemingly magical compound, works by releasing carbon dioxide gas into the batter. Double-acting baking powder is made from baking soda plus an acid ingredient (in most brands, sodium aluminum sulfate). When mixed with liquid, the baking powder begins to release carbon dioxide bubbles, and more is released when the batter is heated in the oven. Baking powder must be stored airtight. To test baking powder for freshness, stir ½ teaspoon into 1 cup of warm water: It should foam up instantly. If not, discard it and buy a fresh can.

BAKING SODA The chemical sodium bicarbonate, a base (the opposite of an acid), has long been used as a leavening. When combined with an acidic liquid, such as molasses, buttermilk, or fruit juice, or an acidic dry ingredient like brown sugar or cocoa powder, it releases carbon dioxide. Once baking soda starts to work, you must get the batter into the oven promptly, before it loses its fizz. Store the opened box in an airtight container.


TOASTING NUTS

An easy way to make nutty cookies, bars, and other baked goods taste even better is to toast the nuts—they become more flavorful.

Toast nuts whole and let them cool before chopping. These instructions work for walnuts, pecans, almonds, macadamia nuts, hazelnuts (see Tip) and even sesame seeds. Check (and stir) nuts often as they toast, as they can go from golden-and-fragrant to black-and-burnt in just moments.

Preheat the oven (or a toaster oven) to 350°F and spread out the nuts on a rimmed baking sheet in a single layer. Bake them until they are fragrant and lightly browned, 10 to 12 minutes, stirring several times. (Small nuts or pieces like sliced almonds will take less time. Check them after 4 to 5 minutes.) Immediately transfer the toasted nuts to a plate to cool. If you’re toasting just a few nuts, heat them in a dry skillet over low heat for 3 to 5 minutes, stirring frequently.

TIP Toast hazelnuts as directed above until any portions without skin begin to brown. Transfer the nuts to a clean, dry kitchen towel and rub them until the bitter skins come off.
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CREAM OF TARTAR A by-product of winemaking, this fine white powder is a chemical called potassium acid tartrate. It is sometimes added to egg whites while they’re being beaten to help stabilize them, which makes them a more effective leavening.

YEAST This is a living organism, a one-celled fungus that has the power to puff a ball of dough to many times its original size. To do this, the yeast needs to be combined with liquid at just the right temperature (105°F to 115°F) and given some starch to feed on. The yeast takes in the starch, turns it into sugar, and releases bubbles of carbon dioxide—which gets trapped within the dough, causing it to rise. Cold stops the action of yeast, so be sure that all ingredients are at room temperature, and put the dough in a warm, draft-free place to rise. The recipes in this book use active dry and quick-rise yeast, both sold in ¼-ounce packages and in jars. Store yeast in the refrigerator and check the freshness date on the package before you use it. If you’re not sure the yeast is still good, stir it into the warm water called for in the recipe, and add a good pinch of sugar. After 5 to 10 minutes, the mixture should be bubbly.
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Fats

If you’ve ever tried to cut down on the fat in a baking recipe, you know that it’s no simple trick. That’s because butter, oil, shortening, and other fats play several different roles in achieving delicious results. In pastry crust, fat coats particles of the protein in flour; if the dough is mixed properly (so that it’s not totally blended), the fat will also separate the layers of dough to create a flaky texture. Fat keeps cookies, cakes, and quick breads soft and moist, traps the air bubbles that make them rise, and acts as a flavor carrier.

BUTTER The queen of all baking fats, butter brings a rich, sweet flavor to baked goods that nothing else can duplicate. Salted butter has been used in the development of all the recipes in this book, unless otherwise noted. Butter should be at room temperature if it is to be creamed with sugar or blended into an already-mixed dough; it will soften more quickly if you cut it into pieces. It is better not to try to soften butter over heat; once melted—even if it is then chilled—it will not have the same properties for baking. For flaky pie and tart crusts, the butter should be well chilled. Always keep it covered in the refrigerator. You can store butter in the freezer for up to six months, but it must be well wrapped or it will take on off flavors.
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MARGARINE Although it looks a lot like butter, even the finest margarine cannot approach butter’s taste. If you choose to bake with margarine (many of our recipes suggest it as an acceptable alternative to butter, while a few recipes specify butter only), use a solid stick type, with a fat content of at least 80 percent, not one that comes in a tub or squeeze bottle. Avoid diet or light margarines, which contain additional water that will greatly affect the outcome of the recipe.

OIL For some recipes, oil is the fat of choice. There are many different vegetable oils available, but for baking, the main point is to use a flavorless oil. For most recipes, corn, safflower, sunflower, canola, soybean, and light olive oil are good choices. Like any fat, oil can become rancid, so store it in a cool place—not near the stove. Don’t substitute oil for solid shortening in any baking recipes.
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VEGETABLE SHORTENING Made by treating vegetable oil with hydrogen to solidify it and make it stable at room temperature, shortening has a texture akin to that old-fashioned favorite, lard. Both shortening and lard are pure fat (butter and margarine contain some milk solids), which makes them ideal for pastry crusts. Vegetable shortening melts more slowly than butter, so cookies baked with it will be “taller” than those made with butter. Shortening will keep longer if stored in the refrigerator.

Sweeteners

The pleasing sweetness of our favorite desserts has several sources: It may come from sugarcane, sugar beets, maple trees, or beehives. Each type of sweetener has its own delightful flavor and unique properties that affect the texture—crisp, crunchy, moist, smooth—of baked goods and other desserts.
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SUGAR There’s more to sugar than just sweetness. In baking, sugar helps batters and doughs to rise by allowing more air to be captured as the mixture is beaten. Sugar also helps keep cakes and cookies tender and moist. Granulated white sugar is the baking basic; superfine sugar, also sold as bar sugar, dissolves more quickly, which is desirable for recipes in which a very smooth texture is desired. Confectioners’ sugar (also called powdered sugar) is very finely ground and sifted white sugar, it’s used for mixtures where a smooth texture is of primary importance, as in uncooked frostings. The designation 10X, often seen on confectioners’ sugar packaging, denotes the finest possible texture. A little cornstarch is added to confectioners’ sugar to reduce clumping; still, the sugar is usually lumpy from being packed tightly in the box and should be sifted and stirred before use. Many people think that brown sugar is somehow more natural than white sugar, but it is, in fact, simply granulated white sugar with varying amounts of molasses added to it. Dark brown and light brown sugar are interchangeable in our recipes.

MAPLE SYRUP Not just for pancakes, maple syrup is also a fine sweetener and flavoring for desserts. Be sure to buy pure maple syrup—not “table syrup” or “pancake syrup,” which may contain no maple at all. Maple syrup’s grade gives you an indication of its flavor, with AA or “Fancy” being the palest in color and most delicate in flavor. If you’re a true maple fan, you may want to use a darker (and less expensive) grade, which will have a bolder maple flavor.

MOLASSES Originally a by-product of sugar refining, the best (unsulfured) molasses is now made by refining boiled-down sugarcane juice. Molasses is a very thick, brown syrup with a tangy undertone to its sweetness. The lighter the molasses, the milder and sweeter its flavor. Molasses is often used in spicy, old-fashioned desserts such as gingerbread and Indian pudding. Baked goods made with molasses have a tendency to brown quickly, so check their progress in the oven regularly. Store molasses in a cool place; if it’s too cold to pour, heat the jar of molasses in a pan of warm water.
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HONEY Beloved for its old-country fragrance and flavor, honey, like all liquid sugars, helps keep baked goods moist. Depending on its source (what kinds of flowers the bees fed on), honey can vary in flavor. Sample a few and find a favorite. Because honey is acidic, baking recipes in which it is used will also include some baking soda to balance the acid.
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CORN SYRUP This sweetener is a thick, barely pourable liquid made from cornstarch. It comes in light (nearly colorless) and dark (clear brown) versions. In baking, corn syrup is used to help breads and cookies retain moisture; it also contributes to the satiny texture of some frostings and icings by preventing the crystallization of the sugar.
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