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			To Winter and River

			Blossoms of snow may you bloom and grow, bloom and grow forever.
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			Cookies were my gateway to baking. My kitchen adventures began with them, standing on a chair right next to my mom. Every winter holiday we spent days near the oven, my sister and I rolling out sugar cookie dough, decorating each cut-out tree, angel, and star. Our face and hands, along with our entire 1970s yellow tile floor would be coated in flour and Christmas-colored sprinkles. Fights between my sister and me would break out over cookie cutters, my little brother would crawl up on our chairs, begging to help, and my dad would pop in occasionally to steal cookie dough when our heads were turned. Most of the cookies would be passed out to neighbors later that week, the rest secretly snatched by our greedy little fingers.

			It wasn’t long before I started baking cookies on my own. I had such a thrill pulling down the worn-out church cookbook from the shelf above the stove and thumbing through it until I found our family’s favorite chocolate chip cookie recipe. Many afternoons I would come home from school, take butter, sugar, eggs, and flour out from the cupboards, and get to work. I made just about every cookie and bar recipe in that old book, along with every recipe on the back of chocolate chip packages, flour bags, and oatmeal containers. I experimented with cookies made out of cake mix and cookies made with shortening. I started caring about how many crinkles the top of each confection had and perfected crisp edges and gooey centers. I baked them for my siblings, I took them to neighbors, and I brought them to my grandma. But I also made them for myself. Straight from the oven, those round, warm circles took away the heartache junior high brought. Stirring the cookie batter with my mom’s old wooden spoon drove away the emotional discomfort, if only for a moment. I couldn’t articulate it at the time, but I found contentment in both baking to keep and baking to give away.

			 I went to Winona State University after high school, determined to get an English degree and do something positive with it. Working part-time was a necessity, as my college career was on my own shoulders. With some barista experience under my belt, I applied at a small coffeehouse across from campus to help pay the bills. There, in that sleepy little river town nestled between the bluffs, cookie baking also became part of my college experience.

			The cafe I worked for was the Blue Heron Coffeehouse, owned by Larry and Colleen Wolner. They had moved to Winona with their family to start their lifelong dream: bringing delicious, homemade food to the small-town community. The Blue Heron not only served coffee but made all their food and baked goods in-house. I started as their first and only employee and spent my weekday mornings and weekend evenings working the coffee bar. Business was slow at the beginning, but as it started to pick up, the demand for their baked goods did also. One day after a long shift, Larry asked me if I knew how to make cookies. I thought back to those afternoons at my parents’ house, creaming butter and sugar with nothing but a wooden spoon and my own two hands. I assured him I did. He handed me their house chocolate chip cookie recipe, gave me specific instructions, and I set to work. I was out of practice and my first few batches didn’t win any contests, but the Wolners were desperate, and I kept at it. A short week later I had found my groove and was baking off dozens of cookies I was proud of. Each shift, part of my routine became making a batch for the afternoon rush. Larry added oatmeal raisin to the list and peanut butter soon after. Before I knew it, I was making banana bread, coffee cakes, scones, muffins, and cheesecake as well. For almost five years I worked with Larry and Colleen, and never grew tired of my moments in the kitchen with them. I still made coffee every day for customers, but the stretches I got to head back to the prep table and bake were my favorite. Over my time there, they taught me essential kitchen skills like how to knead bread, cut butter into flour, and how to frost a cake. They taught me to care about where my ingredients came from and to use quality products in my baked goods and cooking. They taught me that my state of mind mattered and entering work happy, sad, or frustrated could affect how my final product would turn out. When I graduated, I headed home with my English degree, but I now understand my real education had been happening in the kitchen of the Blue Heron.

			After college I did what many English majors do; I worked as a bookseller and barista for a few years, wondering what to do with my life. Eventually, however, I found my way back into the kitchen. A friend had started a small coffeehouse, Bordertown Coffee, in an old fraternity house that he renovated, and I was given the smallest area imaginable to bake in. My space consisted of a stainless square prep table, two tiny convection ovens, and a kitchen sink for washing dishes. Not only was I in charge of that tiny kitchen but I was also the only person working in it. Fifty to sixty hours a week I was there before dawn, baking scones, muffins, cookies, bars, tarts, pies, cupcakes, and cakes; my time divided between baking like crazy and washing piles of dishes. There was no one to hold my hand in this space, to guide me through recipes when I had questions, and I was equally excited and terrified at running the kitchen myself. I made plenty of mistakes, but discovered that each one brought an important lesson, either in baking or in life. As our little coffeehouse became busier each day and the baristas were frequently engaged with customers, I found myself constantly alone, with only myself to talk to. It was there, in that box of a room hunched over my prep table, that I discovered layers to baking. I had an almost metaphysical response to baking; I loved all the movements involved, and creating something beautiful with my hands every day was pure delight. But there was an emotional need to baking as well. The stir of the spatula or the whisk, each turn of the dough brought total contentment. Every time a customer bought a warm scone and her face lit up, there was also a reward for me. I watched person after person find comfort in our tiny little shop, eating the baked goods I had worked so hard to make. Often it was just a short moment: someone biting into a piece of pound cake, or giving a sigh of satisfaction at an afternoon cookie break, but those flickers of joy made my 5 A.M. wake-up call manageable; made the achy legs, the sore back, the heavy lifting, the washing dishes, and the long hours bearable. And not just bearable, but satisfying. It gave me something intangibly wonderful that I never found on my academic journey.
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			I discovered other memories, too. Making a pie reminded me of Grandma Ethel; her towering frame in the kitchen, her long fingers delicately rolling out dough. Baking scones took me back to the Blue Heron, with pots of soup simmering on the stovetop, and Colleen humming along to Joni Mitchell on the stereo. Each cookie I decorated reminded me of my sister, still in her purple nightgown, baking with me on Christmas Eve. A cup full of chocolate chips stirred up an adolescent reflection of walking down the corridor and desperately trying to conjure up an invisibility cloak. Most impressions were beautiful; others, bittersweet. Some brought sheer pain. I was grateful for the time there to bake myself through them all. As I whisked and stirred, the people connected to those recipes and materials were there with me, crammed into that space. I discovered I was never really alone.

			I took my own secret fire I had cultivated with me after I left my kitchen in the fraternity house. I am married now, with two small children, baking and writing from home. It has been a place for all of us to continue learning about the layers of life and a space to create new memories together. As I bake with my children, I walk them through recipes and teach them technique, but I also tell them stories from my past. I tell them of my many mistakes, of how it took me years to be disciplined and follow a recipe as written the first time through. I tell them about my grandmothers and how one loved to bake and the other did not. I tell them about when my siblings and I would battle over sprinkles and the time I made the worst rhubarb crisp ever. I tell them about when I baked an apple pie for the first time, in the apartment where I began my married life. The kitchens from the past intertwine in our own current space, and as my little ones stand on chairs next to me, coated in flour and fighting over cookies cutters, I know they will have this moment, this story, in kitchens to come.

			“It seems to me that our three basic needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the others. So it happens that when I write of hunger, I am really writing about love and the hunger for it, and warmth and the love of it and the hunger for it . . . and then the warmth and richness and fine reality of hunger satisfied . . . and it is all one.” —M.F.K. FISHER

			ABOUT THE VANILLA BEAN BLOG

			I started The Vanilla Bean Blog in 2011 as a space devoted to recipes, photographs, and occasional musings and reflections. It was an attempt to document a food history of sorts for my family; we had none, and I wanted to change that. In the process I discovered many overlays to my time in the kitchen. I have always found comfort in the act of baking, and while I enjoy the end result of a kitchen filled with sweet treats, I find there is so much more to it than just sugar and butter, some flour and eggs.

			There is such value to what we are actually making. The dishes and meals we make for loved ones and the act of preparing them: to cook and bake and eat them together connects us beyond the physical. It’s not about eating or creating just for the sake of doing so. There is something deeper, something soul-full that happens when we slice the cake, when we break the bread. There is taste and smell that draws out memories, binding us to those present, those past. There is purpose in our food: both the physical and the unconscious, the labor of our hands, the labor of our heart. This, to me, is real communion: the act of sharing, the act of receiving.

			How to Use This Book

			While I have worked professionally in several coffeehouses, I am, first and foremost, a home baker and have written this book with the home baker and home kitchen in mind. Any knowledge I have about baking comes from watching others, reading piles of books, and making something again and again until it is how I want it. While I respect the expertise and dedication of pastry chefs everywhere, there is room in the universe for creativity and artistry at home.

			There are many recipes requiring varying skills throughout these pages; some are easy and some demand a bit more time and patience. Be sure to follow the baking tips here, and read through the ingredient and equipment lists, also in this chapter, for helpful advice and reference. When writing the directions for the recipes, I assumed you have some baking experience and know your way around the kitchen enough to make a batch of cookies or a cake from scratch. However, if a recipe here seems out of your comfort zone, I encourage you to try it, even if it seems intimidating. The worst that can happen is it won’t turn out exactly right, and you’ll be able to make it again with a new experience under your belt.

			This book is divided into seven chapters, each with a different focus. “Morning Baking” starts things off and includes both yeasted and non-yeasted items, everything from granola to scones to Easy Danish Dough. “Quick Breads, Muffins, and Everyday Cakes” is next, and you’ll discover sweets that require a bit less work. Banana Bread, Blueberry Muffins, and Picnic Cakes are found here. I’ll also allude to J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth one too many times in that chapter, but it can’t be helped. A variety of layer cakes grace the “Party Cakes” chapter. I’ll walk you through baking and frosting cakes, plus various types of buttercream and cake bases. Cheesecakes also make an appearance. “Pies and Tarts” are fourth on the list, and I’ll tell you about my pie-making trials, share my favorite All-Butter Pie Crust, and turn you on to Pear-Chocolate Galettes and Cherry-Rhubarb Crisp with White Wine. “Cookies and Bars” follows, with my totally revamped Chocolate Chip Cookies recipe starting things off. Don’t skip the Oatmeal Cookies with White Chocolate and Golden Raisins and the Coffee Blondies, an all-time favorite. “No-Churn Ice Cream” is the rogue chapter, but the flavors work well with many of the other recipes included here. And finally, “Homemade Staples” closes the book, with recipes for Crème Fraîche, Chocolate Ganache, and Caramel Sauce, among others.

			A Few Other Things to Note

			A PINCH SALT is often called for throughout the book. It is a little more than ⅛ teaspoon, but less than ¼ teaspoon.

			Scant means just a little bit under the measurement; heaping means a little bit more than the measurement.

			TO MAKE AN EGG WASH • Use a fork to whisk 1 large egg, a pinch of salt, and 1 tablespoon of water together in a small bowl. Use to brush on pie crusts, tart shells, and so on.

			MEASURING FLOUR • Throughout this book, 1 cup of flour is equal to 5 ounces or 142 grams. This measurement is on the higher end of the scale (1 cup of flour usually ranges from 4 to 5 ounces, depending on the baker), but I found after weighing many cups of flour and averaging the total, mine usually came out to be 4.9 ounces, and I rounded up for convenience. I later made the decision to record ingredient measurements in both cups and grams and not include ounces, but if you prefer to weigh your ingredients in ounces, there is a conversion chart at the back of the book.

			MEASURING SEMISOLIDS • Sour cream, peanut butter, pumpkin puree, and yogurt are all examples of semisolid ingredients, falling somewhere between a liquid and a solid. There is much debate on the proper way to measure them, with the most accurate way being to weigh them. I was always taught to measure these wetter ingredients in liquid measuring cups, and so I always have. When testing recipes for the book, I discovered that a liquid measuring cup gave me a little more volume than a dry measuring cup. For instance, 1 cup sour cream in a dry measure weighed 8.4 ounces, but in a liquid measure, it weighed 9.1 ounces. This isn’t a huge difference, but I felt it was slightly noticeable in some recipes. Because this cookbook lists the measurements for semisolid ingredients in cups and not grams, I recommend using a liquid measuring cup for them.
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			LINING PANS AND LOAF PANS WITH PARCHMENT PAPER • Lining pans and loaf pans with a parchment sling results in an easy release. Cut two pieces of parchment paper the same size as the bottom of your pan and long enough to come up and over the sides. Spray the pan with cooking spray and then place the pieces of parchment in the pan, perpendicular to each other, making sure to push the sheets into the corners.
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			LINING A CAKE PAN • Cut circles of parchment paper the same size as the bottom of your cake pan. Use a generous amount of room temperature butter to grease the sides and bottom of the pan, coating them with a thin, even layer of butter that covers the entire inside surface. Place the parchment circle in the bottom of the pan. Coat the paper with a thin, even layer of butter as well. Place 2 to 3 tablespoons of flour in the cake pan and move the pan around, distributing the flour so it evenly coats the butter. (I find turning the pan on its side and moving it in a circle works to get the sides.) When the butter is coated, gently tap the pan upside down over your sink to remove any excess flour.

			BAKING TIPS

			Read the Recipe and Then Follow the Recipe

			It is very important to read the entire recipe thoroughly before starting to bake. I have made the mistake so many times of skimming half a recipe and then jumping in, only to discover I didn’t have an ingredient I needed, or the recipe process took much longer than I expected it to. Make sure to read the entire recipe once, even twice before beginning. After you feel confident making a recipe there is always room to personalize it.

			Mise en Place

			Mise en place is a French phrase that literally means “put in place.” This is a practice many chefs partake in—having all things ready before cooking or baking begins. This includes everything from ingredients prepped to equipment greased and lined to a preheated oven. It helps ensure the recipe will be executed in a fluid motion, without interruption.

			At its core, mise en place is a way of life. It is a ritual meant to focus and connect you to the present, to what your hands are doing in the moment, without disturbance or distraction. Having everything in order will give you more of an opportunity to succeed in your task without wasting resources, including time and space. This practice may be difficult to fully embrace at first, but anyone who spends time in the kitchen learns that rushing steps or not looking ahead can result in sunken cakes, burned chocolate, and overcooked egg whites. Take a few extra moments in the beginning to do things well and you are more likely to see a good outcome.

			Use Your Senses

			As the author of this book, I am here to guide you as best as I can through each of these recipes. However, my oven, equipment, weather, and state of mind can and will be different from yours. If your oven isn’t calibrated to the right temperature, your baked goods will probably not turn out as described (see oven thermometer, here). High altitude and humidity can affect baking. Feeling depressed or anxious can influence your concentration and, therefore, could possibly alter how you read a recipe. Because I am not there with you to guide you should any of these things occur, you need to rely on your senses. If you open the oven and the cake looks like it is browning too quickly, check to see if it should come out. If the pumpkin bread is still doughy in the middle even though the baking time has elapsed, keep it in the oven longer. Using your eyes and nose will help you recognize when your baked goods are done. Your palate and hands are also good tools.

			A Nod to the Food Gods

			When I worked at the Blue Heron, I spent a lot of time making banana bread. It was one of my daily tasks, and after years of mixing and mashing I could have made the bread in my sleep. However, one Friday afternoon, after making it had become more routine than pleasure, I baked four loaves that sunk in the middle and tasted terrible. Larry walked over to my prep table to take a peek at the wasted loaves, and I’ll never forget his words: “The kitchen gods are always watching,” he said. “You may think you have a recipe down, but the minute you feel you own a recipe or lack humbleness for your ingredients and movements, the gods will remind you, and teach you respect again.” His sincerity etched those sentences in my mind, and I recall them each time I am in the kitchen.

			I’m not going to try to convince you that Hestia, the goddess of the hearth, is there in your kitchen, waiting to strike you at every false move. However, I think there is truth in the notion that how we approach our work affects how it turns out. There are many variables to this, but I’ve always found that when I am overconfident or assume that what I make will turn out perfectly, I often am unconsciously careless and make a mistake. I’ve learned to approach my kitchen counter with both humility and confidence, trepidation mixed with reverence.

			Learn from Your Mistakes
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			Every dry cake, doughy quick bread, scorched caramel, and over-whipped cream is a chance to learn something. When all goes wrong, recall the steps of the recipe and figure out where you made your mistake. Make a note of it, in a baking journal or right in the cookbook, so you don’t make the same mistake twice. Don’t be afraid of baking mishaps, but use them as an opportunity to grow and learn. As Julia Child said, “Eh bien, tant pis!”

			Be a Lifelong Learner

			While I often dream of moving to France for a year or two and attending pastry school, that isn’t something I can make a reality at this point in my life, or probably ever. I have two small children and roots planted firmly in Minneapolis. But even so, and even despite the fact that I’ve baked professionally over the years, I know I can always learn more and hone my craft. Here are some things that have helped me:

			THE LIBRARY • The library has access to every possible baking book you can imagine. Go to your local library, or search online for subjects that interest you, and then check out books and bake from them. You can later purchase the books you discover you can’t live without.

			BAKING CLASSES • Often local cooking stores and even co-ops and grocery stores offer baking and cooking classes. They sometimes even feature national and local chefs and hands-on demonstrations. I’ve taken several classes over the years and have learned so much by listening to others talk about their experiences.

			START A BAKING GROUP • Get a group of friends or locals together to bake or just chat about baking. Pick a new dessert to make each time or have everyone make a different recipe at home to share and then talk about how the recipe worked or didn’t work and what he or she learned.

			If you really want to learn a craft, you have to be willing to invest time into it. Baking can be just a fun pastime, but if you want it to be more than that, there are ways to learn and practice without moving to a different continent. Don’t be afraid to try.

			INGREDIENTS

			The following is a list of ingredients used in the book, ones I always have on hand in my own kitchen pantry. As someone who bakes often, both for business and pleasure, I find I use most of these ingredients on a regular basis. Many of these should be easy for you to find in your local grocery store; for the few ingredients that are specialty items or are hard to find, see the “Resources” section at the back of the book. Remember when choosing ingredients that high-quality items will yield better results. When I begin to test a recipe or when I am baking something for the first time, I use cheaper ingredients until I get the end product just how I want it. Then I test the recipe one final time with high-quality butter, chocolate, honey, and so on and find the result to be a much better version of whatever I have been making.

			Dairy + Eggs
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			BUTTER • All the recipes in this book call for unsalted butter. Using unsalted butter helps regulate how much salt is actually used. If you decide to use salted butter anyway, you will want to use a little less salt overall. A European-style butter (a butter with more fat content) also works wonderfully in many applications, but please note that it isn’t always a good swap in all recipes. For instance, the high fat content can cause extra spreading in cookies. Land O’Lakes unsalted (sweet) butter is a good choice and the best grocery store option for recipes. I do not suggest substituting oils for butter.

			MILK • All recipes in this book were tested with whole milk. I don’t recommend replacing whole milk with skim milk; there is much less fat in skim milk and this can impact the outcome of the recipe.

			HEAVY CREAM • Heavy cream is also known as double cream. Look for one that is pasteurized, not ultra-pasteurized when making crème fraîche.

			BUTTERMILK • There are quite a few recipes that call for buttermilk in this book. If you do not have any on hand, you can make some in a pinch. For every cup of milk you need, add 1 tablespoon lemon juice or vinegar to it. Whisk the milk and vinegar together and let it sit for 10 minutes at room temperature. The milk is ready when it starts to thicken. It will not be quite as thick and creamy as store-bought buttermilk but will still work just fine in the recipe.

			CREAM CHEESE • Any grocery store cream cheese will work in these recipes. I’ve found Philadelphia brand cream cheese to taste the best overall, and it is the only kind I’ll use in my cheesecakes.

			EGGS • All recipes in this book call for Grade A large eggs. A large egg, in its shell, should weigh 2 ounces (57 grams). Personally, I prefer to bake with local, farm-fresh eggs. I’ve found them to consistently have beautiful orange yolks. However, store-bought eggs will also work fine in all these recipes. Some recipes call for room temperature eggs. If you need to bring the eggs to room temperature quickly, place the eggs in a large bowl, and cover them with warm water. Let them sit for 10 minutes. If you need to separate the egg whites and the yolk, generally it’s easier to start with a cold egg because the yolk will be firmer. After the egg is separated, let the yolks and whites come to room temperature if the recipe calls for it. If you find you have leftover egg yolks, place them in a small bowl, cover them completely with water, and store in the fridge for up to 3 days. Drain the water before using. Leftover egg whites can be placed in a small bowl, covered with plastic wrap, and stored in the fridge for 3 days. You can also freeze egg whites. Place the whites in a tightly sealed container and freeze for up to a year.

			Cooking Oils

			CANOLA OIL • Canola oil is a neutral-flavored oil and is the most common oil you’ll find called for in this book.

			OLIVE OIL • Certain recipes in this book really require good-quality extra-virgin olive oil. I’ll make a note in the recipe for you when a better brand is needed. Terra Medi extra-virgin olive oil and Lucini extra-virgin olive oil are two store-bought brands I use frequently.

			TOASTED SESAME OIL • Toasted sesame oil is mostly used in savory preparations, but I’ve found pairing it with sugar is absolutely delicious (see Chocolate Chip Cookies and Caramel Sauce). La Tourangelle makes a higher end grocery store toasted sesame oil, which I use in small amounts in baking.

			Salt + Spices

			TABLE SALT • All recipes in this cookbook use table salt, unless otherwise noted. Table salt is much finer than kosher or sea salts and dissolves more quickly when baked.

			FLEUR DE SEL (flower of salt, in French) • A fine, delicate, moist salt that’s used as a finishing salt. Because of its high moisture content, the salt crystals stick together when gathered and don’t dissolve right away when eaten. This means the salt takes longer to melt in your mouth and that salty taste lingers just a bit longer than regular salt. Coarse sea salt can be substituted.

			SPICES • Spices have a shelf life and can grow stale or rancid over time. Make sure your spices have not been sitting for years in the cupboard before using them; it’s a good idea to update them every year. While I use many preground spices in my baking, for nutmeg I prefer to grate it fresh myself.

			Sweeteners

			SUGAR • All recipes in this book were tested with regular granulated sugar. Organic granulated sugar can be substituted in many recipes, but please note that most organic sugar has a coarser grain than regular white sugar, which means it may not melt as quickly as finer-ground sugar. This can cause problems in some recipes. If you prefer organic sugar, you can process it in a food processor until it is finely ground before using.

			BROWN SUGAR • Recipes in this book call for brown sugar and were tested with light brown sugar. Dark brown sugar can be substituted with good results.

			CONFECTIONERS’ SUGAR • Powdered sugar is also known as confectioners’ sugar and icing sugar.

			CORN SYRUP • Light corn syrup is called for occasionally throughout the book, as it gives a glossy, smooth texture in some buttercreams. Do not substitute dark corn syrup for light. Dark corn syrup has a more robust flavor and is not a good replacement in these recipes.

			TURBINADO SUGAR • Turbinado sugar is a sugar that is minimally refined. It is light brown in color and has larger crystals than granulated sugar. It is used often on the tops of baked goods to give a little crunch and sparkle.

			Flour

			ALL-PURPOSE • All the recipes in this book were tested with unbleached all-purpose flour. To measure flour, I highly recommend using a digital scale (see here) and have provided weight measurements accordingly. To measure flour without a scale, I use the dip-and-sweep method: Dip the measuring cup into the bag or container of flour. Pull the cup out, with the flour overfilling the cup. Sweep the excess off the top with a knife, so that you have a level cup of flour.

			Leavenings
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			BAKING POWDER • I prefer to bake with nonaluminum baking powder. Brands with aluminum can give off the taste of metal, especially in recipes that use a lot of it, like biscuits and scones. Rumford sells an aluminum-free grocery store option. While baking soda seems to never expire, baking powder has a lifespan of about 6 months. If you are unsure if your baking powder is still potent, add a spoonful of it to a cup of hot water. If it bubbles, it’s still good to use.

			BAKING SODA • Baking soda needs to be paired with an acidic ingredient in order to be activated to help baked goods rise. Buttermilk, sour cream, yogurt, and vinegar are commonly used acidic ingredients, but coffee, molasses, brown sugar, and pumpkin are a few others.

			YEAST • I use instant yeast (also called rapid-rise yeast) in all recipes calling for yeast. Instant yeast does not need to be proofed and can be added directly to the dry ingredients.

			Nuts

			Certain recipes in this book call for pistachios and toasted pecans. Because nuts can turn rancid very quickly, I like to toast nuts as soon as I purchase them and store them in the freezer. To toast nuts, place an oven rack in the middle position and preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper and place the nuts in the prepared pan in a single layer. Bake 5 to 10 minutes (time depends on the size of the nuts), until they darken and are fragrant (I like my pecans very dark and toast them a bit longer). Let the nuts cool and store them in a self-sealing plastic bag in the freezer.

			Chocolate
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			BITTERSWEET/SEMISWEET BAR CHOCOLATE • Bittersweet and semisweet are not really helpful terms, as both can mean chocolate with a cacao percentage of anywhere from 35 to 99 percent (although most stay in the 35 to 60 percent range). Many of the recipes here call for bittersweet chocolate, in bar form. Look for a chocolate baking bar with 60 percent or less cacao and don’t use anything 70 percent or over, as this can alter the taste and texture of the recipe. A good supermarket brand is Ghirardelli bittersweet chocolate (60 percent cacao) or Ghirardelli semisweet chocolate.

			When melting chocolate, it helps to chop the bar into small pieces. The chocolate will melt more quickly and evenly and will have less opportunity to burn. Make sure when you are melting chocolate that there is no water (not even a drop!) in your bowl, or on your knife or spatula. Contact with water can cause the chocolate to seize, turning it into a grainy paste. Adding a tablespoon or two of hot water to the seized chocolate and then stirring it can sometimes save it.

			To melt chocolate, either use a double boiler or melt the chocolate in the microwave. If melting the chocolate in the microwave, place the chopped chocolate in a microwave-safe bowl (I like to use a glass Pyrex measuring cup). Microwave the chocolate on medium for 1 minute, then stop and stir the chocolate. Continue to microwave the chocolate for 20-second intervals, stopping to stir after each one, until the chocolate is almost completely smooth. Remove the container from the microwave and stir until the chocolate is completely smooth.

			CHOCOLATE CHIPS • I use Ghirardelli 60 percent cacao bittersweet chocolate chips, or Guittard real semisweet chocolate chips. Chocolate chips have less cacao than bar chocolate, which allows them to hold their shape when melted. This means they are not a good substitution for bar chocolate; they will not melt as quickly or as smoothly. Have I, in a pinch, used chocolate chips for bar chocolate? Yes. Have I regretted it? About half the time.

			WHITE CHOCOLATE • Some chocolate purists say that white chocolate isn’t real chocolate, but it is made from cocoa butter, so I say it counts. It is important to note that white chocolate melts much more quickly than dark chocolate. Be sure to stir it more frequently than you would dark chocolate, especially when using the microwave. It will turn thick and burn if overcooked. White chocolate chips do not melt well at all; I prefer to use white bar chocolate. Callebaut is an expensive but delicious white chocolate option. Ghirardelli makes a fine grocery store option as well.

			COCOA POWDER • Cocoa powder is chocolate liquor with a good majority of the cacao butter removed from it. What remains is then turned into powder form. There are two kinds of cocoa powder: natural and Dutch process. Natural cocoa powder is left as is—a very acidic, sharp powder. Dutch process cocoa is treated; it is washed with an alkaline solution that neutralizes its acids and has a more mellow, nutty flavor and a richer color.

			Because one cocoa powder is acidic and the other is not, this means a recipe can be affected quite a bit by using the wrong type of cocoa powder. There are many variables involved, so it’s best to go with the cocoa powder the recipe author calls for. If it isn’t clear, there is a simple rule that should work most of the time: Dutch process works best when the recipe also calls for baking powder (a neutral pH) and natural cocoa powder works best when the recipe calls for baking soda (an alkaline). If a recipe calls for both baking soda and baking powder, you can use either type of cocoa powder as long as there is a larger amount of baking powder than soda. You can also use both types of cocoa powder if baking soda is used with another acidic ingredient (buttermilk, sour cream, and so on). A Dutch process cocoa powder works in all of the recipes in this book unless noted. Hershey’s Special Dark cocoa, which is a blend of both natural and Dutch process cocoas, is a good grocery store option, and also works in all of the recipes found here. Valrhona cocoa powder is a more expensive option, one I save for special occasions.

			CACAO NIBS • Cacao nibs are essentially the bare bones of chocolate; they come straight from the cocoa tree. Cocoa beans are roasted, cracked, and deshelled and the broken pieces are called nibs. Nibs are either used as is or are ground into a paste, also known as chocolate liquor. The nibs themselves have a complex, bitter flavor and are crunchy to eat.

			Vanilla

			VANILLA EXTRACT • All the recipes in this book use pure vanilla extract; I don’t recommend using artificial vanilla. I prefer to make my own extract (see here).

			VANILLA BEANS • Vanilla beans add a delicious flavor to baked goods and come in many varieties. Bourbon and Madagascar are great choices. To use a vanilla bean: use a sharp knife to split the bean lengthwise and then scrape the seeds out of the bean with the knife or a spoon. Use the collected beans in the recipe as called for. The leftover pod can be dried and then ground fine in a food processor, and small amounts of it can be used to give a subtle vanilla flavor to baked goods.

			Coffee

			As a huge fan of coffee, I like to bake with it quite often. You will find it accented in a few recipes throughout the book and often paired with chocolate. Coffee brings out the intense flavor of chocolate, and I use it in cakes and brownies to help the chocolate shine. It can be omitted in these recipes, but I highly recommend using it.

			Different coffee beans will bring out different flavors when baking with them. When I am using coffee for the sole purpose of baking, I brew a non-acidic dark roast; I like the smooth, rich flavor it lends. Use the coffee at the temperature the recipe calls for (usually described as fresh brewed and hot, room temperature, or cold). I also brew a large pot of coffee and chill it; I keep it in a glass container in the refrigerator. Since I bake with coffee quite a bit, this means I always have coffee ready to use. If the recipe calls for it cold, I don’t have to wait for it to chill, and if it needs to be hot, I can gently heat it on the stovetop or in the microwave.

			EQUIPMENT

			Measuring Equipment

			DIGITAL SCALE • It is important to measure correctly, so that what you are making will turn out as it should. A digital scale will ensure the correct amounts of ingredients when you bake. Throughout this book I have weights listed for many ingredients: flour, sugars, butter, cocoa powder, chocolate, and the like. I have not included smaller measurements that can be measured in tablespoons or teaspoons. A digital kitchen scale is a very helpful tool; I use it not only for measuring flour but also for portioning out cookie dough, biscuits, and equally dividing cake batter between pans.

			MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS • Dry measuring cups are used to measure dry ingredients, such as flour, sugars, and cocoa powder. I use metal cups that come in different sizes: ¼, ⅓ , ½, and 1 cup. I use metal measuring spoons for teaspoon and tablespoon measures; these come in sizes ¼, ½, and 1 teaspoon, and 1 tablespoon. For liquids I use glass measuring cups with a pourable spout, and which have measurements marked along the side of the cup.

			Utensils

			WIRE WHISK • I use whisks for many kitchen tasks: beating eggs, mixing batter, combining dry ingredients, and smoothing ganache.

			SILICONE SPATULAS • Spatulas are an essential kitchen tool. They have so many uses: folding, smoothing, stirring, mixing, and scraping down sides, just to name a few. I have several spatulas, all in different sizes, and use them daily.

			OFFSET SPATULA • Offset spatulas are used for icing cakes and spreading batter evenly into pans. I have a small and a large one and prefer them with a rounded edge verses a straight edge.

			ZESTER • A microplane zester comes in handy when a recipe calls for the zest of an orange or lemon or freshly grated nutmeg or gingerroot.

			ROLLING PIN • I prefer a wood pin when rolling out doughs and usually use a French rolling pin, which is a handle-free straight rolling pin; some of them are tapered at the ends.

			SERRATED BREAD KNIFE • A good serrated knife is a great tool for cutting cake layers in half and slicing finished cakes.

			SKEWERS • I use wooden skewers for testing cakes, muffins, quick breads, and the like. A toothpick can also be used.

			PASTRY BRUSHES • Over the years, pastry brushes have become essential to my kitchen. I use them for glazing scones with heavy cream, coating pies with egg wash, and brushing away crumbs. I use a natural-bristle brush; I’ve found them to work much better than silicone, although they need to be replaced more frequently.

			RULER • I highly recommend having a ruler in your kitchen. It comes in useful for measuring the length and width of dough that needs to be rolled out or sliced. I have an 18-inch-long ruler that works perfectly.

			BENCH SCRAPER • A bench scraper has many purposes, from transferring ingredients, to lifting doughs off the counter, cutting doughs, and cleaning the work surface.

			KITCHEN SCISSORS • Kitchen scissors are a very useful tool with many functions, like cutting parchment paper, pastry bag tips, and cardboard rounds as well as snipping dough.

			
				[image: ]
			

			PASTRY CUTTER • I use pastry cutters all the time for things like trimming rolled doughs and making lattice crusts. A pizza cutter will also work for these applications.

			PASTRY BLENDER • When making scones and pie crust by hand, a pastry blender is ideal for cutting the butter into the flour.

			HEAVY-DUTY STAND MIXER • Many of the recipes in this book use a stand mixer, although often a hand-held mixer or a sturdy spoon can be substituted. If you do a lot of baking, I highly recommend investing in a stand mixer for both convenience and speed.

			FOOD PROCESSOR • I find a food processor very handy in the kitchen, although I don’t use it as much as other equipment. I make galette dough in the food processor and also use it for pulverizing nuts, grating carrots quickly, and occasionally making pizza dough.

			MIXING BOWLS • I mostly use glass mixing bowls of various sizes in my kitchen, although I do have a few stainless steel bowls as well. A large, deep bowl is a good idea to have around, for mixing muffin batter, cutting butter into flour, and stirring brownie batter.

			PARCHMENT PAPER • Parchment paper is excellent for lining cake pans, loaf pans, and baking sheets. It makes for an easy cleanup, and baked goods come out of their vessels much easier. I like to buy my parchment paper from a restaurant supply store, where the sheets come precut and lay flat; I find them a bit easier to work with.

			BAKING DISHES AND PANS (FOR LOAVES, CAKES, BROWNIES, AND MUFFINS) • I usually choose a medium-weight, light-colored aluminum pan (thin, darker pans can cause overbrowning in many cases) for all my cakes and loaves. I never use glass pans for baking cakes, bars, or brownies, as these pans tend to overbake the edges.

			Most quick bread recipes in this book can be made in an 8- or 9-inch loaf pan. I prefer an 8-inch pan because the bread bakes up a bit taller with straighter sides, which I find more attractive. My recipe times are based on an 8-inch pan. If you use a 9-inch pan, you will need to take a few minutes off the baking time.

			PULLMAN PAN • Pullman pans are long, narrow pans with a lid. They are typically used for sandwich bread—the dough rises inside the lidded pan
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