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			“The editors at America’s Test Kitchen pack decades of baking experience into this impressive volume of 250 recipes…. You’ll find a wealth of keeper recipes within these pages.”
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			“The book offers an impressive education for curious cake makers, new and experienced alike. A summation of 25 years of cake making at ATK, there are cakes for every taste.”
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			“A one-volume kitchen seminar, addressing in one smart chapter after another the sometimes surprising whys behind a cook’s best practices…. You get the myth, the theory, the science, and the proof, all rigorously interrogated as only America’s Test Kitchen can do.”
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			“Some 2,500 photos walk readers through 600 painstakingly tested recipes, leaving little room for error.”
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			“This impressive installment from America’s Test Kitchen equips readers with dozens of repertoire-worthy recipes…. This is a must-have for beginner cooks and more experienced ones who wish to sharpen their skills.”
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			Welcome to

			AMERICA’S TEST KITCHEN

			This book has been tested, written, and edited by the folks at America’s Test Kitchen. Located in Boston’s Seaport District in the historic Innovation and Design Building, it features 15,000 square feet of kitchen space, including multiple photography and video studios. It is the home of Cook’s Illustrated magazine and Cook’s Country magazine and is the workday destination for more than 60 test cooks, editors, and cookware specialists. Our mission is to test recipes over and over again until we understand how and why they work and until we arrive at the best version.

			We start the process of testing a recipe with a complete lack of preconceptions, which means that we accept no claim, no technique, and no recipe at face value. We simply assemble as many variations as possible, test a half-dozen of the most promising, and taste the results blind. We then construct our own recipe and continue to test it, varying ingredients, techniques, and cooking times until we reach a consensus. As we like to say in the test kitchen, “We make the mistakes so you don’t have to.” The result, we hope, is the best version of a particular recipe, but we realize that only you can be the final judge of our success (or failure). We use the same rigorous approach when we test equipment and taste ingredients.

			All of this would not be possible without a belief that good cooking, much like good music, is based on a foundation of objective technique. Some people like spicy foods and others don’t, but there is a right way to sauté, there is a best way to cook a pot roast, and there are measurable scientific principles involved in producing perfectly beaten, stable egg whites. Our ultimate goal is to investigate the fundamental principles of cooking to give you the techniques, tools, and ingredients you need to become a better cook. It is as simple as that.

			To see what goes on behind the scenes at America’s Test Kitchen, check out our social media channels for kitchen snapshots, exclusive content, video tips, and much more. You can watch us work (in our actual test kitchen) by tuning in to America’s Test Kitchen or Cook’s Country on public television or on our websites. Download our award-winning podcast Proof, which goes beyond recipes to solve food mysteries (AmericasTestKitchen.com/proof), or listen in to test kitchen experts on public radio (SplendidTable.org) to hear insights that illuminate the truth about real home cooking. Want to hone your cooking skills or finally learn how to bake—with an America’s Test Kitchen test cook? Enroll in one of our online cooking classes. And you can engage the next generation of home cooks with kid-tested recipes from America’s Test Kitchen Kids.

			However you choose to visit us, we welcome you into our kitchen, where you can stand by our side as we test our way to the best recipes in America.
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		INTRODUCTION

		Chocolate: It’s almost universally loved and craved, and a treasured ingredient that transcends trend. While savory sweets might be en vogue one day and cotton-candy plays on childhood treats another, chocolate anything never goes out of style. There isn’t a baking book, bakery case, or restaurant menu without it. We’re programmed to love chocolate from a young age as bars and novelties made just about any occasion—from Halloween to Valentine’s Day—special. For adults, it’s a welcome luxury—a savored square of the deepest dark chocolate bar or a salted caramel, or the filling for a sleek tart for dinner party guests.

		Yes, anything chocolate dipped, chocolate filled, or chocolate chipped is sure to please all, so we’ve fully indulged in our first book devoted to the ingredient, from white to milk to dark, for breakfast (wake up with Chocolate Brioche Buns), a snack (Chocolate–Peanut Butter Candies will get you through the 3 p.m. slump), or dessert (where do we begin?) as well as how to work with it, how to bake with it, how to decorate with it, how to enjoy it.

		Tapping into nostalgia, we open the book with perfected versions of recipes that will take you back: gooey, chocolate-enrobed (and superlatively easy to make) Chocolate Fluff Cookies to Ultimate Chocolate Milkshakes (using intense chocolate sorbet makes them outshine the soda fountain special). Kids will have fun screwing the tops off Chocolate Sandwich Cookies, our recreation of Oreos, while adults will appreciate their upgraded midnight cocoa flavor (bolstered by black cocoa, which you’ll learn more about, and a bit of espresso powder). A chapter of bakery favorites will similarly delight with homey classics like Black-Bottom Cupcakes (with a luscious cream cheese center) or specialty sweets like Homemade Chocolate Cannoli. Quick Candy Clusters and Chocolate Toffee make confections doable at home.

		While we recall chocolate memories, there’s no shortage of the exquisite and modern here: Layer upon layer of flaky buttery pastry surround bands of chocolate for Chocolate Croissants that take you to Paris (pair them with a steaming cup of our Make-Ahead Hot Chocolate and you have the very best Sunday breakfast). White Chocolate Macadamia Nut Cake with Mango is a chocolate-frosted masterpiece that has just as much place under your cake dome as Old-Fashioned Chocolate Cake. And your celebrations are set with sleek Chocolate-Pecan Torte (take it up a notch with our decorating tips), light-and-lovely Chocolate Pavlova with Whipped Cream and Berries, and hot fudge–draped Chocolate Profiteroles (you can go the extra mile and fill them with our Milk Chocolate No-Churn Ice Cream).

		Whether chocolate is the main event like in our Rich Chocolate Tart with a deep chocolate shortbread crust, filling, and glaze, or the supporting player, like the thin coating on Millionaire’s Shortbread, we want its flavor—the sweet, caramel notes of dairy-rich milk chocolate or the bitter complexity of dark chocolate—to be clear, resonant, and at its best. We’ve explored how to manipulate chocolate to achieve these results, and you’ll uncover tidbits in the book’s introduction as well as throughout the chapters. The best chocolate flavor starts with buying the best product, and you’ll learn our taste-tested winners for chips, baking bars, and cocoa powder. You can achieve a shiny, snappy tempered DIY Candy Bar with the microwave. Unsweetened chocolate is the right choice when you want the deepest flavor but also a moist, fudgy texture, as with S’mores Brownies. Caramelizing white chocolate can give the sweet variety butterscotch-like complexity. And a sprinkle of salt uncovers interesting flavor notes. This collection has everything covered—in chocolate.

		FROM WHITE TO DARK: THE WORLD OF CHOCOLATE VARIETIES

		We all know what chocolate tastes like. It’s rich. It melts on the tongue. It can be creamy and sweet or brash and bold with a complex flavor profile. But chocolate isn’t a simple confection: What is this food we crave?
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		Chocolate begins as something you wouldn’t have any interest in eating raw: cacao beans. These very floral, bitter beans are found in large pods that grow on cacao trees. How do beans become bars? The beans are fermented, dried, and roasted and then the inner meat (or nib) of the bean is removed from the shell and ground into a paste called chocolate liquor—the base of all the chocolate we eat. Chocolate liquor consists of about 55 percent cocoa butter and 45 percent cocoa solids. Cocoa butter is the edible, natural fat in the dried beans; it provides a silky texture, while the cocoa solids are the source of chocolate flavor. The combination of cocoa butter and cocoa solids makes up the cacao percentage in processed chocolate. (This is manipulated by the addition of more cocoa butter as well as the presence of extra ingredients such as sugar and milk.) White chocolate is made from just the cocoa butter and doesn’t contain any cocoa solids. Milk and dark chocolates go through a refining process known as conching, in which the liquor and the other ingredients are smeared against rollers until smooth. Here are the types of chocolate we use most in the test kitchen, along with our carefully vetted taste test winners.

		Unsweetened Chocolate

		Unsweetened chocolate is simply chocolate liquor formed into bars. It’s used for recipes in which we want a bold hit of chocolate and a not-too-sweet flavor. But why not skip the step of melting bar chocolate and simply use cocoa powder instead? Cocoa powder has been largely defatted, while unsweetened chocolate still contains the cocoa butter from the cacao bean. (For more information on cocoa powder, see this page.) We use some unsweetened chocolate in baked goods and confections where extra fat contributes to the dense, fudgy texture we’re looking for, like S’mores Brownies (this page), Chocolate Chess Pie (this page), and Hot Fudge Sauce (this page). If a recipe calls for unsweetened chocolate but you don’t have any on hand, you can replace 1 ounce of unsweetened chocolate with 3 tablespoons of cocoa powder and 1 tablespoon of butter or oil. This substitution is best for small quantities, as it ignores the important differences between butter, oil, and cocoa butter.

		The flavor of unsweetened chocolate puts the variety and origin of the cacao beans on display—but manufacturers of unsweetened chocolate generally don’t disclose where they come from. If an unsweetened chocolate has sour, overly tropical, or overly vanilla notes, you can presume they come from the mystery beans and how they’re roasted. Our winner, American-classic Baker’s Unsweetened Baking Chocolate Bar 100% Cacao, has no off flavors and tastes familiar, rich, and deeply cocoa-y in desserts.

		Dark Chocolate: The Semi- and the Bittersweet

		There is some confusion surrounding the world of dark chocolate. Is what’s labeled “bittersweet chocolate” the same thing as dark chocolate? What about “semisweet?” What’s the difference between the two? We associate semisweet chocolate with the chips found in chocolate chip cookies but, legally speaking, both bittersweet and semisweet are considered dark chocolate, which is made when chocolate liquor is blended with additional cocoa butter and mixed with sugar. The FDA doesn’t set an identity for dark chocolate except that “bittersweet” and “semisweet” chocolate must contain at least 35 percent cacao—although most contain more than 50 percent and some go as high as 99 percent.

		That said, we specify semisweet or bittersweet in our recipes’ ingredient lists. Why? Most manufacturers use the term “bittersweet” for chocolates that are higher in cacao (and hence less sweet) than their “semisweet” offering. Thus, “bittersweet” and “semisweet” can be useful terms for comparing products within one brand even if they are imprecise across different brands. So if one of our recipes, such as our Thin Chocolate Mint Cookies (this page) or Double Chocolate Dessert Waffles (this page), calls for semisweet chocolate, you can assume we want a friendlier-to-all dark chocolate flavor than one calling for generally bolder bittersweet chocolate. That’s not to say you can’t use bars labeled “bittersweet” in these places—you absolutely can. In fact, our overall favorite dark chocolate is Ghirardelli 60% Cacao Bittersweet Chocolate Premium Baking Bar, which will work in every recipe calling for semisweet or bittersweet chocolate in this book. It has a complex flavor that combines the tart fruitiness of cherries and wine with a slight smokiness. Its level of cocoa solids is high enough to give desserts a dark, bold chocolate flavor, but not so high that it’s difficult to work with: It consistently turns out creamy, satiny custards and ganaches. The only thing you shouldn’t do when choosing dark chocolate for baking recipes that call for semisweet or bittersweet is choose a chocolate that’s 85 percent cacao or higher; you are likely to experience compromised texture and in some cases a too-bitter flavor.

		You can replace 1 ounce of semisweet or bittersweet chocolate with 2/3 ounce of unsweetened chocolate and 2 teaspoons of granulated sugar—but because the unsweetened chocolate has not been conched it will not provide the same smooth, creamy texture and your desserts will be starchier.

		Milk Chocolate

		In the chocolate world, dark chocolates frequently hog all the glory, but milk chocolates can display an impressive range of nuances in texture and flavor, too. Milk chocolate is created when milk and sugar are processed with chocolate liquor. Milk chocolate must contain at least 10 percent chocolate liquor and 12 percent milk solids. The result is a smooth but mellow flavor (milk chocolate is usually more than 50 percent sugar), so we use it only in very specific applications such as Milk Chocolate Cheesecake (this page), where a creamy texture is desired and a more bitter chocolate flavor would overwhelm the subtle tang of the cream cheese, or in the frosting for our Chocolate Malted Cake (this page), which has a rich, milky flavor that counterbalances the deep chocolate of the cake. Still, our favorite milk chocolates are on the higher end of the cacao percentage range, with our winner, Endangered Species Chocolate Smooth + Creamy Milk Chocolate, containing 48 percent. The higher percentage helps creamy desserts set up better because there are more cocoa solids to thicken them and also more fat from cocoa rather than from milk (cocoa fat stiffens better). But many milk chocolate wrappers leave off this important information, so how can you tell if your milk chocolate has a high cacao percentage? We recommend purchasing a product that lists “chocolate” as the first ingredient over products listing milk and sugar first.

		White Chocolate

		White chocolate is made from cocoa butter alone and not cocoa solids, the element responsible for milk and dark chocolate’s characteristic brown color and nutty roasted flavor. We couldn’t possibly leave this confection out of a chocolate book—it’s made from part of the cacao bean, after all. Plus, it has chocolate in its name—and is delicious.

		Authentic white chocolate must contain at least 20 percent cocoa butter. Many products rely on palm oil in place of some or all of the cocoa butter—often to keep costs down—and so can’t be labeled “chocolate.” Instead, these are labeled “white chips” or “white confection.” We’re not too picky, however: White chocolate derives its flavor from milk and sugar, not from the fat, so we find this distinction makes little difference in recipes since both styles offer a milky sweetness and meltingly smooth texture. The chocolate that worked in all our recipes was Guittard Choc-Au-Lait White Chips. (Yes, a chip: It can be used in any recipe calling for chopped chocolate—but not for curls and shavings.) Their silky, creamy texture is ideal for the white chocolate mousse in our Triple Chocolate Mousse Cake (this page). These chips contain a mixture of palm kernel oil and cocoa butter.

		
			BEAN-TO-BAR: EXPLORING CRAFT CHOCOLATE

			Our favorite chocolates listed in the preceding pages perform admirably in baked goods and, of course, they’re good to eat on their own, too. But in the past decade, Americans have gotten serious about dark chocolate. Rich, complex, and bitter (sometimes bracingly so), its flavor transcends the mild, sugar-laden milk chocolate that many of us grew up snacking on. As a result, ever-climbing cacao percentages are now posted prominently on packaging, and chocophiles have come to describe bars with the same level of detail that they’d use for a fine Cabernet. Now-hot “bean to bar” chocolate is handcrafted and small-batch; unlike commercial producers (chocolatiers) who make bars and confections from already-processed couverture chocolate that they purchase, bean-to-bar producers (chocolate makers) control every aspect of working with the chocolate, from sourcing beans to production. Single-origin bars, those made from just one variety of bean, are trendy, too, showcasing distinct regional characteristics such as the intensely floral flavor of beans from the mountains of Peru or the dried mint overtones of beans from Trinidad.

			Almost all of these pricey chocolates are meant to be eaten plain, savored by the sliver, rather than used for cooking. It seems wasteful to cook with them (although you can), as many of their more delicate notes won’t survive a hot oven. (You know the irresistible fragrance that pervades the kitchen when you’re baking chocolate cake or brownies? Those are flavor and aroma volatiles driven out of the baked goods by the heat.) Since all of these bean-to-bar chocolates are unique, we’ve outlined the characteristics that bring them together to help you understand these tasty treats.

			High Cacao Percentages

			Chocolate made by big companies in big batches often contains additional ingredients such as sugar, vanillin, cocoa butter, and emulsifiers for creaminess. Bean-to-bar chocolate makers source whole cocoa beans and most add just enough sugar to bring out the beans’ sweetness and no additional cocoa butter. (Some makers have started to include add-ins such as vanilla or sea salt.) With so few ingredients and the focus on cocoa beans, bean-to-bar chocolate almost always contains a high cacao percentage.

			Direct-Trade Model

			Direct trade removes any barriers between the farmers and the chocolate maker. Think fair trade, but without the middleperson. Craft chocolate makers communicate with the farmers themselves instead of paying someone else to do it. This means the makers get to see their cocoa beans before they buy them, and the farmers get paid more for their product.

			Made in America

			Bean-to-bar chocolate made in the United States is different than the European-style, which is known for its even, rounded flavor thanks to additions like extra cocoa butter and vanilla. American craft chocolatiers usually eschew extra ingredients, so the chocolate flavor tends to be bolder, tasting more like the cocoa beans the chocolate is made from—and that flavor can vary depending on where the beans were grown.

			Regions of Flavor

			In the same way that grapes’ region of origin influences the flavor of a resulting wine, cocoa beans from different regions have their own distinctive flavors. This has to do with terroir—that is, the effect that the soil, landscape, and environment have on the flavor of the beans. So if you’re shopping for a single-origin chocolate bar, here is a cheat sheet for the predominant flavors in bars from just a few areas around the world:

			Bright and Fruity Hawaii, Costa Rica, Belize, Dominican Republic, Brazil, Madagascar, Vietnam

			Nutty Nicaragua, Venezuela, Grenada

			Earthy Tanzania, Philippines

			Floral Ecuador

			Smoky Papua New Guinea (the cocoa beans are dried inside with a fire because it’s too rainy to do it outside)

			THE ALOHA CHOCOLATE

			Sure, the American bean-to-bar chocolate market is bustling as is locavorism, but you won’t find beans from Omaha. Hawaii is the only state in the country that grows its own cocoa beans. That’s because it’s the only state whose ecosystem allows cocoa beans to grow. But they’re not native to the state. Cacao trees were brought and planted there in the 1850s by German physician William Hillebrand and they grew there for 100 years before anyone used them to make chocolate.

		

		CHIPPING CHOCOLATE

		You might think chocolate chips are simply miniature versions of bar chocolate, but that isn’t the case. Chocolate chips have a similar cacao percentage but less cocoa butter (i.e., fat) than bar chocolate, which makes them cheaper to produce and more able to maintain their shape when baked. (They also tend to have higher levels of emulsifiers, which further helps them hold their shape.) The chocolate chip cookie actually precedes the chocolate chip. Yes—the original Toll House cookie from 1938 called for chopping chocolate and became so famous that in 1941 the company began making the teardrop-shape chips that are ubiquitous today.
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		Bar versus Chip

		To find out if the differences between bars and chips would matter when the chips were melted and put to use, we gathered several of our recipes that call for melted chopped semisweet or bittersweet chocolate, including Dark Chocolate No-Churn Ice Cream (this page), Pots de Crème (this page), and German Chocolate Cake (this page), and made one batch of each with bar chocolate and another with chips. In the ice cream and pots de crème, the chips produced a slightly grainy, overly thick, and viscous texture, while the bar versions were light and silky. However, the crumb of the cake seemed to mask any textural difference between the two versions. (Tasters did notice that the cake made with chips was slightly sweeter.) We’ll turn to chips for simple recipes to avoid chopping chocolate, but if your sights are set on something custardy, head to the store for bar chocolate.

		While this was the exception and not the rule, we did find that chips are actually a better choice in a few applications that need a little extra stability, such as Creamy Vegan Chocolate Frosting (this page) or the topping for Bergers-Style Cookies (this page). (Recipes will specify when to use chips.) The impact of emulsifiers makes a particular difference in the two-ingredient (plus salt) vegan frosting. The frosting we made with chopped bar chocolate and coconut milk broke and curdled. But when we used chocolate chips, the frosting turned out ultracreamy and smooth, and it held its peaks. And of course, chips are perfect for countless baked goods such as Chocolate Chip Cookies (this page) and Chocolate Zucchini Cake (this page) where a treat studded with distinct morsels is the goal.

		The Best Dark Chocolate Chips

		While fresh, homemade chocolate chip cookies really can’t fail, our winning chips will give yours an advantage. With the highest percentage of cacao in the lineup in our testing—60 percent, comparable to bar chocolate—and the most cocoa butter by far, Ghirardelli 60% Premium Baking Chips hit all the right notes. With more cacao than sugar, they ensure a milder sweetness that balances sugary desserts like cookies; the generous amount of cocoa butter gives them a creamy texture.

		The Best Milk Chocolate Chips

		Though decadent dark chocolate chips may find their way into most desserts, milk chocolate chips deserve some attention, too. After all, a good milk chocolate is creamy, delicate, and sweet, with a melt-in-your-mouth smoothness you just don’t get from dark chocolate. Our rankings depended on the flavor of the chips alone and as a stand-in in our Chocolate Chip Cookies (this page). Despite differences in the amount of sugar or type of milk, we found flavor differences among brands of milk chocolate chips to be minimal. In fact, we liked all the milk chocolate chips we tried. But our favorite is Hershey’s Kitchens Milk Chocolate Chips, which pack a punch, boasting deep chocolate flavor with fruity notes and classic creaminess.

		WHAT ARE CHOCOLATE CALLETS?

		We call for chocolate chips in our Chocolate Chip Cookies (this page), but there’s another chocolate product on the market that’s sometimes used for the same purpose: chocolate callets, which are formulated for melting. We thought these disks might create appealing puddles of chocolate throughout our cookies so we gave them a try—but the cookies that emerged were flat, with indistinguishable layers rather than distinct morsels. That’s because callets contain more fat than chips—enough more to change the composition of the dough so that they bake differently and spread too thin. If you’re using bits of chocolate for a melted application, callets will work just fine; but for recipes where you want distinct morsels, such as for cookies, make sure you use true chocolate chips.

		DECODING COCOA

		When you think of chocolate, you probably think of the bar stuff—the choppable, the meltable, the snackable. But when we want big chocolate flavor in everything from cookies and cakes to puddings and pies, we often turn to cocoa powder. Cocoa powder has a higher proportion of flavorful cocoa solids than any other form of chocolate—including unsweetened chocolate—so ounce for ounce, it tastes more intensely chocolaty. It’s made in two styles, Dutch-processed and natural. And there’s fierce debate in the baking world about which is best. But is choosing between Dutched and natural the most important decision you can make, or is there more to it than that?
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		What is Dutching?

		In a process developed in the 19th century by Dutch chemist and chocolatier Conrad Van Houten, cocoa powder is Dutched when an alkalizing agent is added to it. This optional step darkens the powder’s color from a sandy, reddish brown to a velvety brown or near-black color and mellows its astringent notes, as chocolate is naturally acidic. (Compare the left-most shade of cocoa, a Dutch-processed cocoa, with the light natural cocoas on the right end of the spectrum in the image above.) Dutching raises the chocolate’s pH from 5 to about 7. Manufacturers use a variety of alkalizing agents such as potassium carbonate or sodium carbonate. They can also adjust the temperature and time of the process and may opt to alkalize the nibs, the liquor, or the final powder.

		What Does Dutching Do?

		More acidic natural powders often produce taller, airier, and crumblier cookies and cakes, while most Dutched powders produce baked goods that don’t rise quite as tall. This makes sense: Baking soda is a common ingredient in baked goods. The acidity level of a cocoa affects how it interacts with the baking soda; in general, less-acidic Dutched powders produce fudgier, moister desserts.

		Don’t Forget Fat

		Despite the tendency for Dutched powders to create fudgier baked goods, pH doesn’t predict all; fat is also an important variable. Fat adds richness and flavor to baked goods. Cocoa powder contains fat (generally between 10 and 24 percent) because, when the chocolate liquor is pressed before being dried and turned to powder, some cocoa butter remains with the solids. We prefer cocoa powders that contain at least 20 percent fat because they tend to ensure cookies and cakes bake up moist and tender. The less fat a cocoa powder has, the more starch it contains. These starches are very absorbent—capable of soaking up 100 percent of their weight in moisture—so lower-fat cocoa powders result in drier, crumblier cakes and cookies. You can tell the difference in fudginess just from the images below; to zero in on the differences, we performed a test with cocoa powder–water mixtures that we cooked on the stove to exactly the same temperature.
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		Chocolate Crinkle Cookies Made with Natural Cocoa Powder

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		Chocolate Crinkle Cookies Made with Dutched Cocoa Powder
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		High Starch, Low Fat Cocoa Powder
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		Low Starch, High Fat Cocoa Powder

		Best of All Worlds

		If our recipe calls for “unsweetened cocoa powder,” it will work with either Dutched or natural powders. Sometimes, when lift and lightness are of paramount importance in a baked good, we’ll call for natural powder. A majority of the time, however, we use our favorite cocoa powder, Droste Cacao, which is Dutched. Use this when an ultramoist texture and rich, dark color are top priorities; it’s high in fat and therefore low in moisture-absorbing starch. (If the nutrition label is all you have to go by, seek out a product with at least 1 gram of fat per 5-gram serving.) If we’re using natural cocoa, we turn to Hershey’s Natural Unsweetened Cocoa for its familiar, straightforward chocolate flavor.

		What Is Black Cocoa Powder?

		For Chocolate Sandwich Cookies (this page) with the authentic color of the commercial version and big chocolate flavor, we used black cocoa powder. Black cocoa has been heavily Dutched, which causes the color to darken even more. It contains very little fat, however, so to avoid a crumbly texture in our cookies, we cut it with some regular Dutch-processed cocoa and then add a little espresso powder to deepen the chocolate flavor. You can buy true black cocoa powder from kingarthurflour.com or use Hershey’s Special Dark cocoa powder, which is also heavily Dutched.

		Cocoa Cabinet Life

		Wondering if cocoa spoils or loses its flavor over time as spices do, we made our Holiday Chocolate Butter Cookies (this page) with cocoas two years past their expiration date, comparing them with samples made with fresh cocoa. Tasters couldn’t differentiate between the samples. The compounds that give cocoa powder its flavor are less volatile than those in ground spices, which lose much of their flavor and aroma after about a year.

		PUMPING UP THE POWDER WITH POWDER

		Sometimes we call for espresso powder in chocolate recipes even when coffee flavor isn’t the goal. Why? Just a pinch amplifies chocolate flavor considerably, making it more intense and complex without imparting a noticeable coffee presence. Our favorite instant espresso powder for brewing a demitasse or baking brownies is Cafe D’Vita Imported Premium Instant Espresso, which contributes dark, deep, fruity, roasty notes to baked goods such as our Chocolate Financiers (this page).

		STORING CHOCOLATE

		Chocolate is a prized commodity—store it right. Unopened chocolate should be stored in a zipper-lock bag in a cool, dry place (such as a kitchen cabinet or pantry). Opened bars of chocolate should be wrapped tightly in plastic wrap and given the same treatment. Avoid the refrigerator or freezer, as cocoa butter easily absorbs off-flavors from other foods and temperature changes can alter its crystal structure so it behaves differently in recipes. Stored properly, unsweetened and dark chocolate will last about 2 years. The milk solids in white and milk chocolate give them a shorter shelf life of about 6 months.
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		Bloomed Chocolate

		Storing chocolate at temperatures that are either too warm or too cool will cause a harmless white film, or bloom, to develop on the surface. One type of bloom occurs when cocoa butter crystals melt and migrate to the surface. Another type happens in humid conditions when water condenses on bittersweet and milk chocolate, dissolving some of the sugar before evaporating and leaving behind a fine layer of sugar crystals.

		In tests, we found that bloomed chocolate of either type was fine for baking. But when we dipped cookies in melted chocolate with cocoa butter bloom, the chocolate took longer to set up and the bloom reappeared. This is because the chocolate’s fat structure had changed. Also, the sugar crystals in the melted sugar–bloomed chocolate never dissolved, resulting in a grainy coating.
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		Bar Chocolate with Bloom
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		Chocolate Coating Made from Bloomed Chocolate

		“BLOOMING” ISN’T ALWAYS BAD

		The word “blooming” has another meaning: It’s a technique that we use in many of our chocolate recipes—especially those including cocoa powder—when we want the chocolate flavor to go the extra mile. To bloom cocoa powder, we either combine it with hot water (or coffee, milk, even beer) as in our Old-Fashioned Chocolate Cake (this page), or with melted butter as in Chocolate Sandwich Cookies (this page) to awaken dormant flavor compounds for a fuller, richer cocoa flavor. This process also helps make the cocoa easy to blend with the other ingredients in the recipe. In our Chocolate Pound Cake (this page), we use both cocoa powder and bar chocolate; we microwave the cocoa powder with the bar chocolate rather than whisking it with the other dry ingredients to apply heat and bloom the cocoa powder.

		
			OTHER CHOCOLATE PRODUCTS

			The three main chocolate ingredients we use in our recipes are bar chocolate, chocolate chips, and cocoa powder. But there are some other chocolate products worth knowing.

			Cacao Nibs

			Cacao nibs are the fermented, roasted, and cracked pieces of cacao beans that manufacturers process to make chocolate. They are dry and crunchy and have the bitterness of unsweetened chocolate or coffee, tempered by a slightly fruity acidity. Cacao nibs don’t melt when heated, but their cocoa butter comes to the surface. Sprinkled over the top, they’re a great way to upgrade common breakfasts or snacks such as oatmeal or yogurt. If you want to bake them into treats, we’ve found that they are best suited to applications like banana bread where there aren’t a lot of other competing flavors (or textures), although we love them in our Chewy Granola Bars with Hazelnuts, Cherries, and Cacao Nibs (this page). Likewise, they also are nice in granola. Use 1/2 to 2/3 cup of cacao nibs per 9-cup batch of granola, loaf of quick bread, or dozen muffins.

			Chocolate Extract

			Vanilla extract is a staple in every baker’s pantry, so why not chocolate extract? Like vanilla, chocolate extract uses alcohol to draw out the bean’s flavor. Chocolate extract gave our brownie batter richer, more complex chocolate flavor. Try substituting chocolate extract for half of the vanilla in recipes for chocolate cake or brownies. (Vanilla is still necessary for its rounding notes.) It costs about as much as vanilla.

			Mexican-Style Chocolate

			Much Mexican chocolate is stone-ground in the traditional manner, which gives it a pleasantly gritty, substantial texture—it seems less like confection. (Other chocolate is conched, a process invented in the late 19th century to smooth and refine it; see this page.) Our tasters found that sweetened Mexican chocolate (which is often ground with cinnamon) has notes of molasses, dried fruit, and/or coffee. In the United States, look for Taza, Abuelita, or Ibarra brands.

		

		METHODS FOR MELTING CHOCOLATE

		If you’re not stirring in cocoa powder or using chocolate chips, you probably need to melt your way to a chocolate dessert. Here are our tips—and ways to elevate the technique.
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		Melting Chocolate

		Chocolate can burn easily, so it’s best to use a gentle approach for melting. Our preferred method for melting chocolate is to use the microwave, whether it’s to simply liquefy it (for a frosting or a cake) or to temper it (so it hardens into a shiny, snappy glaze; for more information on tempering see this page). The microwave is far less fussy than the old-fashioned method of warming chopped chocolate in a bowl set over a saucepan of simmering water, and it’s also a lot quicker. (That said, we still use this method for some stovetop desserts or for recipes that include other ingredients that need gentler heat.) The microwave method is more efficient because heat surrounds the chocolate completely, while in the stovetop method the heat is concentrated at the bottom of the bowl.

		Melting in the Microwave

		Microwave the chopped chocolate in a bowl at 50 percent power. (The time will depend on the amount.) Stir the chocolate (so the chocolate liquifies evenly) as directed in the recipe, and continue microwaving until melted.
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		Melting on the Stovetop

		Place chopped chocolate in a heatproof bowl set over a saucepan filled with 1 inch of barely simmering water. (Be sure the bowl is not touching the water or the chocolate could scorch.) Stir as directed in the recipe.
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		Melted Mistake

		Seizing—the nearly instantaneous transformation of melted chocolate from a fluid state to a stiff, grainy one—is usually the result of a tiny amount of moisture being introduced. To prevent this from happening in recipes that contain no liquid, keep the area and tools dry. Even a tiny drop of water will form a syrup with the sugar in the chocolate to which the cocoa particles will cling, creating grainy clumps. In recipes containing liquids such as melted butter, liqueur, or water, always melt the chocolate along with these ingredients.

		But what if your melted chocolate does seize? Do you need to throw away an expensive ingredient? Although it may seem counterintuitive, the solution to fix seized chocolate is to add more liquid to return the chocolate to a fluid state, as the liquid dissolves seized sugar and cocoa particles. Add boiling water to the chocolate, 1 teaspoon at a time, stirring vigorously after each addition, until smooth. But don’t use the diluted chocolate for baking; use it for chocolate sauce or hot chocolate.

		Tempering Chocolate

		Chocolate takes on various characteristics when melted and rehardened due to cocoa butter’s crystalline structure. If you’re melting chocolate to mix with other ingredients, you just need to do it gently enough that it doesn’t burn. But if you’re melting it for candy (as with our Pomegranate and Nut Chocolate Coins on this page) or for a coating (such as for our Thin Chocolate Mint Cookies on this page) and are aiming for a professional finish—shiny, with the snap of the bar you melted it from—you’ll want to temper it. Otherwise it will look soft, blotchy, and/or dull-looking and will melt in your fingers.
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		Chocolate Not in Temper

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		Chocolate in Temper

		Why the difference? In short, the crystal structure of the cocoa butter in the chocolate changes when chocolate is melted. Cocoa butter can solidify into any of six different types of crystals, each of which forms at a specific temperature. But only one type—beta crystals—sets up dense and shiny and stays that way even at temperatures well above room temperature. When a chocolate is made up of beta crystals, it is said to be in temper. So how do you get melted chocolate back in temper? The traditional way is a painstaking process known as, unsurprisingly, tempering. First, the chocolate is melted so that all its fat crystals dissolve. It’s then cooled slightly, which allows new “starter” crystals to form. Finally, it’s gently reheated to a temperature high enough to melt the less stable crystals and allow only the desirable beta crystals to remain (both of these occur at 88 degrees), triggering the formation of more beta crystals that form a dense, hard, glossy network. Phew.

		WE PREFER A FAR SIMPLER APPROACH: Finely chop three-quarters of the chocolate and grate the remainder into fine shards (you can do this on the small holes of a box grater). Microwave the chopped chocolate at 50 percent power until it’s about two-thirds melted. Add the grated chocolate and stir until it melts, returning it to the microwave for no more than 5 seconds at a time to complete the melting. This easy-tempered chocolate will have a nice luster and decent snap once it has cooled and set. This method works because it keeps the temperature of the chocolate close enough to 88 degrees that mostly stable beta crystals form and act as seed crystals.
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		1. Microwave the finely chopped chocolate in a bowl at 50 percent power, stirring often, until about two-thirds melted, 2 to 4 minutes. (Melted chocolate should not be much warmer than body temperature; check by holding the bowl in the palm of your hand.)
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		2. Add the grated chocolate portion and stir until smooth.
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		3. Return the bowl of chocolate to the microwave for no more than 5 seconds at a time to finish melting (if necessary).

		Melt It, then Dip It

		Once you melt chocolate—especially if you’ve tempered it—it’s time to dig, or more often, dip in. Dipping or coating cookies, fruit, or other foods in melted chocolate should result in a tidy, snappy, shiny coat—not a dribbly mess.

		If dipping a delight such as our Chocolate-Dipped Potato Chip Cookies (this page) or a piece of fruit half- or partway in regular melted chocolate, dip the item into the chocolate, scrape off the excess with your finger or on the edge of the bowl (this prevents a thick “foot” of hardened chocolate from forming beneath the item), and place it on a parchment paper–lined baking sheet. Refrigerate or let sit until set.

		If you’re coating something more cautiously, perhaps with tempered chocolate for a candy, such as for Needhams (this page) (depicted below), we employ two simple instruments: forks. The tines allow us to touch the item minimally when dipping it and transferring it to a baking sheet or plate to set up, and excess chocolate falls through them.
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		1. Drop the candy into the chocolate. Using 2 forks, gently flip the candy to coat all over.
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		2. Lift 1 candy from the bowl with a fork. Tap the fork against the side of the bowl and then wipe the underside of the fork on the edge of the bowl to remove excess chocolate from the bottom of the candy.

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		3. Use a second fork to slide the candy onto a parchment paper–lined baking sheet.

		COVERING WITH COUVERTURE

		No matter how well you melt them, milk and dark chocolate have body to them—you can’t coat items in a paper-thin layer. That’s where couverture chocolate (also known as chocolate callets; see this page) comes in. It’s manufactured specifically for dipping cookies and truffles and coating molds. It’s ideal for the job because it produces a thinner layer of chocolate that’s shinier and snappier than regular chocolate when set. It can also be costly—up to $20 per pound. If you’d like a scant coating of chocolate on a delicate treat, we found a cheaper way to that result. Melt regular chocolate (we used our favorite dark chocolate, Ghirardelli 60% Cacao Bittersweet Chocolate Premium Baking Bar) with a small amount of white chocolate. Here’s why the combination works: When chocolate melts, the cocoa butter becomes liquid; all its other components are insoluble and are suspended in the liquid. Because white chocolate contains cocoa butter but no cocoa solids, it creates a more fluid product that allows for a thinner coating. Also, the more cocoa butter there is, the more rigid (snappy) and glossy the final coating will be. Avoid white chocolate chips and any bars that contain partially hydrogenated palm oil, palm kernel oil, soybean oil, or cottonseed oil, as these are added in lieu of some or all of the cocoa butter and thus, while these products taste good and work best in other desserts, they won’t work as well to thin out the chocolate.

		HERE’S OUR CHEATER METHOD: Finely chop 4 ounces of dark chocolate and 1/4 ounce of pure white chocolate (we like Ghirardelli White Chocolate Premium Baking Bar here). Microwave 3 ounces of the dark chocolate at 50 percent power until it is mostly melted, stirring frequently. Then add the remaining 1 ounce of dark chocolate and the white chocolate and stir it until melted, returning it to the microwave for no more than 5 seconds at a time to complete the melting.
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		Cookie Dipped in Cheater’s Couverture

		GANACHE: THE ALL-PURPOSE CHOCOLATE INGREDIENT

		At its most basic, ganache is simply equal parts chocolate and cream melted together to create a decadent mixture. Tweak the ratio or temperature, or add other ingredients, however, and it turns truly versatile—able to serve as filling, frosting, glaze, or even candy. Here’s a visual representation of ganache in every state and form.
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		1 Good Ol’ Ganache

		Equal parts cream and chocolate (generally, the cream is gently heated and then poured over chopped chocolate to melt) create a creamy-smooth mixture for glazing Chocolate Raspberry Torte (this page) or any number of cakes, cupcakes, or even brownies (for extra decadence) if used shortly after being mixed. It will set up and thicken as its temperature drops.

		2 Room Temperature Ganache

		Let your standard ganache sit at room temperature for 15 to 30 minutes and it becomes a spreadable filling between cake layers, as in Chocolate-Espresso Dacquoise (this page); it also works as a swirlable topping or a dip that won’t drip.

		3 Chilled Ganache

		Transfer standard ganache to the refrigerator for 45 minutes or longer and it becomes a scoopable mixture, perfect for dropping in the center of sandwich cookies and pressing to the edges, or whipping into Ganache Frosting (this page).

		4 Ganache + Confectioners’ Sugar

		A little bit of the superfine sweet stuff thickens ganache just enough to make it a rich, creamy filling for our Ultimate Chocolate Cupcakes (this page). Use this trick when you need a ganache that stays put no matter the room’s temperature.

		5 Ganache + Corn Syrup

		When you add a couple tablespoons of corn syrup to ganache, you can achieve the mirrored effect of bakery-case goods. This glossy sheen makes the glazes for our Boston Cream Pie (this page) and Tunnel of Fudge Cake (this page)—or anything else you like—striking and easily pourable.

		6 Ganache + Butter

		The addition of a small amount, a tablespoon or two, of butter will give your ganache a flavor boost—more depth and unmatchable richness. Enriched ganache is perfect as spreadable ganache, as for our Yule Log (this page); whip in a generous amount of butter, sticks worth, and ganache becomes a frosting for our Chocolate Sheet Cake with Milk Chocolate Frosting (this page).

		7 Double-the-Chocolate Ganache

		When you tweak the ratio so that there’s double the amount of chocolate than of cream and then let that sit and chill, you can roll out a confection—Chocolate Truffles (this page)!

		CREAMLESS GANACHE FILLING

		In the 1990s, French chemist Hervé This developed a technique for a cream-free whipped chocolate—and not because he wanted a dairy-free alternative to traditional ganache. He found that by melting chocolate with an abundant amount of water (equaling as much as 90 percent of the weight of the chocolate in some cases) and then whipping it to achieve a mousse-like texture, he could make ganache with incredibly clear chocolate flavor. Without the cream found in a classic ganache to mask the deep chocolate notes, the result is something intensely chocolaty and decadent yet simultaneously not too dense in texture. We use this technique in our Chocolate-Hazelnut Tart (this page) and our Chocolate, Matcha, and Pomegranate Tart (this page).

		TOOLS FOR WORKING WITH CHOCOLATE

		There are certain pieces of equipment that make working with chocolate neater, easier, and more precise. These are the basic tools you’ll need and the specialty items you’ll want for chocolate desserts and candies.
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		Digital Kitchen Scale

		Chocolate isn’t something to waste; we want all our desserts featuring this regal ingredient to come out just right. That’s why we weigh dry ingredients to ensure consistent results. We prefer digital scales for their readability and precision. Look for one that has a large weight range and that can be zeroed. The OXO Good Grips 11 lb Food Scale with Pull Out Display ($50) has clear buttons, and its display can be pulled out from the platform for easy viewing when weighing bulky items.
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		Chef’s Knife

		A sharp-bladed chef’s knife isn’t just for savory cooking; this kitchen staple is essential for lots of baking prep steps, such as chopping bar chocolate and nuts. We think the best knife for this or any job is the inexpensive Victorinox 8” Swiss Army Fibrox Pro Chef’s Knife ($34); it has been a test kitchen favorite for more than 20 years. We find that it maintains its edge long after its competitors have gone dull. Its textured grip feels secure for a wide range of hand sizes and is comfortable for a variety of different grips. You’ll use it for everything.
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		Serrated Knife

		There are many uses for a serrated knife in the kitchen when baking: It can be used to cut cake layers horizontally, chop chocolate with ease, or score and trim the meringue layers for our Chocolate-Espresso Dacquoise (this page). A long blade is essential; with the fewest, widest, and deepest serrations as well as a grippy handle, the Mercer Culinary Millennia 10” Wide Bread Knife ($22) is a standout.
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		Glass Bowls

		Many of our recipes call for melting chocolate using our easy microwave method (see this
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