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Introduction

I coined the term “pastry love” after opening the second Boston location of my bakery, Flour. When we were only one bakery, I was on-site every day, ready to fluff up the pastry counter pretty much every hour we were open. It was one of the best parts of my day: going up front and rearranging all of the pastries so they looked beautiful and loved. I imagined a harried guest stopping in to grab a quick coffee, and I wanted our display to stop her in her tracks and bring delight to her afternoon. I hoped she would slow down and indulge in an almond croissant and take a moment for herself. Once we had two locations, I quickly realized I couldn’t be in two places at once to pretty up the counter (although I sure did try, zipping back and forth on my bike between both bakeries every few hours). I started teaching all of the staff and managers how to give the pastry counter some love. Several times a day I would call over to whichever bakery I was not at and ask, “Have you done pastry love recently? Does every pastry look gorgeous and spectacular?” It’s now a full-page lesson in our training manual, and it remains one of my favorite things to do when I visit one of our now eight Flour bakeries.

The phrase has since become an explanation of who I am and how I connect with the world. Pastry is love. It might sound a bit hokey, but there is no truer statement for me. You could just bake something wonderful, eat it, share it, and be done. However, to really understand the power of pastry is to let baking and all it can teach you permeate your life, as I have.

We are all looking for connection with others in this crazy, unpredictable world. Pastry is flour and sugar and butter and eggs—a few basic ingredients bound together by techniques and skills that have been passed down for generations. Every time you bake for someone or share a recipe, you are sharing a part of yourself. I have felt love and gratitude for everyone who has shared recipes with me, baked with me, and taught me to be a better baker.

That’s why I love to teach others to bake, and why I write cookbooks. Pastry is the best language I know to connect with you, my fellow bakers, and to all those around me. I am by nature shy and private, but when I bake, I’m an extrovert. A social butterfly, even. I can’t wait to make you something extraordinary, watch you relish eating it, and show you step by step how you can make it yourself. I am excited to stand (dare I say hover?) next to you as you are baking, talking your ear off, guiding you to pastry glory. I’m constantly experimenting and learning something new in baking, and I love every aspect of explaining to you how to make my favorite treasured recipes.


My infatuation with all things sweet guided me into a career that is beyond anything I could have ever dreamed of. Baking led me to the love of my life. It has taught me patience, presence, and determination. It continues to teach me what is truly important in life: bringing happiness to others.

My road to this pastry life was certainly not straightforward. My upbringing was traditionally Asian, and we never, as in never EVER, had desserts at home. I was so obsessed with forbidden sweets growing up that by the time I left home to go to college, I was trying everything with sugar that I could get my hands on. I graduated from Harvard with a degree in applied math and economics without a clue as to what I wanted to do as a career. My first job after college was as a management consultant at Monitor Group in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I spent two years traveling, writing PowerPoint presentations, creating massive Excel worksheets, and attending meetings. I liked the work a lot, but I didn’t see it becoming a long-term career. I looked at my bosses, some of whom I am still close to and admire, and knew that I didn’t want to eventually BECOME them.

So while my peers were applying to business school or moving up within Monitor, I decided to take a year off and try my hand at a hobby that I’d always enjoyed immensely: cooking and baking. I had dabbled a bit in baking while in college, selling freshly baked chocolate chip cookies to the student-run dormitory cafe; it was mostly just to relieve the constant pressure of impossibly difficult problem sets, and it was also a way to earn a little spending money. While at Monitor, I had continued to cook and bake, hosting dinner parties with friends and sometimes selling my cookies to coworkers who were looking for treats for birthday parties and such, but I never really thought it would be a career. I simply loved being in the kitchen, and when I had to figure out what I should do after Monitor, it seemed like spending a year in a professional kitchen might be a fun experience.

I sent a cover letter and résumé (this was waaaay before email) to four of the top restaurants in Boston; I explained that I had no professional experience, but I had a ton of passion and was a very hard worker. Chef Lydia Shire, who owned Biba, one of Boston’s best restaurants at the time, called me and offered me a low-person-on-the-totem-pole position as bar food cook. I jumped at the chance to work in such a well-regarded kitchen with such a talented chef. Two weeks later, I left my cubicle, ditched my suits and heels, bought my first pair of checked polyester kitchen pants, and started julienning scallions and making chicken stocks. I loved it. I knew I wasn’t going to go back to office life once I started working in a professional kitchen.

After a year in the kitchen, I realized that sugar, not salt, ran through my veins, and I wanted to learn more about pastry. I asked Chef Lydia where I should go, and she pointed me in the direction of Rick Katz, the opening pastry chef of Biba, who was then running Benton-wood Bakery in Newton Center, Massachusetts. I spent a year with Rick, and he taught me all of his recipes and gave me a solid foundation in baking. I adored Bentonwood—we made everything from scratch, all of the pastries and sandwiches were the best I had ever had, and every day I couldn’t wait to get to work. It was a formative year that has shaped my career since. Even now I hear Rick in my head when I’m tasting a dessert: “Is it balanced? Enough salt? Enough acid? Too sweet?” I run through the litany of questions and check marks before I give my thumbs-up.

Rick ended up selling Bentonwood, so I moved on, determined to keep learning. Rialto, a newish restaurant in Cambridge, was looking for a pastry chef, and despite my sparse résumé, I was offered the job. This was the third time in three culinary jobs that someone took a chance on me. (I’ve always remembered that and tried to pay it forward when hiring at Flour.) I put my head down and focused on proving myself in this lofty position to my new bosses, Jody Adams and Christopher Myers.

Not only was it a crash course in running a pastry department and being creative—it was also my first time learning how to manage a team. Watching Jody and Christopher guide their staff taught me lifelong lessons on how to inspire and lead with passion and clarity. At the same time I was developing my spun sugar skills, I was learning from them the value of building a team that had your back, as you had theirs. I practiced piping cream puff after cream puff and then practiced the more important lesson of how to patiently train those around me so they could gain confidence in their abilities. Developing dessert menus allowed me to share my unbridled joy in creating pastries that would delight; sharing my vision of how to execute each dessert taught me the importance of painting as clear a picture as possible to everyone on my team.


Working at Rialto was the best job ever, not only because of all of the learning I gained, but most especially because it introduced me to Christopher, who immediately became a fast friend and mentor. Secret: I harbored a crush on him (no bueno since he was my boss!) and I dreamed from afar. It went unrequited for years and never in a million years did I think we would actually end up together. I remember going for a run with one of my closest friends, Jenn, shortly after leaving Rialto, pining for Christopher and bemoaning that we would never be together. “I’m going to be fifty and we’re still going to be talking about Christopher Myers!” Well, sure enough, here we are. I still pinch myself in the morning when I wake up and he is there.

I eventually left Rialto to push myself to learn more—and what better place to do that than New York City, where some of the best pastry chefs in the country were practicing their craft. I was fortunate enough to be on the opening team of Payard Patisserie, run by world famous pastry chef François Payard. I spent a year with him, working from four in the morning to seven at night, six days a week. I’m not exaggerating. We all worked this hard—it was sort of like boot camp. Of course I learned so much! Not only did I immerse myself in traditional French pastry, but I also got a crash course in even more traditional French kitchen slang and swear words. Payard was a phenomenal experience, but I really missed home. Working in a patisserie reminded me of how happy I was baking in a bakery (as opposed to in a fine-dining restaurant)—breakfast pastries, cakes, cookies, and tarts . . . these were my jam. During that year I started forming plans to return to Boston. I wanted to open a bakery, make all of the things I love, and share them with as many people as I could.

Christopher and I had kept in touch, and he was the one who named my dream bakery Flour. “You want a name that is simple and honest and easy to remember. Flour does all of those things.” I moved back to Boston and got a job as pastry chef of Mistral restaurant while I started planning for Flour. I loved my time at Mistral. I baked for the restaurant and tested recipes for Flour on the side. Sometimes my tests made their way onto the dessert menu; more often, the cooks and servers and I just ate them for lunch. I was one of the most popular people in the kitchen because everyone knew that if I was working, there would likely be a mess of desserts to taste surrounding my station. My boss and chef, Jamie Mammano, taught me how to keep your message simple and stick to it no matter what. His motto, “Perfect will be just fine, thank you,” runs through my head pretty much daily.

It took a few years to find the right location for Flour, and it was somewhat by chance. My friend Jenn (the one who patiently listened to me pine for Christopher during our daily runs) was getting married, and I made her wedding cake. One of the guests complimented me on the cake and suggested that I should do this professionally. I told him that I actually did and that I was looking for a space to open up my own place. He gave me his business card and assured me he had the perfect space for me in the South End neighborhood in Boston . . . and he is now our landlord at Flour. We opened in September 2000 to a line of eager Bostonians who craved what I was peddling: simple, classically executed French and American pastries. I lived upstairs and baked downstairs, and the bakery of my dreams was everything I had hoped and more. Around this time, Christopher and I started dating as well. Finally! He would visit the bakery in the morning before going off to work; we would have a coffee and pastry together, and he helped guide me as we were growing. He was in the middle of opening a few restaurants because he knew what I was starting to realize: if you have great people, you need to give them opportunities to grow.


My team was tremendous. I didn’t want to lose any of them, so I started looking for a location for a second Flour bakery. Opening Flour 2 gave the key players at the original Flour new challenges and responsibilities. Eight of those team members are still with us today, including Nicole, our executive pastry chef, who is now a partner in the bakery.

We now number eight bakeries and counting. Every day my team and I are driven by an obsession to create pastries that make you moan, sigh, and lick your fingers . . . and that make your day better. Every day is a chance to make something new that will delight our guests. I’m always testing new recipes and improving old ones. Just when I think our sticky bun recipe is perfect, I discover another way to make someone say “wow” by making it with apples and apple cider “goo.” That’s what got me into baking in the first place—making people happy. It’s that simple.

When Justin, my editor, and I were discussing this book, he kept referring to this as my “baking bible.” And while I guess you could call this book a baking bible, that seems so very formal and even serious. This is anything but. Think of this book as my journal that I’m sharing with you. Jotting-in-the-sidelines, creasing-the-corners-of-my-favorites, sketching-what-I-want-it-to-look-like journal. Here are recipes that I’ve been developing since my first baking book, Flour, came out, such as Rhubarb Brown Sugar Pie, full of tart rhubarb and a creamy brown sugar custard, and Mushroom and Thyme Brioche, covered in melted fontina cheese. I share my notes from creating desserts after an inspiring travel adventure to Tokyo, like Alina’s Milk Bread, and to Thailand, which resulted in one of my favorite desserts, Coconut Sticky Rice Pudding with Mango-Lime Curd and Mango Snow. I’ve updated some of my classics for you with whole grains, and I can’t wait for you to try my new, improved Currant Oat Spelt Scones. My pastry team continues to inspire me with their baking, and you’ll learn how to make Sarah’s Adult Spice Cake with layers of apples and rum-soaked ginger cake and Jessi’s Caramel Popcorn Cookies, sprinkled with a bit of salt to offset their buttery sweetness. I’ve continued my own education in pastry by delving into confections and candies; soon you too will be glowing with pride after making your own Vanilla-Mint Marshmallows (try them in hot chocolate) and wrapping gift bags of irresistible Chocolate–Peanut Butter Buttercrunch and chewy Almond Cherry Pistachio Nougat.

The chapters are arranged by pastry type, beginning with early morning breakfast and ending with end-of-the-day (really any-time-of-day) treats. Within each chapter, the recipes start from easiest to more challenging, and I also took into consideration how many subrecipes there were; sometimes you just want to make one recipe, and other times, the challenge of stringing together multiple recipes beckons. I want this book to sit open, dog-eared and splattered, on your kitchen counter like a friend (that’s me!) who’s hanging out with you, guiding you as you plan your next baking adventure. Let it inspire you and use it to bake magic for your family and friends. If you are not a baker yet, try a recipe and fall in love with baking; if you are already a baker, fall even deeper in love. I hope that you bake something so phenomenal that you can’t wait to jump back into the kitchen to try another recipe, and then another. Share the pastry love with as many people as you can, because that is the reason we bake: to spread love and joy and deliciousness in the world.
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A Baker’s Dozen

Tips to Be a Better Baker

1. Read the recipe, the whole recipe, and nothing but the recipe. I can’t overemphasize how important this is. You would never leave the house for a road trip to an unknown destination without your GPS, would you? (Or maybe you are like me and you would, and then you end up in tears in a gas station trying to find your way to your destination. This was how I did it before Google Maps, which has changed my world.) Some of the recipes are multistepped, with components that can take up to two days to prepare. If you don’t read the entire recipe before starting, you might think you can whip up the whole thing in a few hours. Thoroughly reading the recipe before you begin allows you to pace yourself, know what steps to be ready for, and avoid frustration. I am here to make baking fun for you, so please read the recipe first before you start.

2. Gather your mise en place. “Everything in its place” is the translation of this common French kitchen term. What it means is that before you start a recipe, you collect everything you need—your mise en place—and then, and only then, do you start the recipe. It’s tempting to gather as you go, thinking you’ll measure out that milk when you need it or cut those apples when you are ready for them. The trouble with that approach is that more often than not, you find yourself in the middle of a recipe trying to prep something that needs to be added immediately. Or you discover that those two eggs you thought you had were someone’s breakfast earlier that day. The milk for the cake batter that is supposed to be at room temp is, instead, straight from the fridge. And so on. Get your mise en place together before you start, and you’ll never have to worry about these baking predicaments.

3. Use a kitchen scale. Just do it! I wanted every copy of this book to come with a kitchen scale, like a power pack. That turned out to be logistically way too challenging, so instead I will implore you to go out and get a scale for baking. Baking is chemistry, and in order to ensure the ingredients all combine properly and bake well, you need everything to be measured in correct proportion. Volume measurements are wildly inaccurate and lead to unnecessary variations in your pastries. Switch to a scale and become a better baker pretty much immediately. If you bought this book, you either love to bake or want to learn to bake, so please shop for a scale!

4. Check your oven temperature. An easy way to make sure your baked goods bake properly is to get an oven thermometer and check the oven temp before baking. That means heat the oven before you start baking, then check the temperature. If you put a cake or cookie into an oven before it gets to the right temperature, your batter will slowly melt and die a slow death. It needs the heat of the oven to properly activate the baking powder, baking soda, yeast, and/or eggs that lighten your pastry. Home ovens are notorious for not being calibrated well, so don’t skip this step if you want to bake successfully.

5. Confirm the temperature of ingredients. I’ve indicated everywhere you might need to have an ingredient at a certain temperature. With some understanding of why this is important, you can figure this out yourself for every recipe you encounter. I am always aware of the temperature of my butter, eggs, melted chocolate, and liquids. One ingredient at the wrong temperature can foil a recipe. For example, if you’re making a flaky dough, it’s important that the ingredients be as cold as possible. If they are warm, the fat will just combine into the dry ingredients, and you’ll end up with a more cookie-like crust than a flaky one. For flaky crusts and scones, you need the fat to stay cold and not blend in completely with the dry ingredients. When the dough is in the oven, the fat melts and the steam created in the hot oven poufs up the dough and makes it flaky. Another example is beating butter and sugar together for a cake. The sugar crystals act like little shovels in the butter, carving out numerous microscopic air pockets that expand once in the oven and lighten the cake. If the butter is too warm, it won’t hold the air pockets created by the sugar, and the cake will be dense. A third example is adding eggs or liquid to butter and sugar that have been beaten together (creamed). If the eggs or liquid are a lot colder than the butter and sugar, they won’t blend in well, and you’ll end up with lots of tunnels and tough spots in the cake. Cake batters and cookie doughs are all about the thorough emulsification of ingredients, and if you have ingredients that aren’t around the same temperature, they can’t emulsify. I could go on and on with more examples, such as mixing melted butter or melted chocolate into other ingredients at the right temperature, but the bottom line is this: Pay attention to the temperature of the ingredients specified in each recipe.


6. Use salt. It’s second nature for me at this point to reach for the salt container when I’m tweaking a pastry recipe. Salt does for pastries the exact same thing it does for savory foods: It accentuates the flavor of whatever you are making. Try it yourself! Taste a bit of custard base or buttercream without salt, and then add it and taste again. Chocolate becomes richer, lemon becomes sharper, and vanilla becomes more fragrant and aromatic. It’s an often-overlooked way to make your pastries really shine.

7. Make the recipe yours. Follow the recipe to a T the first time. It’s been written with you in mind, and every precaution has been included to ensure a successful bake. However, once you’ve made a recipe, it becomes yours. You now have the recipe in your hands, and you can fiddle with it and adjust it to your liking. That might be something as simple as changing the fruit in a tart or pie, or once you are more comfortable in baking, it might be substituting a different flour or using a different buttercream.

8. Test by touch and eye, not just by time. The times in any recipe are a guideline to give you a general idea of when a pastry is ready. But your oven is different from mine, which is different from your neighbor’s, which means the times are a guesstimate. (I—and some of you—learned this lesson the hard way. My first book, Flour, often listed baking times that were sometimes very long for most home ovens, which at times led to burnt cookies and overbaked, dry cakes. I feel awful for misleading these bakers and hope to win you back here!) Instead, learn to judge the readiness of a pie or cookie or cake by using your fingers and your eyes. Most of the time you can tell if something is done by touching it. For cakes, muffins, and scones especially, you should be able to poke them in the middle and feel resistance. If your finger sinks, the batter or dough is still raw and needs more time in the oven. Use your eyes, too—when something starts to brown, it is getting close to ready. Check the oven every few minutes at this point and pull your pastry when it is browned according to the recipe. That doesn’t mean don’t use a timer when baking, but don’t set the timer and trust it 100 percent. The time is a suggestion, not law.

9. Clean as you go. I remember my first week at Payard Patisserie; François assigned me to make a wedding cake for one of his employees. I was determined to impress my new boss and came in early three days in a row to bake, fill, and, finally, assemble the cake. On the last day, when I was finally finished with the cake, what I remember most was not how proud I was to have made a wonderful cake for such an important occasion, but instead how much flak I got from my fellow pastry cooks, all of whom were French and very well trained, for making such a mess of the kitchen while baking. They openly ribbed me for baking like a home baker, and I was aghast. I had never properly learned until that point the lesson of cleaning as you go, figuring it was fine to just clean up at the very end. I learned my lesson, and I want you to learn it, too: Clean as you go. Wipe your counters, put away ingredients after using them, keep your hands neat, and do everything you can to keep your work area tidy. It will ensure the greatest chance of baking success because your mind will be clear and you’ll avoid making messy errors.


10. Be patient. That means reading the recipe through, gathering your mise en place, checking your oven temperature, everything listed above. It also means that at times when the pull of life makes you want to rush through a recipe, don’t. Making a crêpe cake involves staying with every single crêpe that goes into the pan; you can’t rush crêpe making or you’ll mess up your crêpes and not have enough to build a gorgeous cake. You have to be patient when assembling the cake, or it will end up lopsided and wonky (still delicious, by the way, just not exactly as you planned). Learn to enjoy the step-by-step process involved in all baking, whether a simple muffin or an involved laminated dough.

11. Be present. You won’t need to take a meditation class if you bake! Learn the ultimate test in calming your mind and slowing down to appreciate the moment by mixing the dough for a loaf of bread, watching it rise, and waiting for the right moment to put it in the oven. To be a good baker is to follow the directions through. To be a great baker is to fully experience and be thoughtful each step of the way. That’s how you learn to improve: paying attention.

12. Don’t give up. “Fall down seven times, get up eight” is one of my favorite mottos because it perfectly describes the journey of learning how to bake. Even if you mess up your first time making croissants (I did. And the second, and the third), you’ll feel a rush of pride that you made a pastry with hundreds of layers—literally—all by hand. Jump back on that horse, learn from your mistakes, and try again. The more you practice, the stronger you’ll be, and the more confidence you’ll have. Walk around town knowing that you just made croissants! From scratch! How many people do you know who can do that?

13. Have fun! The most important rule of baking, even beyond buying a scale—which I can’t preach enough—is to enjoy yourself and have fun baking. You can’t bake a cake and be unhappy. The act of spreading frosting onto cake layers and nibbling on the scraps is a guaranteed formula for putting a smile on your face. Don’t get caught up in failures and mistakes (which are often pretty darn delicious as well). Remember the reason we bake: to bring joy and delight to friends or family or even ourselves, with a mouthwatering, incredible, amazing pastry.





Master Techniques

When you travel to another country, you learn how to say hello and please and thank you and where is the bathroom. When baking, take the time to learn the basic language so you can get around easily in these recipes and in your kitchen.
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Blind Baking Shells

Tart and pie shells often need to be partially baked before you fill them. This is called blind baking. If you don’t bake the pie shell first, it can’t fully bake once it is filled, and the result is an underbaked, gummy, doughy crust. Line the unbaked shell with parchment paper or a large coffee filter, and then place a generous amount of pie weights, unbaked dried beans, uncooked rice, or even well-washed rocks on it to fill the shell fully. Press down slightly on the weights to make sure the shell is entirely filled, and place the whole thing in the oven. The pie weights will keep the shell from bubbling and puffing up. Check the shell for doneness by lifting the parchment and peeking at the color of the baked shell. It should be light golden and look matte; if it’s shiny, it needs to bake longer. Be careful when peeking that the weights don’t slip under the parchment and bake into the pie dough, especially if you are using rice. When the pie shell is done baking, remove it from the oven and let cool until you can remove the parchment and weights.

Buttering and Flouring Pans

Most cake recipes ask you to butter and flour the cake pans before using. This simple technique ensures that your cake will pop out of the pan easily rather than get stuck to the sides or bottom. Some recipes even suggest lining the bottom of the pan with a parchment circle and THEN buttering and flouring the pan’s sides to absolutely, positively ensure the cake doesn’t stick. The easiest way to do this is to put a little softened butter or a vegetable oil like canola on a paper towel and spread a very thin layer all over the inside of the pan. Once the entire inside is covered, toss a small handful of flour directly into the pan, then tap along the pan’s sides and bottom so the flour coats it completely. Tap out any extra flour.

Some cakes require an unbuttered pan; in these recipes, the cake needs to stick to the pan while baking and cooling. Recipes for these cakes will specify NOT to butter and flour, so please pay attention.

Cooking Sugar

Cooking sugar to make caramel or buttercream can be intimidating. Don’t do it long enough, and you won’t get the right texture; do it too long, and the sugar will burn; don’t do it quite right, and the whole pot may crystallize. Eek!

Let’s start at the beginning. When cooking sugar, be sure that the sugar is completely moistened with water before putting it on the stove. (You can make caramel with only sugar, no water, but that is a tad trickier. If you know how to do that, then you probably don’t need these words of wisdom.)

Make sure the sides of the pot are clean and there are no undissolved sugar crystals clinging to them. Lingering sugar crystals have a chance of messing with the sugar while it’s cooking and starting a chain reaction within the syrup to crystallize the whole pot. It’s easy to prevent: Simply brush the sides of the pot with a pastry brush dipped in water. Once the syrup is on the stove, cook it over high heat to bring it to a boil. I have found that if I cook sugar syrup on medium or low, there is a greater chance of it crystallizing, so I always cook it on the highest heat possible. As the syrup is coming to a boil, it’s best not to jostle the pot, and definitely don’t stir it until after it’s been boiling for a while and starts to change color and turn golden. Either action too early could trigger crystallization of the sugar.

Once the sugar is boiling, you can check the temperature in one of two ways. The safest and easiest way is to use a candy thermometer—but this requires owning a candy thermometer. Simply clip the thermometer to the side of the pot or hold the thermometer in the syrup; watch the temperature gauge until it reaches the required temperature, and you’re done. If you don’t have a thermometer, you can test the syrup by dropping a tiny spoonful of it into a small cup of ice water, then using your fingers to feel how the syrup responds in the water. Many times recipes ask for you to cook syrup to soft ball stage (234° to 240°F)—this means that the syrup you gather in your fingers in the water will be pinchable into a soft ball that holds its shape and then slowly flattens when you take it out of the ice water. If the recipe asks for hard ball stage (250° to 265°F), then the syrup you gather in your fingers should form a ball that won’t flatten when you remove it from the water and stays hard when you squeeze it. Once the syrup reaches the right temperature, work with it quickly, as the temperature will continue to rise even when it’s off the stove.

But if you are making caramel, you don’t need a thermometer or ice water, because you can use your eyes to see when the sugar reaches the right point. As the syrup is boiling, it will slowly get thicker and more viscous as the water evaporates out of it. Eventually, usually after 6 to 8 minutes or so, the sugar will start to color and become pale golden brown, like butterscotch candy. If the heat on your stove isn’t even, most likely the syrup on one side of the pot will color first. At this point it’s safe to move the pot and swirl it around so the sugar caramelizes evenly. Don’t walk away from it once the sugar starts to color as it doesn’t take long for it to caramelize completely.
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Remember that you need to watch the sugar mixture very carefully as it cooks and not leave its side once it has started to turn the lightest shade of brown. As soon as the sugar starts to take on color, gently swirl the pot until the sugar mixture is evenly golden brown, and then quickly move on to the next step. There is a fine line between beautifully cooked sugar and an inedible burnt mess—but as long as you don’t turn your back on the sugar, you should be able to avoid the latter.

Now here’s the trick: Many cooks think that once it’s brown, caramel is good to go. But usually it needs to cook a tiny bit longer to really get that nice caramel taste that is much more interesting than just sweet sugar. How to test? Tilt the pot to look at the thin layer of caramel that clings to the bottom of the pot. The color of this layer is the true color of the caramel, and this is the layer that you want to be checking. Caramel in a small pot will look much darker than it really is simply because it’s a deep layer. By tilting the pot and peeking at a shallow layer of caramel on the bottom, you see the actual color. Once that becomes lovely amber brown like the color of Samuel Adams lager, use the caramel immediately, as it will continue to darken even after you take it off the stove. Don’t be afraid if it smokes just a bit; it is normal for some wisps of smoke to escape from the caramel right before you remove it from the stove. Whisk in any cream or butter, and it will immediately halt the caramelization.

To clean the pot after making caramel, when the residual sugar looks like an impenetrable mess, fill the pan with water and boil it until the caramel dissolves. Or if you don’t need the pot again right away, simply soak it with water until the caramel eventually breaks down. It really will!


Creaming Butter and Sugar

Sugar crystals are magic. Think of them as thousands of little workers with shovels, burrowing into butter and creating zillions of tiny air pockets. When you cream butter and sugar together, the butter should be around 68°F, which is comfortable and slightly cool room temperature; you should be able to bend the stick of butter, but it shouldn’t be so soft that you can poke your finger through it. If the butter is at the right temperature, then the sugar beats into the butter and makes lots and lots of air pockets, which then make the final product light and fluffy. If the butter is too cold, the sugar just isn’t strong enough to dig those pockets; too warm, and the sugar just sloshes straight through the butter and doesn’t create any pockets, either. Creaming is most important in cake and cookie recipes, which contain a hefty amount of both butter and sugar. It’s best to beat the butter and sugar for longer than you would think: at least 6 to 8 minutes on medium speed with a stand mixer. Watch it, and you’ll see the transformation from yellowy sandy mixture to white and fluffy—and then you’ll know you have a properly creamed mixture.

Crumb Coating a Cake

Once you’ve assembled a cake and you’re ready to finish it off and make it fabulous with a luscious drape of frosting, it’s important to give it a crumb coat first. This coat seals in any and all loose crumbs so that the final coat is spotless and crumb-free. Once the cake is assembled, take a little bit of the frosting or buttercream and spread it over the top. Spread as thin a layer as you can. Then take a bit more frosting and spread it along the sides of the cake, again keeping the layer very thin. Don’t worry about how it looks—this crumb coat will eventually be entirely covered up with more frosting. The important thing is to make sure the whole cake gets covered with a thin layer of frosting. If time permits, place the cake in the refrigerator or freezer for 30 minutes or so to set the crumb coat. Then putting on the final coat of frosting will be a breeze.

Cutting a Parchment Circle

Often when making a cake, the easiest way to ensure you can remove it from the pan after baking is to line the bottom of the pan with a parchment paper circle. You can always trace a circle on the parchment and cut it out, but there’s a nifty trick I’ve picked up that I use to make this a little simpler. Take a piece of parchment paper and fold it in half. Then fold that in half at a 90-degree angle. Fold in half again, then in half again, each time bringing the folded edges together, into a smaller and smaller square. Turn the cake pan upside down and place the folded point in the center of the pan. Use a pair of scissors to trim the edge of the parchment so that it follows the curve of the outside of the cake pan. When you unfold the parchment, you will have a circle that fits exactly in the pan.


Docking Dough

When baking pie and tart shells, you are often instructed to dock (poke holes into) the dough before baking. You can get a fancy docker that looks like a lint roller with spikes, or you can just use a fork. Docking the shell allows air to escape when you bake it. Tart and pie dough have a fair amount of liquid in them from the butter, eggs, and any other liquid you’ve mixed in. When the dough goes into the oven, the liquids turn to steam with the heat. This steam can cause big bubbles to form in the shell unless you give it a way to escape. Hence you dock pastry shells. If you are filling the tart with a liquid filling after you blind bake it, take care not to dock too aggressively. A few holes here and there will be enough to release the steam but not so much that the liquid filling leaks out.

Filling a Pastry Bag

Before you fill a pastry bag, first cut off the tip of the bag: Place a pastry tip in the bag and wedge it into the bottom so you can see where exactly to snip—you want to cut the hole large enough for the tip to stick out, but not so large that it falls out of the bag. Mark that spot. Then remove the tip and use scissors or a small knife to cut off the tip of the bag as marked. Place the pastry tip inside the bag and push it out of the cut bag until it’s tightly wedged in the bottom of the bag. Give the bag a twist just above the tip and push the twisted part of the bag into the tip—this keeps the filling inside the bag when you start filling it. Cuff the bag at its halfway point around your hand (don’t cheat and cup just the top of the bag or you’ll have a mess on your hands later on—literally!). Open the bag with your other hand to create a nice big opening for the filling. Using a spatula or a bowl scraper, carefully fill the bag no more than halfway. Don’t overfill it, or the filling will inevitably push out the top of the bag and you will spend your time cleaning up after yourself and making a mess on your cake or tart. Once the bag is half full, uncuff it and push the filling to the bottom of the bag. Twist the bag at the top of the filling a few times to keep the filling inside.

Flicking Flour

When rolling out tart shells or shaping bread, you want a well-floured work surface. Sure, you can just sprinkle flour over your work surface and you’ll have achieved your purpose. But learning to flick flour across the counter is one of the more fun, easy skills to pick up when you are getting into bread and pies. Grab a small handful of flour and place your hand sideways, 3 or 4 inches above and parallel to the counter. Bend your wrist back and then quickly, as if you are skipping rocks, throw the flour across the work surface in a horizontal motion. The flour will shower the counter in an even, thin layer, allowing you to roll and shape to your heart’s content. It doesn’t matter what type of flour you flick, either—use any flour that is in the recipe (so you will need a little extra from what is listed).

Folding Ingredients

Folding—as opposed to stirring or whisking or mixing—is a controlled and gentle method of combining ingredients. Sometimes you want to keep ingredients light and airy (such as when adding ingredients to whipped egg whites or whipped cream), and sometimes you want to make sure not to overmix the ingredients, which would lead to toughness (such as when adding liquids to dry ingredients for cakes and muffins). Folding is perfect for these situations because it allows you to combine ingredients with the least amount of actual mixing and maintain as much air and lightness as you can. To fold properly, don’t just sweep around the edge of the bowl—that creates a whirlpool of ingredients that don’t really combine; they just get moved around in the vortex. Instead, use a rubber spatula to cut down through the center of the bowl, then sweep around the edge of the bowl. Give the bowl a quarter-turn and keep repeating until you’ve rotated the bowl all the way around. Be sure to cut smack dab through the ingredients in the center of the bowl and go all the way down to the bottom and sweep up the sides, scraping up all the loose stuff along the way. Every few turns, scrape the sides of the bowl all the way around to catch any loose flour that accumulates there.
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Fraisage

When making pie dough, to achieve perfect flaky pastry you need long, flat sheets of butter sandwiched between flour. When the dough goes into a hot oven, the liquid in the butter turns to steam and this steam instantly puffs up and leaves little flaky pockets within the dough. In order to get these long, flat layers of butter, I use the French technique called fraisage, in which I smear the dough with chunks of butter in it along the work surface with the heel of my hand, spreading and smooshing the butter into the long sheets I want. The trick is to first not mix the dough completely when I add the liquid to the dry ingredients. I want the dough to be shaggy and unkempt-looking when I dump it out of the mixing bowl. Doing fraisage brings the shaggy mess together into a tidy dough that will have long striations of butter instead of little pieces. These long pieces will melt and turn to steam in the oven, separating the dough into a multitude of flaky layers and creating an incredibly tender pastry.
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Making a Cornet

A cornet is a small parchment paper cone that you fill with melted chocolate, caramel, or piping icing that you use to write on cakes and cookies. To make a cornet, fold a piece of parchment paper on the diagonal and cut through the fold with a small paring knife so you have two triangles. Position one of the triangles so the longest edge is facing away from you on an angle from lower left to upper right, the shortest edge is on the right, and the middle-length edge is facing down (toward you). Now eyeball the mid-length edge to find the halfway point. Place your left hand at this point and hold it down with your forefinger and thumb. Bend down the top corner, then twist it under so that the point is approximately at the midpoint of the shortest edge and poking out about an inch. You will see the beginning of a cone forming. Slowly roll the parchment down with your right hand while anchoring the opposite tip with your left hand. After you’ve rolled the whole triangle into a cone, tuck the extended point of the open top inward to hold everything in place. Fill the cornet about halfway (don’t overfill or you will end up with a mess) and roll the top of the cornet closed like a tube of toothpaste, making sure to roll the cornet with the seam on the bottom. Snip the point with scissors or cut it off with a small paring knife to make a tiny opening for the filling to come out.


Making Vanilla Sugar

When you split a fresh vanilla bean and scrape out the seeds, you are left with a vanilla pod that is most definitely not trash. Instead, use the pod to make vanilla sugar: Fill an empty container with a few cups of sugar and bury the pod in the sugar. Close the container; check back in a few days. The vanilla pod will perfume the sugar with its unmistakable scent, and you’ll be left with vanilla sugar that you can use in baking and to sweeten drinks. The pod keeps indefinitely in the sugar, so keep adding pods and refilling the container with sugar regularly, and you’ll always have vanilla sugar at the ready.

Melting Chocolate

This might seem like too basic a technique to describe, but I’ve seen too many bowls of scorched chocolate and marred cakes and brownies to omit it. The two ways to melt chocolate are either in the microwave or in a double boiler (bain-marie). When you microwave chocolate, it keeps its shape, as it is melting from the inside out; too often people think they need to continue microwaving it to fully melt it. Not true! Use the medium power function, and stir every 20 to 30 seconds to prevent the chocolate from burning. Stirring the chocolate will mingle the melted chocolate on the inside with the unmelted parts on the outside. Once most of the chocolate is melted, you can remove it from the microwave and continue to stir. The residual heat will finish the melting.

To melt chocolate in a double boiler, place it in a metal or heatproof glass bowl (plastic doesn’t conduct heat well, so it is not great for melting chocolate). Place the bowl on top of a pot of simmering water (make sure the bottom of the bowl doesn’t touch the water, or it will scorch the chocolate) and stir the chocolate occasionally until it melts. The mistake I see here most often is having the water at a full rolling boil; the chocolate at the edge of the bowl burns. Once a little of the chocolate burns, it infuses its acrid scent into the whole bowl, so you don’t want to let it get this far. Instead, keep the water at a gentle simmer, stirring the chocolate from time to time until it fully melts.

Piping with a Pastry Bag

So often I see people piping frosting on a cake and using both hands to hang on to the pastry bag as if their life depends on it. If there’s one lesson I would love everyone to learn, it is how to properly pipe with a pastry bag. Assuming you are right handed, use your right hand to hold the filled bag at the top of the filling and pump the filling out of the bag with this hand. Your left hand and fingers hold and guide the tip so you can decorate the cake or fill the cream puffs. If you clench the filling with both hands and press it out that way, the heat of your hands warms up and melts the filling, and you won’t have as much control over the decorating. So practice piping with just your dominant hand and use the other hand simply as a guide. As you are piping, pause from time to time to push the filling down toward the tip, and then continue piping.

Rolling Out Pastry Dough

Back and forth, back and forth—this is how many people roll out pie and tart doughs. However, if you go back and forth over the same piece of dough, you are essentially just moving it back and forth and not really rolling it out very effectively. Yes, eventually you’ll get the dough rolled out, but doing it this way is a lot harder than it needs to be. This is why you should always roll starting from the center of the dough. Place the rolling pin in the center and roll out, away from you. Lift up the pin and come back to center, and roll toward you. Center the pin again and roll to the left. Bring it back to center and roll to the right. Turn the dough every now and then to get a nice circle, but always use the center as your starting point.
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Rotating Cake Pans, Baking Sheets, and Muffin Tins

Want to do a test to see how evenly (or not) your oven bakes? Empty a bag of shredded coconut onto a baking sheet and put it in a preheated 350°F oven for about 10 minutes. When the coconut starts to toast and brown (and makes your kitchen smell like you’re in Hawaii), take a peek at the baking sheet. You’ll see dark-brown toasted parts, pale-tan lightly toasted areas, snowy-white untoasted bits, and maybe even some burnt, blackened coconut if your oven runs hot. Oven heat is notoriously uneven, even in the best ovens, which is why you should always rotate your pans about midway through the baking time. The exact time is not critical: Pick a point around the middle of the estimated baking time and carefully turn whatever is in the oven 180 degrees. If you are baking two pans, with one on the middle rack and one on the bottom, you should also swap their positions at this point, i. e., move the pan from the middle rack to the bottom rack and vice versa. This will give you a more evenly baked final product.

Scalding Milk and Cream

To scald is to heat a liquid to just under the boiling point, when small bubbles form around the edge of the pan and you can tell that the whole pot is just about to bubble. Scalding heats the liquid as hot as possible so it combines more smoothly with other ingredients, but without boiling, which would cause you to lose some liquid to evaporation and would throw off the proportions of ingredients.

Scoring and Slashing Bread

For the same reason you put on earrings or cufflinks, wear accessories, or button your coat, you slash and score bread dough before baking it: to make it look good—it’s mainly an aesthetic technique. But if you don’t slash, the bread will burst on its own every which way. Some bread bakers like that look, and you’ll find that many rustic loaves don’t have slashing and look more homestyle. Personally, I prefer a scored loaf, and I also really enjoy slashing a baguette before sliding it into the oven.

To slash bread, use a sharp paring knife or a razor blade. Dip it in water to keep it from dragging. Use the tip and length of the knife or blade and use quick, sure movements focusing most of the pressure on the tip of the blade. There’s no wrong way to arrange your slashes, but here are a few suggestions: For baguettes and long loaves, the slashes should be evenly spaced ⅓ to ¾ inch apart, and parallel and offset so that you are slashing down the length of the baguette. For round loaves, either make four slashes in a square, so you’ll end up with a little hat in the middle of the bread, or make one slash down the middle of the bread and a few slashes diagonally on either side, meeting the middle.


Splitting a Cake

To split a cake into layers, place it on a flat surface. If you have a cake stand or a lazy Susan, place the cake on it to make rotating the cake easier. Carefully and evenly score the cake with a long, thin serrated knife all the way around, about an inch deep, where you want to split it. Once the entire cake is scored, place the knife back into the groove you’ve made and slowly start cutting into the cake while rotating it. If you follow the groove and continue to rotate the whole time, the knife will cut through the cake evenly all the way through.

Splitting and Scraping Vanilla Beans

A fresh vanilla bean pod is plump and ready to be split to share its fragrant seeds in your baking. Lay the vanilla bean on a flat surface and flatten it with your fingers. Using a sharp paring knife, split the bean in half by poking it at one end, lay the knife parallel to the table, and fillet the bean open. Use the back of the knife to scrape the seeds out of the bean, collecting the seeds on the knife blade. If you are making custard or infusing a liquid with vanilla, throw the seeds and pod into the liquid. If you are adding vanilla to a batter, take a small bit of the batter, smoosh the vanilla seeds into it until they are mixed in, and fold this concentrated vanilla batter into the rest of the batter. Save the pod and use it to make vanilla sugar.
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Spreading with an Offset Spatula

An offset spatula is my most valued and trusted implement in the pastry kitchen. I am at home when I am at a mixer with flour, sugar, butter, and eggs laid out in front of me and an offset spatula in my hand. The proper way to use an offset is to angle the long blade at a 30 to 45 degree angle to whatever it is you are spreading, whether it is brownie batter or frosting on a cake. Hold the handle firmly in your hand as if you are wagging your fingers at someone with the handle; your forefinger goes on the metal part of the offset (bend) and the rest of your hand grips the handle. Place the blade on its edge on the surface of the batter or frosting and slide it across firmly, going back and forth as needed to smooth the surface. Don’t shift the blade upwards or hold it perpendicular to the surface, because you have less control over spreading that way; similarly, don’t hold it flat and parallel to the surface, either. The magic spot is about halfway in between (an angle of 30 to 40 degrees) so the blade is slanted against the surface at all times.

Tempering Chocolate

Any chocolate you purchase is already tempered, which means the crystalline structure in the chocolate is all lined up, resulting in chocolate that snaps when you bite or break it, and it’s shiny and glossy. Sometimes chocolate becomes untempered; if you ever see chocolates that are covered in what looks like white chalk, that means that the chocolate has come out of temper and has bloomed. Bloomed chocolate is still fine to eat; it just doesn’t look great—it is not shiny—and it doesn’t have good texture.

Why would you ever need to temper chocolate, since you buy it already tempered? If you want to dip candies or truffles in chocolate to give them a lovely thin chocolate coating, you need to melt the chocolate first. And guess what makes chocolate come out of temper? Melting it. Tempering chocolate is a way of melting the chocolate, then manipulating it, so that it is brought back to a tempered state even while melted, so you can use it for dipping and making chocolate decorations.

Tempering chocolate is a challenging skill that takes many years to learn. I’ve learned a quick shortcut method that is a lot easier than classic tempering and just as effective. It works best for small batches like I offer in this book. This method is called seeding. You melt most of the chocolate so it comes out of temper and then remove it from the heat. Finely chop some unmelted tempered chocolate (remember that all chocolate that you buy is already tempered) and add it to the melted chocolate. After stirring for a while (sometimes this takes up to 20 minutes) the tempered chocolate mixes and melts into the untempered chocolate and acts as a “seed” to bring all the chocolate into temper. It’s truly magical. To test whether the chocolate has become tempered again, place a bit of chocolate right underneath your bottom lip. When it feels just barely cool, it is the right temperature (86° to 90°F for dark chocolate and 84° to 87°F for milk and white chocolates) and the chocolate is tempered. The chocolate does not stay in temper for long—usually you have 6 to 8 minutes to dip candies in it or spread it on toffee or nougat. Since it is in temper when you are dipping or spreading, it will firm up in a tempered state, meaning it will be snappy and glossy and shiny and not dull or streaky or soft. You can warm it up ever so slightly as you are using it, but never allow it to get so warm that it feels warm to the touch. At that point it will be out of temper again.


Tempering Ingredients

You know how some people like to dive headfirst into a pool and others like to inch their way into the water one toe at a time? If pastry were a swimmer, it would be in the latter group. Pastry is all about patience, and when combining two ingredients of different temperatures or textures, it’s important to introduce one into the other gently via a method called tempering. This is when you whisk a little bit of hot liquid into a cold ingredient, then whisk in a little more and
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