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introduction

Owning a successful bakery right smack in the middle of Manhattan is a bit like running a giant, crazy bake sale every single day. Only instead of a card table overflowing with platters of cupcakes, zip-top bags filled with chocolate chip cookies, and foil pie plates stacked with Rice Krispies Treats, at Fat Witch Bakery we have an entire store filled with the most luscious, irresistible brownies you can imagine: Fudgy chocolate, gooey caramel, tart dried cherry, and chewy oatmeal-walnut are just a few variations in our regular rotation. We certainly produce more than your average fund-raiser—7,500-plus brownies a day. But the central concepts of a good bake sale and our bakery are the same: to make money by offering people delicious desserts made with honest ingredients and prepared with love.

People often ask me for business advice. But the truth is, I didn’t set out to own a bakery. Never in a million years did I imagine that my humble brownies would become the object of obsession for throngs of New Yorkers and hungry tourists. In fact, I started out as a trader on Wall Street. Exhausted and weary at the end of each day, I sought solace in butter, flour, and chocolate. By concentrating on the simple acts of mixing ingredients, pouring them into a pan, and sliding them into a hot oven, I was able to unwind and forget the ups and downs of the stock market.

Though it began as a casual hobby, I quickly became obsessed with creating the perfect brownie recipe. I wanted my brownies to be beyond sensational—rich and chocolatey, with a moist, tender crumb and a glossy, ever-so-crackly top. Every time I tested a new version, I brought the results to work the next day. Traders are notorious for cutting straight to the chase; I knew they wouldn’t hesitate to give me a bull or bear response. After many attempts (and countless eggs, sticks of butter, and bags of chocolate chips!), success: My colleagues finally gave me a “double thumbs-up.” I had achieved brownie nirvana.

Somewhere along the way, I realized that my true calling wasn’t the stock market—it was baking. Even though I had no experience, I decided to open my own business. Inspired? Yes. Insane? Perhaps. When I first started out, I didn’t even know what a convection oven was, and I used a pancake griddle to seal cellophane around those first batches of Witches.

But knowing next to nothing about commercial baking had advantages. It left me open to improvisation and forced me to think outside the 9" × 9" pan. In 1998, I found space inside Chelsea Market, the former Nabisco factory building and the place where Oreo cookies were invented. In the beginning, we did all the baking, packaging, and selling out of a tiny area. Now we have a much larger production site on Park Avenue in East Harlem. We bake thousands of brownies a day and ship them all over the United States.

At the bakery, everything is done on big commercial equipment. But at home, in my minuscule Manhattan apartment kitchen, I still bake with my old handheld mixer, a timer shaped like a rooster, and my favorite mixing bowl, brought back from a trip to Tokyo. The recipes for this book come from my own index card file and were baked in my own home oven. These are the desserts that I prepare for my family and friends. Of course, there are lots of brownies, like pecan caramel, red velvet, yogurt, and—yes—bacon, but there are also cookies, bars, cupcakes, and cakes. Most of the recipes are kid friendly, but there are a few adults-only treats (Kahlúa–Chocolate Chip Cookies, anyone?). I’ve also included special chapters for gluten-free and vegan treats, like Toffee-Chocolate Chunks and Orange–Pine Nut Cookies. Everything travels well and most need no refrigeration, so they’re all pretty much bake sale ready.

In addition to the recipes in this book, I share my expertise about running a profitable baking business: the marketing tips it took me years to learn, techniques for staying organized and delegating tasks, as well as ideas for packaging and staging your baked goods for maximum selling effect. Trust me, when you regularly orchestrate the delivery of half a ton of sugar, 500 pounds of chocolate, and giant 55-pound cubes of butter, you know a little bit about stocking a kitchen with everything you need for bake sale success!

I wish you good luck with your bake sale. I know it is for a great cause. Armed with my tried-and-true recipes and expert advice, you are sure to have a smashing success.
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baking basics

Ingredients

Nothing takes the wind out of my (bake) “sails” quite like realizing I have to buy some expensive, hard-to-find ingredient to use in just one recipe. To that end, I’ve made every effort to ensure that most of the ingredients called for in this book can be purchased at your local supermarket. (I push a shopping cart down a grocery store aisle just like you do!) I confess that there are a few obscure ingredients here, but I emphasize the word few. I started out as a home baker, and two of the best things about my recipes are how uncomplicated they are to make and how basic the ingredients are. That said, any brownie, cookie, or cupcake is only as good as the sum of its parts. Here are some helpful ingredient tips.

Butter: All of these recipes call for unsalted butter. If you are in a pinch and need to use salted butter, just omit the salt from the rest of the recipe. To soften butter quickly, dice it into small pieces, spread them on a plate, and leave it on the counter for about 30 minutes.

Eggs: I use large eggs. Buy the freshest ones you can find.

Flour: I use unbleached all-purpose flour, but any good, all-purpose flour will work. To measure flour, fluff it up with the measuring cup and then “spoon and sweep,” brushing the excess off the top.

Sugar: Use any good-quality white granulated cane sugar. Light and dark brown sugar, when called for, should be gently packed into the measuring cup or spoon to ensure accurate results. If you absolutely must, you can substitute light brown sugar for dark brown, but your dessert won’t have quite the same depth of flavor. Never make substitutions for confectioners’ sugar.

Vanilla extract: Pure vanilla extract is a must. My favorite comes from Madagascar. It’s expensive, I know, but take a deep breath and splurge. It’s well worth it. Never use vanilla flavoring.

Cocoa powder: I use natural, unsweetened cocoa powder (not Dutch process). Any good-quality supermarket brand is fine.

Chocolate: Most of the recipes in this book start with either unsweetened chocolate (100% cacao) or bittersweet chocolate (60% to 85% cacao). Use whatever brand you prefer. I often use Ghirardelli, an all-American chocolate. When a recipe calls for white chocolate, make sure that it contains some cocoa butter.

Tools

Bake sale treats should entice and impress, but they should be homey and familiar, too. Don’t feel like you need to spend a fortune on mini–Bundt pans, pastry bags for piping frosting, and other specialty kitchen gadgets. At the bakery, we have lots of fancy culinary tools, but at home, I bake with the same basic equipment that you do. Here is a secret: I don’t even own a stand mixer! I have used the same handheld electric mixer for as long as I can remember, and it works like a charm.

Here is a short list of basic baking tools you’ll need to make this book’s recipes.

Measuring cups for dry ingredients

Clear measuring cup for liquid ingredients

Measuring spoons

Medium-size, flexible, heatproof spatula

Wire cooling rack

Wooden spoon

Mixing bowls

Medium whisk

Electric mixer

Sharp knife

Small and medium heavy-bottom saucepans

Two large 18" × 13" baking sheets or jelly roll pans

9" × 9" baking pan

One 9" × 5" loaf pan

One 8" × 4" loaf pan

Two 9" round cake pans

One madeleine pan

One mini muffin pan

Parchment paper

Aluminum foil

Tips for Great Results

Baking is a science, but there is a little magic in it, too. I slide a pan full of batter or a tray of dough into the oven and cross my fingers and hold my breath, hoping that what emerges is transformed into a perfectly luscious batch of brownies or tender-crisp cookies, smelling of warm butter and sugar. Here are some helpful tips to ensure showstopping results every time.

Read the recipe through from start to finish before you begin. Nothing is worse than realizing right in the middle of things that you are short an egg or that you preheated the oven to the wrong temperature.

Know your oven. None is exactly like another. Start testing your treats for doneness 5 minutes before the time stated in the recipe. That way, you’ll be sure not to overbake. The best way to test if a batch of brownies or bars is done is to stick a toothpick in the center. It should come out with a few moist crumbs attached. Cookies are done when the edges are crisp and golden and the centers are still a bit soft.

Learn to melt chocolate like a pro. If you are using a whole bar, chop it into small, equal-size pieces with a knife. Put the pieces in a heatproof bowl and microwave on medium power for 20- to 30-second increments, stirring between each one, until almost all of the chocolate is melted. Take the bowl out of the microwave oven and stir until the chocolate is completely melted and smooth. You can also melt chocolate in a heatproof bowl set over a pan of gently simmering water or in a small heavy-bottom saucepan over low heat. Just be careful and stir constantly. Chocolate, and especially white chocolate, seizes and burns quickly.

Let melted chocolate and butter cool before mixing them into the batter. If they are too hot, they could start to cook the eggs.

For easy cleanup when baking brownies and bars, line the pan with foil along the bottom and up the sides. That way, you can remove the entire contents at once. It also makes for easier cutting.

Resist the urge to dive right in. As hard as it is to wait, your treats need to cool before you indulge. Cutting brownies or bars too soon leads to messy edges and lots of broken pieces.
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CHAPTER 1

welcome to your bake sale

There is no question that a bake sale is a fun event. What’s not to love about a community gathering centered around Red Velvet–Milk Chocolate Brownies, Cinnamon Toast Bars, and Coconut–Macadamia Nut Cookies? But running a successful bake sale also requires a lot of effort, planning, organization, and mediation. Things can get a little tricky when you have to supervise people with whom you have a personal relationship, like the soccer coach, your child’s best friend’s mom, or the star singer from your church’s choir. From early brainstorming sessions to the main event, here are some helpful hints, tips, and ideas to ensure that your bake sale goes off without a hitch.

Before the Event

Decide on a date, time, and location, and make sure you have permission to hold your bake sale.

Don’t allow too many cooks in the kitchen. Bake sales also need people in charge of donations, setup, cleanup, and manning the cash box. Make sure all participants are clear about their roles.

Communicate. Hold a meeting to plan your sale. Setting up a group e-mail list is also a good way to keep everyone up-to-date and informed. Be clear about whether or not you will reach out to your personal and business contacts.

Define the “rules” of your bake sale. If it’s at an elementary school, do the baked goods have to be nut free? Should everything be homemade, or are bags of jelly beans okay?

Clearly state the purpose of your bake sale. It’s important to identify what you are raising money for. Be as specific as possible: The Little League team needs new uniforms; the local animal shelter wants to build a dog run; your temple would like to purchase new books for Hebrew school.

Give your bake sale a theme. Instead of the “Lincoln School Bake Sale,” think: “Shiver your timbers at the Lincoln School Pirate Bake Sale! All booty from the treasure chest will be contributed to the school’s art program.” Here are a few ideas: seasonal (summer, fall, winter, spring); holidays (Halloween, Thanksgiving, Hanukkah, Christmas, Valentine’s Day, Saint Patrick’s Day, Purim, Easter, July 4th); international (treats from all over the world); regional goodies (New England baked goods, southern favorites); heirloom family recipes; chocolate lovers (everything chocolate); the Olympics/sports; Mother’s or Father’s Day; Broadway (desserts on stage!). The possibilities are endless.

Utilize social media. Publicize your bake sale via Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, and YouTube. Update these sites frequently with pictures, recipes, and fun baking facts.

Make signs. Children’s art and handwriting are at the top of the charm chart. Vintage photographs of local attractions are also a good bet. In a pinch, clip art or stock photos will work just fine. Create the signs yourself, or see if a graphic designer will do it at no cost. In exchange, offer to display the designer’s business cards near the event’s cash register. Post the signs in local
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