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Introduction:

Mise en Place

Mise en place is French for “things in place.” When we cook, we always have more fun and make better stuff when we set up. We make sure we have all of our ingredients, we make sure we have all of our tools, and we make sure that the kitchen is clean. When I bake, I have a routine: I always start by cleaning the kitchen. Then I read the recipe and get out anything that needs to be brought to room temperature, like butter or eggs (see Kitchen Basics). I also assemble all the equipment I need, and all the flour, sugar, chocolate, and any other ingredients I need for the recipe I’m doing. And now I’m ready to bake. Just like there is mise en place for baking, there’s also mise en place for this book. I’m not only gonna show you how to bake, I’m gonna show you how to get ready to bake!





Kitchen Safety

ALL RECIPES SHOULD BE DONE UNDER ADULT SUPERVISION

Being safe is the first step to having fun in the kitchen and making delicious things.

KEEP THE KITCHEN CLEAN: The kitchen is my favorite room in the house, so I keep it really, really clean! A clean kitchen is a safe kitchen.

PUT EVERYTHING BACK WHERE IT BELONGS: I make sure all of my tools are properly put away, so I always know where they are when I need them.

KNOW WHAT IS DANGEROUS: There’s lots of sharp and dangerous things in the kitchen, so I make sure that I’m very organized and I know where all of those sharp things are, and I know what’s dangerous. Go through your kitchen with an adult and make sure they show what you are allowed to touch and what you’re not.

ALWAYS WASH KNIVES BY HAND: Never put knives in the dishwasher. This makes the blades dull, and when a knife is dull it is easier to cut yourself. Also, someone might reach into the dishwasher and cut themselves because they didn’t know there was a knife in there.

KEEP CHEMICALS AND FOOD SEPARATE: Make sure all the cleaning supplies are stored in a different location, away from the food. I keep all the soap and stuff under the sink and I never store food in there.

BE CAREFUL OF HOT THINGS! I assume the stove and the oven are always hot, so I always put my hand near it to see if I can feel any warmth. If it feels warm from a few inches away, it is probably really hot. Never touch the stove or the oven until you have tested it first.

IF THINGS GET GREASY, CLEAN UP: Lots of things in the kitchen can be greasy or oily. It’s very important to wipe up anything messy as soon as you spill it. If I drop a slippery egg on the floor, I clean it up right away because I don’t want anyone to step in it and then walk around getting egg everywhere. I also don’t want anyone to slip and fall. After I clean up a mess, I wash my hands with soap and water—that’s part of keeping a clean kitchen.

DON’T TRY TO DO TOO MUCH BY YOURSELF: Sometimes things are too heavy for me to lift by myself, so I always get one of my friends to help me. I don’t want to drop and spill anything and I don’t want to hurt myself lifting something too heavy for me. (Even though I am one of the strongest people I know, sometimes things are just too heavy or out of reach.)

FIRES HAPPEN: Always know where the fire extinguisher is. If there’s a fire, yell and make sure an adult is coming, and never, never, never put water on a fire on the stove or in the oven. Flour or baking soda will stop a grease fire much faster, so I always know where those things are in my kitchen. Usually when I’m baking, I have cookbooks out and notebooks, too. I always keep anything made of paper away from the stove.

KEEP THE OVEN CLEAN: When I’m baking messy stuff like pies, I keep an extra sheet pan (also known as a rimmed baking sheet) on the bottom of the oven to catch anything that drips. If things drip all over the oven, it could eventually catch fire. So, if the oven ever gets messy, make sure to clean it up as soon as possible.

KITCHEN TOOLS AREN’T TOYS: There are lots of really interesting things in kitchens and they look like they would be fun to play with, but kitchen tools aren’t toys, so be careful with everything.

WATER AND ELECTRICITY DON’T MIX: I like listening to music when I bake, but I always keep my electronics away from anything wet. I don’t want my stuff to get ruined and I really don’t want an electric shock!

SOAP AND WATER KILL GERMS: I have never made anyone sick from anything I have cooked because I always keep my kitchen super clean. I scrub the kitchen before and after I use it, so no germs find their way into my cookies. Treat the kitchen with respect and you’ll have fun without accidents every single time.





Kitchen Basics

The kitchen is where magic happens. The first thing to do is go into the kitchen with an adult and learn what everything is.

There’s so many different kinds of tools and gadgets that do different things. I have a laser gun in my kitchen! And blow torches! I have weird spices from all over the world that bring smells and flavors from different countries right into my house. Get to know what all those things are and how they work. Learn how to turn the oven on and off. Try out the timer. Learn how the sink and the dishwasher work. If there’s paper and mail and keys and shoes and junk in the kitchen, get it out of there. Look inside the fridge and freezer and see what’s in there. If you don’t know what something is called, look it up. You’ll always learn something interesting. Kitchens are for exploring and creating and learning. Kitchens are where you make delicious things for the people you love to enjoy. That’s a special thing, so treat the kitchen like the special place it is.

Here are some things that are good to know:

CRACKING EGGS: Always crack eggs on a flat surface, not the side of a bowl. This way the egg won’t shatter and get shells into your dough or batter. When cracking eggs for a recipe, always crack them individually into a small bowl and then add them to the recipe. This way you can see if there’s any shell that shouldn’t be there.
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SEPARATING EGGS: Get two bowls and a trash can. Crack the egg in the middle and break it into two halves. Holding the egg halves over a bowl, let the white drip out. Transfer the yolk back and forth between the halves, letting the white continue to drip out till it’s all removed. Don’t let any yolk get into the whites or you won’t be able to whip the whites into meringue.
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PREHEATING THE OVEN: You want the oven to be ready when you are, so turn the oven on before you start mixing so that whatever you intend to bake doesn’t sit around. Most of the time, when it is time to bake, it is time to bake! If something has whipped air or baking powder in it and it sits around waiting for the oven to heat up, the batter or whatever you have will deflate.

COOLING STUFF: When things come out of the oven, most of the time you don’t want to just stick them in the fridge and cool them down super fast. Get a cooling rack and let things cool on all sides at room temperature, nice and gentle. Cooling racks allow air to circulate all around your baked goods and keep the bottom from getting soggy.

BRINGING INGREDIENTS TO ROOM TEMPERATURE: Lots of times when you are baking, the temperature of the ingredients is really important. If you know you are going to bake tomorrow, read the recipe the day before and make sure that, if you need room temperature eggs or butter, you pull those ingredients out the night before, so they are ready for you. Don’t worry, nothing will go bad.
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TESTING IF SOMETHING IS DONE: If you want to know whether your brownies or cake is done, gently insert a bamboo skewer into it while it is in the oven. If you pull the skewer out and there’s goo on it, it’s not ready. If it comes out with only a few crumbs stuck to it, it’s probably ready.

USING A STAND MIXER: Make sure the bowl is always clean and dry, and that you are using the right attachment for the job. Never mix too fast. Stand mixers are very powerful, so never stick anything in the bowl while the machine is on. You can get really hurt that way. Different recipes will call for different levels of whipped-ness. If something calls for stiff peaks, that means you want to whip your stuff until it doesn’t jiggle when you shake it and has sharply defined folds in it. If something calls for soft peaks, it means to whip it only until it whips up and has volume but is still jiggly and soft with folds that slowly relax into themselves.

CUTTING STUFF: Always make sure there is a flat side to the items you want to chop, and that the flat side is down on the cutting board so whatever you are trying to cut doesn’t roll around. Keep your fingers away from the knife edge. Curl your fingers around and keep the blade on your knuckles so you always know where the blade is. Cut slowly and carefully. As you get better and more confident, you can cut stuff like the pros. Practice!
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MAKING A DOUBLE BOILER: This is usually for melting chocolate. You can also melt chocolate in a microwave, but I don’t trust anything that cooks with invisible death rays. Get a medium saucepot and a medium bowl. Put a few inches of water in the pot and turn on the heat until the water boils. Turn the heat down till the water is at a simmer and put the bowl on top of the pot. Put the chocolate in the bowl and watch it melt like magic.
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CREAMING BUTTER AND SUGAR: This means you are beating the sugar and butter together so it gets smooth and airy. If you use room temperature butter, you’ll see that the butter and sugar gets light and creamy and beautiful in a few minutes. Sometimes recipes will call for the whisk attachment in a stand mixer, but most of the time the best way to cream butter is with the paddle. Otherwise, a handheld mixer with beaters or hand mixing with a big ol’ wooden spoon will do the trick.

PREPARING A PAN FOR BAKING: There are many ways to do this, and the recipe will usually tell you which one. Methods usually involve some kind of fat, either cooking spray or soft butter. Sometimes the recipe will call for parchment paper cut to the right size, or flour dusted onto the greased pan, or even both.

FOLDING: This is a term for mixing a batter very gently. Instead of sticking a wooden spoon in and just stirring like a monkey, folding is when you use a rubber spatula and gently fold a mixture over onto itself until it is just combined. Some recipes are very, very delicate and need to be handled gently. Like macarons.

[image: image]

[image: image]

SAUTÉING: To properly sauté, put a pan on the stove and turn on the heat. Wait until the pan is hot before adding butter or oil. Put whatever you are cooking into the pan and toss it around to coat it with the fat. Now, let what you are cooking cook. Don’t keep flipping stuff around. It’s fun to flip, but it bruises the food and keeps it from caramelizing.
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TOASTING NUTS: Toast nuts dry (that is, with no fat) on a sheet pan in a preheated oven at 325°F for a few minutes. You will smell them when they are done. Nuts burn really easy, so don’t walk away and always set a timer.





Equipment

Let’s look at the different tools in the kitchen and learn what they’re for. Once you understand what everything is, baking is a lot easier and a lot more fun.
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Rolling pin

[image: image]

Scissors

[image: image]

Measuring spoons
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Muffin scoop
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Cooling rack
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Rubber Spatula
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Grater
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Bundt pan
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Piping tips
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Pizza cutter
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Spreader
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Loaf pan
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Wire whisk
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Cookie cutters
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Bamboo skewers
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Squeeze bottle
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Paint brush
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Pastry brush
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Can opener
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Metal tongs
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Candy thermometer
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Chef’s knife
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Measuring cups
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9 × 13-inch baking pan
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Microplane
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Fine mesh strainer
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Paper cupcake liner
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Mixing bowl (metal, ceramic)
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Bench scraper
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9-inch round baking pan
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Stand mixer with paddle, whisk, and dough-hook attachments
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Sauté pan
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Digital scale
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Offset spatulas
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Ladle
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Chocolate sixlets

Deli cup
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Plastic wrap

Parchment paper

Wax paper
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Spoons
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Metal spatula
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Ramekin
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Wooden spoon
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Cupcake pan





Ingredients

There are zillions of cool, interesting ingredients in baking. Here are some of the most important ones:

BAKING SODA AND BAKING POWDER: Both of these things make breads, pastries, and cookies rise, but in different ways. The recipe will say one or the other or both, but remember they are not the same.

BUTTER: Butter is the fat from milk. If you whip cream too much, it separates into butter and buttermilk. I always use unsalted butter. Otherwise, I never know how much salt is actually in the recipe. Also, there lots of fake “butters” out there, such as margarine. They don’t usually work in baking, so if you want to substitute something for real butter, do some research on how to properly do that. I find that lots of substitute butters have weird melting points, which can make your finished baked goods come out dense or mushy.

BUTTERMILK: Always use nonfat buttermilk. Buttermilk is what is left over after you make butter. It is naturally low in fat.

CHOCOLATE: I know milk chocolate is more fun to eat, but most of the time you will want to bake with dark chocolate.
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You don’t need to bake with milk chocolate because most of the time you are adding milk and sugar anyways. Most of the time chocolate chips are fine, but sometimes you want a block of chocolate. Just read the recipe carefully, and it will tell you which to get.

COATING CHOCOLATE: Coating chocolate is different than regular chocolate. It comes in all kinds of colors and is made for melting and drying easily. Use it for any decorations you want to make. Real chocolate, also called couverture, melts easily but has to go through a very exact process called tempering to make it solidify again.

COCOA POWDER: There are two basic kinds of cocoa powder—natural and Dutch-process. Natural cocoa powder is lighter in color and is more acidic while Dutch-process cocoa powder is darker and richer. If you don’t know which to use, read the recipe. If the recipe calls for baking powder, use Dutch-process cocoa powder. If the recipe calls for baking soda, use natural cocoa powder. If both soda and powder are in the ingredients, err on the side of natural cocoa when there’s more soda than powder. When there’s more powder than soda, use Dutch-process.

COOKING SPRAY: This keeps things from sticking to your pans. I use Vegelene brand.

EGGS: I bake with grade A large eggs. There are a few different sizes, but large eggs are the most common. The egg whites are how we make meringue. Always open the carton of eggs at the store and make sure none of the eggs are broken. Sometimes eggs are dirty and have “chicken stuff” on them. I like to wash it off. Lots of my recipes call for room temperature eggs. These mix into a batter more easily and help avoid overmixing. You can use cold eggs—just mix slow and be careful not to overmix.

FLOUR: There’s all kinds of flours out there. Most of the time you will be using all-purpose flour. It’s good for most things. Chewier things like breads and bagels use bread flour. Light, delicate things use cake or pastry flour. Recipes will always tell you which one to use. If you’re gluten sensitive, I like to use Cup4Cup flour. It should work for most, if not all, of these recipes.

FOOD COLORING: There are lots of different kinds. Experiment and see which ones you like. There are thick gel colors that are really strong and there’s thinner ones that are watery and weak. I like the gel colors, so I know I’m not adding any water to my recipe that is not supposed to be there. There’s also a much greater variety in the colors you can get when using gels.
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MARZIPAN: Marzipan is a finely ground almond paste with more than 50 percent sugar as its ingredients. It’s a really fun thing to sculpt with and airbrush.

MILK: Skim, 1%, 2%, whole, half-and-half, and heavy cream—it’s all milk. The different names are just how much milk fat is in that particular milk. Always use the milk that a recipe calls for. If a recipe calls for heavy cream and you use skim milk, there won’t be enough fat in the recipe and whatever it is will be dry and weird. Also, there are lots of plant-based “milks” out there. That’s cool and all, but when you use them for baking, you are basically just adding water, not milk.

MOLASSES: Molasses is what makes brown sugar brown. There are two different kinds of molasses: blackstrap and true molasses. If you can find true molasses, get it. If not, blackstrap is fine, it is just a little more bitter and robust.

NUTS: Some nuts come toasted and some come raw. Always toast your nuts, unless they are sitting on top of something in the oven, then they will toast while whatever is baking.

OIL: There’s lots of different kinds, but for baking, usually this just means canola or vegetable oil.

SALT: I use only kosher salt because table salt has iodine in it, and iodine tastes like caca. I put a pinch of salt in everything. Kosher salt has a neutral flavor; it’s just salt. Using salt is really important in desserts because if something is just sweet and has no salt, it will have no balance. Like listening to music with one ear, it just doesn’t have dimension.

SANDING SUGAR: This is the big crunchy sugar on top of cookies and muffins. It doesn’t melt in the oven. It’s sometimes called coarse sugar.

SPICES: Make sure that all your spices are reasonably fresh. Two-year-old cinnamon that has been sitting in your cupboard will never taste as good as freshly ground cinnamon.

SPRINKLES: Add sprinkles to almost anything to make it more fun: cookies, cakes, ice cream, whatever. Just make sure to add the sprinkles at the end of the mixing process so they don’t melt and make everything gray. Sprinkles are sometimes referred to as Jimmies.

SUGAR: There’s lots of different kinds of sugar. Powdered sugar (also called 10X or confectioner’s sugar) is bright white and really soft. Sanding sugar can be any color and is coarse and grainy. Most recipes call for granulated sugar, which is white and looks like really fine sand. There’s light brown sugar, which has molasses in it. Dark brown sugar has lots of molasses in it. Superfine sugar is just regular sugar but with much smaller crystals for when you need sugar to dissolve really fast.

VANILLA: Vanilla beans taste the best, but pure vanilla extract is almost as good. Imitation vanilla extract, sometimes called “vanillin,” is gnarly. If you get real vanilla beans, slice them the long way in half and, using the tip of the knife, carefully scrape out the tiny black seeds into whatever you are baking. If you want the seeds but can’t find fresh vanilla beans, you can use vanilla bean paste.

ZEST: This is the outer layer of the skin (or peel) of a citrus fruit. Make sure you’re only using the part that is colored. The white part underneath is bitter and doesn’t taste nice.
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