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      My inspiration for this book started with a warm batch of scones bursting with fresh Oregon blackberries that I’d collected on a hillside near my home in Portland, Oregon. They provided the signature scone recipe for the fictional character Fiona McPhee, eighty-something aunt of my murder mystery series’ amateur sleuth, Dr. Madeline McPhee. The book really took flight when the title “50 Shades of Scones” occurred to me out of the blue. At first, I just thought it was just a funny aside but then all my years of baking scones with various ingredients inspired me to turn it into an actual book. I started to share the idea with friends and they offered to help test recipes, especially the one with bacon which, unlike most people, I don’t like. However, Angus (the Maine Coon cat character in the mysteries) is quite fond of bacon so I needed to have a scone recipe in his honor. My wonderful friend Carolyn offered to help test that recipe. She and other friends also helped develop recipes for people with dietary restrictions like gluten-free and vegan. Together, we pulled off 50 “shades” of scones, jettisoning a few recipes along the way that didn’t take wing.

      As a distant descendent of the British Isles, I have long had a passion for tea and scones. Several decades ago, while my sister Lynn and I journeyed through England, we made sure to stop for a tea break every afternoon. I noticed that scone texture shifted with latitude, with soft, more cake-like scones served in southern England and more biscuit-like scones up north. The recipes in this book are more like the soft scones we had in southern England.

      My love of scones increased twenty years ago when my friend Judy (contributor of several recipes in this book) and I started meeting weekly at a local tea shop in Pennsylvania run by two British sisters. They only offered a few scone flavors, but I grew to love the tradition of pairing scones with delicate tea sandwiches and sweets. I also loved the large pots of tea, brewed strong just like I like. Judy and I took a class on tea equipage from the sisters, learning all about proper tea preparation. And, after much cajoling, we even got our tomboy friend Sarah to join us once for tea, though her bonnet was a flower-draped bike helmet. In her defense, she did invite us to join her on a bike journey across the country — 3,000+ miles of it. Judy and I both declined and had another sip of tea and bite of scone.

      This book diverges egregiously from traditional British scone recipes. For one thing, Brits apparently look down on adding extra ingredients into sweet scones, preferring to focus on toppings like clotted cream (so go my arteries), jams, and my favorite, lemon curd. But my character Aunt Fiona can’t help herself and adds all sorts of goodies to her scones and so do I.

      I’m sure there are many other ideas for scone recipes beyond these 50. I’d love to hear from you if you come up a fun and tasty one!
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        	You can make almost any recipe combo (spices, nuts, fruit) with either the basic egg, yogurt, gluten-free, or vegan scone recipes. Just keep the ratio of liquid ingredients to volume of flour consistent with the original recipe.

        	There are several things that affect baking time. Baking times for the recipes in this book are for scones connected as wedges on a buttered or parchment-lined glass baking pan. If you use any of the methods below, baking times will be shorter:

        	Use a metal baking pan.

        	Bake on a preheated iron skillet.

        	Scones as separated wedges or biscuit-shapes instead of connected/adjacent to each other.

        	There are several ways to incorporate butter into the dough and my friends and I each have our own favorite method. I prefer getting my hands in the dough to work the butter in, but Carolyn uses a pastry cutter and Judy uses a food processor. Use whatever method works best for you. Just keep these things in mind:

        	If you use a food processor, make sure you don’t over process. You want the butter and flour mixture to resemble a coarse sand.

        	If you use a pastry cutter, make sure you don’t leave large chunks of butter, which will give your scones more of a flaky biscuit texture.

        	Note – if using salted butter instead of unsalted, reduce salt by 1/4 tsp. 

        	Try not to over handle the dough, which will make the scones tough. Once you’ve added all the ingredients, it should hold together but not be too dry. If it’s too sticky, gently work in a bit more flour.

        	Scones are often topped with an egg wash. That isn’t included in most of these recipes but if you wish to include that, whisk an egg in a small bowl and brush over the scones prior to baking. For plant-based alternatives, you can brush the surface with melted vegan margarine, a simple syrup, or honey.

        	You can use either “natural” or Dutch-processed cocoa in these recipes because they’re made with baking powder. If you substitute baking soda for baking powder, you will need to use the more acidic “natural” cocoa to create bubbles that leaven the dough while baking.
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      The traditional British scone recipe has eggs, all-purpose flour, milk, sugar, and baking powder and they can be sweet or savory. But there are many ways to create scones. Over the years, I’ve replaced eggs with yogurt, ground flax seeds, or pumpkin. I mostly use whole wheat pastry flour these days for the extra flavor and texture, but the recipes are fine with all-purpose flour.

      Carolyn and Judy created several gluten-free recipes that use oat or GF flour, like the one sold by Bob’s Red Mill. Those recipes are in the Odd Ducks section and can be used as a base for most other recipes in this book; just use the same ratio of wet ingredients and additions like nuts and fruit to volume of flour used in the wheat flour-based recipe.

      Note - if you want to make your own oat flour from rolled oats in a food processor, you will need ~1 1/4 cups of rolled oats to produce 1 cup of unsieved flour. To produce a finer texture scone, you will need to sieve the ground oat flour and it will take ~1 1/2 cups of rolled oats to produce a cup of sieved oat flour.

      All of the recipes in this book can be adapted for vegans. Just follow these instructions:

      
        	To replace eggs: use ground flax seeds instead of eggs and the recipes turn out well. For each egg replacement, soak 1 Tbs of ground flax seeds in 3 Tbs of water for five minutes. Add remaining wet ingredients just as you would for a recipe using eggs and you’re ready to go.

        	To replace butter: there are several alternatives to using butter in the recipes, the easiest of which is using a vegan butter. Here are two other options:

        	Vegetable oil. Replace butter with an equivalent volume of oil but mix the oil into wet ingredients instead of dry before combining the two. 	Avocado oil is the best replacement for butter. Olive oil also works well, but the flavor may be too strong for some recipes and the resulting scone will have a more rustic texture than those made with butter. Other vegetable oils may be used.

        	Coconut oil. Refrigerate it until it’s the same hardness as butter. Then mix into dry ingredients as you would butter.

        	Bacon, cheese, and yogurt are easily replaced by commercially available plant-based alternatives like those made from nuts, oats, or legumes. I often use cashew yogurt and soy milk when baking scones because I’m lactose intolerant.

        	Honey can be replaced by sugar. Just add the same volume but to the dry ingredients. Also, add an equivalent volume of liquid (water or milk) to wet ingredients to account for the loss of honey’s moisture. Alternatively, you can replace honey with maple syrup, though that flavor might not work in all recipes.
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      Ultimately, scones are like a canvas and creating these many versions has been great fun. I got a lot of help from friends, especially for making sure that my directions translated to other people’s kitchens. Baking is a sensitive process, vulnerable to conditions like oven and kitchen temperature, humidity, and altitude for those who live in places like the mile-high city of Denver. So, you may need to tweak recipes to get them just right. Most of all, feel free to mix things up a bit yourself, using whatever combination of ingredients appeals to you.
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