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Introduction

Picture this: a gathering of black-bedecked New Yorkers after work, sipping drinks, talking in murmurs. We walk in, exhausted from testing recipes, laden with cake boxes. Heads turn. From behind minuscule glasses, someone asks, Whatd you bring? We duck our headswas this really the right thing to bring to a techno-urban wasteland of the terminally hip?and say, We made muffins. Bingo. Everyone smiles. They grab the boxes, tear them open, laugh, enjoy themselves.

And not once, but over and over again this scenario played out as we were testing recipes. Why do muffins inspire such unbounded delight? Is it their taste? Their homeyness? Their simplicity? Whatever it is, its irresistible, even in Manhattan.

The story of muffins is something of a mystery. Nothing nefarious, of course, just murky. Most homespun treats (think here of brownies or gingerbread) have hard-to-discover origins; any lapse in their histories is prone to sheer guess.

Some food writers consider the American muffin to be the kissing cousin of the English muffin, that fork-separated, disk-like, yeast-raised bread popularized by Samuel B. Thomas, a Boston baker of British extraction. But heres the rub, the one those descriptors should automatically have given away: fork-separated, disk-like, and yeast-raised are the very things an American muffin isnt. We can safely say that the only thing English muffins and American muffins have in common is a name, muffin.

Many claim the word muffin is derived from muff, as in a little muff, or a small hand warmer. So people walked around clutching warm bread on winter days? Not likely. As Laura Mason points out in The Oxford Companion to Food, muffin is another culinary term borrowed from France, this time the archaic word moufflet, or soft, a reference to the irresistible texture of warm bread.

Admittedly, the first muffins baked in the New World were hardly irresistible. They were plain, even excessively so, varied only by the flour used: graham, wheat, rye, flax, or oat. But even such grim-faced, eat-your-prunes alterations indicated there was already variability in the recipes. As one deviation lead to another, its easy to see how we got to the stunning array of muffins available todayespecially since muffins are so easy to make.

An enduring American passion for doing things fast also contributes to their popularity. Muffins are quick breadsthat is, breads that rise thanks to a speedy chemical reaction, rather than through the far slower organic action of yeast. Most likely, weve all done that junior high chemistry experiment of mixing baking soda (an alkali, sometimes called a base) with vinegar (an acid) to create a bubbly volcano of carbon dioxide froth. If not, theres no time like the present. Pour 1/4 cup vinegar into a tall glass and place it in the sink. Stir in 1 teaspoon baking soda and watch it go. When those bubbles get to work in a quick bread batter, they dont fritter away into nothing. Theyre stabilized (or trapped) by the flours glutens. And voilà, a fast and easy stand-in for yeast.

Despite our passion for speed, quick breads were not quick to catch on. They were an innovation of the late 1700s that took almost two centuries to bear fruit. Thats partly because baking soda was not the original leavener. That distinction goes to pearl ash (or potassium carbonate), a compound whose manufacturing process was patented by Samuel Hopkins on July 31, 1790. The making of pearl ash was a frugal venture, replete with Yankee ingenuity. It started with wood ashes, a household annoyance in colonial America. Hopkins took the ashes and soaked them in warm water in a one to ten ratio for twenty-four hours. The sediment was discarded; the resulting liquid was gray, viscous, and most likely carcinogenic. It was boiled down to produce an opaque, whitish residue, aka pearl ash, which produced that chemical froth of carbon dioxide when mixed with an acid and liquids (or acidic liquids, like soured milk, something housewives had in abundance before modern refrigeration).

Although a boon to bakers who could forgo the tedium of yeast, pearl ash never really caught on because it had the unfortunate side effect of creating soap when combined with fats like butter or lardnot exactly a taste sensation. But if not pearl ash, the thinking went, then surely something else would make bread fast, thanks to a similar chemical process.

The answer was found in nineteenth-century druggists pantries: sodium bicarbonate, now known as baking soda. This digestive aid could be used in the same way as pearl ashthat is, in the presence of an acid and a liquidbut with almost no soapy aftertaste. And it had homeopathic properties, to boot.

By the 1830s,American homemakers were heading off to their pharmacists for their baking needs. But why only use soured milk, which gives breads a certain whang. Why not use fresh milk? That would require acid in another form, a powdered form. And while were at it, why wait to put the alkali and acid together? If they need moisture to interact, why not put them together in a dry compound in advance?

American druggists were quick to sniff the winds of profitabilityand they were soon combining sodium bicarbonate with another low-grade acid found on their shelves: cream of tartar. This is the acidic residue scraped out of wine casks after production; it was used at the time for a variety of health complaints. The resulting compound of baking soda and cream of tartar could be kept dry with a little corn starch to absorb any excess moisture.

But what about cream of tartar? Isnt that associated with wine? Mustnt it be, in Victorian terms, wicked? Soever depressingly sothere arose a small industry of preachers and health reformers decrying 1) the lazy women who would want to forgo the rigors of yeast, and 2) their devilish helper in this indolence, this new-fangled leavener from wine.

In 1859, a fast-thinking Boston entrepreneur, Eben Norton Horsford, patented his answer: sodium bicarbonate and a different acid, calcium phosphate. He called his product Horsfords Cream of Tartar Substitute. The name proved unwieldyand unmarketableso he repackaged it as Rumford Baking Powder, named for the professorship Horsford held at Harvard, the Rumford Chair of the Application of Science to the Useful Arts, but also named as a kind of elixir, a powder, like the other ones created during antebellum America (headache powders and the like), powders that could get the job done quickly, almost magically.

Now home cooks were whipping up batters without a yeast worryexcept that the new baking powder worked too well. It reacted so quickly in the presence of liquids that any leavening was over by the time the batter hit the oven. So there was one final chapter in this story: in 1889, double-acting baking powder came along. A second acidic leavening agent was added to the mixture, an acid that reacted slowly in the presence of moisture, but quickly once heat was addedthus, double-acting: once with liquid, and again with heat.

And so you may think, with the quick-bread revolution under way, it was a short trip to the muffins cultural ascendancy, right?

Not so. Theres no mention of muffins in late nineteenth-century cookbooks. Theres not a single reference to muffins in any Boston Cooking School cookbook  until 1923, eight years after Fanny Farmers death. And theres not one reference to muffins on American menus archived in the New York Public Library from the 1920s and 30s.

One problem may have been muffins homespun nature. Theyre hardly the stuff of Parisian or Swiss bakers, and certainly not the highbrow confections that were increasingly the staples of East and West coast enclaves during the Jazz Age of the twentieth century.

Furthermore, muffins were originally not as sweet as we might imagine. One of the first muffin crazes came out of Battle Creek, Michigan, home of Dr. John Harvey Kelloggs Seventh Day Adventist health camp and soon-to-be cereal factory. Bran muffins, of course, were among Kelloggs many obsessions, both gastric and financial. He could sell more bran cereal by making it a necessary ingredient in recipes. Through his efforts, the muffin gained a reputation around 1920 as a kind of speedy purgative you could whip up every morning. Echoes of that heritage still trail muffins. Its amazing how many people think theyre eating something healthy, despite the splendid combination of butter, sugar, and flour.

But healthy eating has never been a longlasting trend. Soon enough, the world wars were over; the Depression, a memory. Butter was no longer rationed. Muffin tins became nonstick; ovens, more conventional. Convenience reigned supreme.

And so muffins were on their way to utter excess. Ever-more-affluent Americans developed a taste for sweeter, richer treats, more like cake than bread. Bed-and-breakfasts and country inns undoubtedly spurred this fad along. Their chefs gave their citified patrons a light but high-fat dessert, even at breakfast.

Far be it from us to turn puritanical at the end of this story, but in the last decades of the twentieth century weve witnessed what we call the cupcakeization of muffins. Yes, to be palatable, muffins needed more sugar and fat, all Kelloggs assertions about dry bran notwithstandingbut they certainly didnt need the poundage under which some now labor.

Its not that were fussy about sugar and butter. We did write The Ultimate Brownie Book, after all. Simply put, muffins arent cakes. Theyre quick breads; they should have a breadlike texture. To that end, weve honored their down-home roots by using a variety of flavors, whole wheat and oat to name two of the most common in our recipes. And weve cut down the sugar. Dont worrythe muffins are still sweet. Some, very sweetjust try the Fudge or Honey Muffins. But most are less sugary, more flavorful, and good for breakfast, lunch, or dinner.

Weve also included savory muffins, ones a tad unexpected to some. These veer farthest from the cupcake trendPotato or Quiche Lorraine Muffins, for example. Any of these would make a nice accompaniment to a roast, a baked ham, or a Thanksgiving turkey. Think of them not just as bread, but as a side dish.

All that said, there are points where were less persnickety than some bakers. Some cookbooks stipulate what muffins should look like (in some cases, the exact angle of their peaks), or how they should feel when broken open. But what makes a muffin, by definition, is its shape from the tin and the quick bread technique used to create it. Just as were not wedded to one taste, were also not wedded to one texture. Muffins should be breadlike, yesbut theres a world of latitude. So youll find a variety of textures in this book, just as you do when you walk into your local bake shop. Some are flat-topped; others are conical, even cracked. Some poof out like mushrooms; others widen out along the sides. Some specialty muffinslike Angel Food Muffinsdont rise at all.

Its a matter of which texture, or crumb, works best for whats in the batter. Our preferences? We like a moister fruit muffin, a good platform for tart berries or sliced peaches; but we like a drier cocoa muffin, one thats slightly heavier, denser, providing an intense taste of chocolate thats not watered down.

And while were on the matter of preferences, there are a few omissions in this book. Yeast muffins, for one. We didnt feel they had any place in a book which celebrates Americas favorite quick bread. Nor did we include a recipe simply because it could be baked or molded in a muffin tin, like meatloaf muffins or chicken salad muffins.

Omissions aside, there are hundreds of muffins here, from Lemon to Apple, Margarita to Daiquiri. Youll find this variety presented alphabetically: Almond, Angel Food, Apple, Applesauce, Apricot, and so on.

Each recipe is followed by a series of variations, usually made with one addition to the batter, or one substitution. Heres where we get creativeor go crazy, depending on your perspective. Pumpkin Muffins are all well and good, perfect for jam or jelly. But then theres Cranberry Pumpkin Muffins, Marshmallow Nut Pumpkin Muffins, Orange Pecan Pumpkin Muffins, Pumpkin Seed Pumpkin Muffins, and Spiced Pumpkin Muffins. Thats enough variety to last us all a good long while, and certainly enough muffins to make everyone we know smile.




Making Muffins

TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL MUFFINS


1. Check the weather.

Odd, yes, but quick breads suffer under high humidity, which causes the batter to turn sticky and glutinous. If the days particularly damp, reduce the amount of liquid in the batter just slightly. If the recipe calls for 1/2 cup of milk, fill the measuring cup to just shy of the rim, thereby reducing the amount of liquid in the batter by perhaps 1 tablespoon and giving the days humidity its due.



2. Preheat the oven.

Muffins need a hot oven to rise properly. Preheat yours for 15 minutes, time enough to collect the ingredients and whip up the batter.



3. Cool the melted butter.

Hot melted butter can shock both the flours glutens and the leavening agent, reducing the rise in the muffins. It can also lead to bits of scrambled egg in the batter. So give the melted butter about 5 minutes to cool down.



4. Let the eggs come to room temperature.

Cold eggs can shock the leavening and retard the poof of the muffins famous hat. If you leave the eggs in their shell on the counter for about 15 minutes, theyll be just right. If youre in a hurry, place them in a bowl of room temperature water for 5 minutes before cracking them.



5. If you want, beat the egg whites separately and fold them in later.

As we were testing recipes, we went back and forth on this oneshould we make it a standard rule or not? We finally decided it was too much for a book about a down-home treat. Still, for some recipes, like Chocolate Chip Muffins, weve held to this fussier technique simply to lighten a batter weighed down with, say, chocolate chips. You can do the same for any sweet muffin. (We dont recommend this technique for savory muffinsthese should be denser and chewier.) Add the yolks where it indicates to add the eggs, then beat the egg whites separately in a medium bowl with an electric mixer at high speed, until soft peaks form. Fold the beaten whites into the batter after youve added the dry ingredients. Its a sure way to make very light, tender muffins.



6. Mix the dry ingredients in a separate bowl.

The salt and leavening need to be evenly distributed throughout the flour before the mixture is added to the wet ingredients. This ensures the proper rise and texture once the muffins are baked.



7. Dont sift the flour.

Youre making a quick bread, not a cake. For the best crumb, spoon the flour into a measuring cup, then level it off with the back of the spoon.



8. Unless its specifically called for, leave the electric mixer in the cabinet.

An electric mixer will set the flours glutens too stiff. Use a whisk to beat the eggs, then a wooden spoon to mix in the dry ingredients. Whatever you do, dont overmixstir only until the flour is moistened. As with pancake batter, leave the lumps alone.



9. Wash the muffin tins before you fill them.

Dry the individual cups carefully on the top and in the indentations, but dont dry the bottom of the entire muffin pan. The remaining moisture will produce a little steam in the oven, which will crisp the muffin tops as they rise, much as you might spritz the oven with water as you bake bread for a crunchier crust.



10. Grease the muffin tins, even if theyre nonstick.

A layer of fat between the batter and the tin does three things: 1) it protects the batter from super-heating in the oven, 2) it allows the sides to crisp, and 3) it makes clean-up a snap. We recommend using a nonstick spray, even one with added flour, like Bakers Joy. You can also use butteror the wrapper it came in, so long as it has some soft butter still adhering to it.



11. Fill the muffin cups three-quarters full.

Leave enough room for the muffins to expand as they bake. And dont press down when you fill the tins. The batter will naturally collapse in the ovens heat. If you have extra batter, either place it in extra tins or in individual, oven-safe, 1/2-cup, greased ramekins, or reserve the batter for a second baking. If youve used doubleacting baking powder, it should be allrightthe muffins wont be as light as those from the first baking, but theyll still be moist and tender.



12. Fill any unused muffin cups with water.

Doing so will help the nearby muffins bake evenly; it will also keep those near the empty indention from drying out. Plus, the added water will keep metal tins from warping under the ovens high heat.



13. Work quickly.

You can, of course, prepare the wet and dry ingredients separately, then take a break, perhaps to prepare the rest of the meal (although dont let the egg mixture sit at room temperature for more than 30 minutes). But dont dally once youve combined the wet and dry ingredients; spoon the batter into the tins and bake the muffins right away.



14. Treat baking times as guides, not law.

Even modern ovens have hot spots. Some have temperature swings, thanks to lesssensitive thermostats. And sometimes the density of one brand of flour over another or variants in the size of a large egg are enough to throw off the baking times slightly. Always check for doneness with a metal cake tester or a toothpick, as directed in the recipes.



15. Dont be quick to unmold the muffins.

Once the tins are out of the oven, cool them on wire racks for at least 5 minutes, or sometimes longer for more delicate muffins. For the best structure, muffins need to let off steam in their tins, condensing slightly with the form holding them intact.



16. Rewarm muffins in their tins.

Tip them up, so that their tops are at an angle, one corner of the bottom still

touching the tin. Then place them in a warm (but off) oven for about 5 minutes.



17. Thaw muffins at room temperature.

Most muffins freeze exceptionally well. The exceptions are those with fresh berries and stone fruits, often found among the variations in this bookthe problem is not freezing, of course, but thawing: too much moisture ruins the crumb. These are best simply stored at room temperature. To freeze the rest of the muffins presented here, seal them, once theyre cool, in a freezer-safe bag and store the muffins in the freezer as indicated in the recipe. To serve, let them stand at room temperature for at least 2 hours, or for 4 hours if they contain any fruit. We dont recommend heating them after theyve been frozenminuscule ice crystals in the muffins will melt and then steam, thereby compromising the texture by turning them gummy.





A WORD ABOUT MUFFIN TINS

One warning: there is no standard size. The base recipes here were developed to make 12 muffins from a tin in which each indention, when full, holds 1/2 cup water. Some of the variations will make up to 18 such muffins.

Your tins may be smaller or slightly larger. If your tin is smaller, youll need to shave two or three minutes off the baking time. If yours is larger, youll need to add a few minutes. Always check for doneness with a toothpick or a metal cake tester, as indicated in the recipe.

Silicon muffin tins must be placed on a baking sheet before being placed in the oven. For best results, use an insulated baking sheet, one with a small layer of air trapped between the metal sheets.

From any of these recipes, you can also make mini muffins or extra-large ones, depending on the shape of your tins; however, the baking times will vary significantly. As a rough rule of thumb, figure on about half the time for mini muffins, and about onethird additional time for the extra-large ones. You can also use the tins that make only so-called muffin tops, although we recommend baking sweet and cakey muffins in them, like the Honey, Walnut, or Sesame, and not using this specialty tin for any of the savory muffins or either of the Angel Food muffins. Muffin tops, exposed to so much heat so fast, bake very quicklyin about two-thirds of the baking time indicated in the recipeso watch them closely.

A GUIDE TO SOME INGREDIENTS

Baking Powder

Keep it dry at all costs, and use only double-acting baking powder because muffins need all the help they can getthey must double or even triple in size in a matter of minutes.

Baking powder, even kept dry, loses its efficacy over time as the acid and alkali slowly react, any added cornstarch to absorb moisture notwithstanding. As a rule, replace baking powder after three months. To check if yours is viable, dissolve 1 teaspoon in 1 cup of water. If it bubbles vigorously, youre good to go.

If youre concerned about chemical additives in various brands of baking powder, you can make your own by whisking together 1/3 cup cream of tartar, 3 tablespoons baking soda, and 11/2 tablespoons cornstarch in a clean, dry, medium bowl. Sift the mixture twice through a fine-mesh sieve or a chinoise, then place it in a pot or jar, seal tightly, and store at room temperature for up to three months in a dark, dry place. One warning: this is single-acting baking powder, not double-actingso use all the batter you make in a single round of baking.

Baking Soda

Baking soda also loses its efficacy over time. Make sure yours is kept scrupulously dry. Even so, replace it after three months. Never use baking soda thats been stored in the refrigerator to trap food odors.

Bran

Bran is made from the outer shell or husk from one of several grains. The husks are usually removed in the milling process. To make bran, theyre ground to a fine powder which is high in fiber, calcium, and phosphorus. For more tooth in any sweet muffin, replace 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour with 2 tablespoons wheat bran.

Oat bran is, obviously enough, the ground hulls of oats, and a great source of soluble fiber. It adds a silky texture to muffins, but is very heavy and needs to be lightened in a batter, usually with beaten egg whites.

Butter

Our recipes call for unsalted butter, the baking standard.

We have not used solid vegetable shortening in any recipealthough you may want to if you want muffins that have a crumb closer to bakeshop varieties. Use only half the butter indicated; substitute an equivalent amount of solid vegetable shortening for the missing butter. Melt both together and cool before proceeding with the recipe.

If you melt butter in a microwave, beware of the splatter effect, caused by the butter  melting on the inside, then superheating and bursting out of the sides. To prevent this, cut the butter into 1 tablespoon sections, place them in a small bowl, and microwave in 15 second increments, swirling the bowl after each heating. When almost all the butter is melted, remove the bowl from the microwave and let the residual heat melt any remainder.

Buttermilk

Although low-fat (or 1 percent) buttermilk will produce consistently good muffins, do not use nonfat buttermilk.

Buttermilk is one baking staple most of us dont keep on hand. One solution is to substitute powdered buttermilk, often available in gourmet markets and specialty food stores. Simply make the amount of buttermilk you need, based on the packages instructions, then add it to the batter as indicated.

Cocoa Nibs

The quintessence of chocolate, these are coarsely ground roasted cocoa beans. They add a crunchy, nutty taste to any batter. Store them sealed at room temperature for up to six months.

Cocoa Powder

To make cocoa powder, the cocoa butter is mostly extracted from cocoa; the resulting solids (called chocolate liquor) are dried, then ground to a powder.

Cocoa powder is available in two forms: regular (sometimes called natural) and Dutch-processed, which has been treated with an alkali to neutralize chocolates natural acidity.

Always sift cocoa powder; any clumps will not be beaten out in the few seconds it takes for the muffin batter to come together.

Coconut

Coconut flakes are available in two forms: 1) sweetened, sold in the baking aisle of most supermarkets, and 2) unsweetened, usually available at health food markets or at some gourmet stores in the bulk food section. These recipes call for each on different occasions; use only the kind called for in the recipe. To store, seal tightly in plastic bags for up to six months.

Coconut milk is made from cooking coconut flesh in water, then straining out the solids. The resulting milk is thick and luxurious. From the can, it should be stirred before adding it to a batter.

Light coconut milk is actually just the second pressing of the same solids used in the  making of coconut milk. The resulting milk has less fat, is thinner, and has a less intense tastealthough it is healthier for you.

Cream of coconut is a sweetened concoction best used for frozen drinksand very sweet muffins. Use it only when called for; never substitute cream of coconut for coconut milk or vice versa.

Dried Bananas

Dried bananas are long and thin, like bananas themselves, and so should be chopped before using. Those found in health food stores and gourmet markets are often dark brown because they lack preservatives. Dont confuse them with fried banana chips, which are too oily for successful baking.

Flour

For these recipes, use all-purpose flour, preferably unbleached. If you store flour in the refrigerator, let it come to room temperature before using.

As we developed these recipes, we discovered that muffins benefit from a variety of flours. Here are several alternative flours called for:

Oat Flour Made from ground oats, this adds a velvety texture when combined with wheat flour. For the best taste, look for brands made from whole grains.

Rice Flour Made from ground white or brown rice, this common flour substitute is gluten-free. Do not substitute glutinous rice flour, which is used almost exclusively in Asian confectionery.

Spelt Flour A cereal grain with a light but nutty taste, spelt is not gluten-free, but it sometimes can be tolerated by those with wheat allergies. It has a very high protein content.

Tapioca Flour Made from the ground root of the cassava plant, tapioca is an ancient thickener, used in Asia much as Westerners have used corn starch. Gluten-free, it should be combined with other flours, like rice flour, for the best results.

Maple Sugar

This highly sweet sugar is made by boiling maple sap down past the syrup stage, until it crystallizes into coarse grains. It is available in gourmet markets and specialty food stores.

Maple Syrup

Maple syrup is packaged in the United States in two grades: A and B. Grade B is often used for baking, but we find it too pungent for muffins. Grade A comes in three varieties: Light Amber, Medium Amber, and Dark Amber. The first two, while great for  pancakes, are lost in baking, so use Grade A Dark Amber, if possible. Its assertive without the whang of Grade B.

Marzipan

A mixture of ground almonds, sugar, and sometimes glycerin or egg whites, marzipan can be beaten into muffin batters, provided its soft and pliable, not hard and dusty. If the marzipan is hard, soften it in the microwave for 15 seconds on high. One warning: this produces mixed results, especially if the almond oil heats and falls out of suspension, creating a greasy mess. To avoid this problem, check to make sure the marzipan youre buying in the baking aisle is fresh and soft.

Milk

In most recipes where milk is used, weve given you a choice among whole, low-fat, or nonfat. Thus, you can make anything from a full-fat to a relatively healthy muffin, depending on what you want. In some recipes, however, weve indicated you shouldnt use nonfat milk. In these, the extra fat, even the small amount in low-fat milk, will keep the muffins moister than they would be with nonfat milk.

Nut Oils

Pressed from nuts like almonds, walnuts, or hazelnuts, nut oils are excellent in quick breads, lending a good flavor and a lighter texture when compared to muffins made with butter. Store nut oils in the refrigerator for up to three months. They go rancid quickly, so check to make sure the oil still has a bright, fresh, nutty aroma before using.

Parmigiano-Reggiano

There is no substitute for this hard, skimmed cows milk Italian cheese. Grate it into batters using a cheese grater or the small holes of a box grater. Buy small chunks, cut from larger wheels, with as little rind as possible to cut down on any waste. Do not use canned, imitation Parmesan cheese which is made mostly from oil and preservatives.

Sugar

Use granulated sugar unless otherwise indicated.

Most of

Vanilla Extract



Yogurt


A Note About High-Altitude Baking
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