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INTRODUCTION

BY DUFF GOLDMAN
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Originally I wanted to call this book Bake Awesome. It’s one of the things I write when I sign an autograph. I know that sounds really lame, but hear me out. Most people I meet tell me how they love to cook and they love watching me bake, but they just can’t do it. They can’t bake. Too much measuring, too much science—it seems like this impenetrable fortress of knowledge that one can only gain access to by laying culinary siege to it for many, many years, or by being a grandmother.

I try to explain to people that baking is the kind of thing that you can be successful at the first time you try it and spend the rest of your life learning about. Baking is science, yes. Baking is math, physics, chemistry, and measuring. But baking is also feeling, smelling, loving, and intuition. Baking is something you dance with. It’s a slow dance, though, not a mosh pit. It’s a measured pace of placing every foot and every hand in just the right spot at just the right time and moving with, not at, your partner. You feel when the cake is done. You smell when the cookies are perfect. You listen to the bread when it crackles as it cools and you know that crust is going to be delicious.

Baking is just like playing music. I’ve always found a striking relation between playing music and baking in that they both require harmony to have quality. Music is constructed in such a way that certain notes sound good coming before or after other notes. Baking observes these same rules. There are steps you take that come before other steps to make sure the muffin is good. What I want everyone to understand is that baking isn’t this cold, rigid “science” that you need a PhD for; it’s a craft like any other that you discover for yourself every time you do it. It’s the perpetual excitement at seeing what you bake when it comes out of the oven. It never ceases to be magic, and it only becomes more fascinating the more you do it.

Sara and I want to give people our view of baking as professional bakers, but we want to do it in a language that everyone can understand. We want to explain the shorthand and make it accessible. And we really, really want you to bake.





 





INTRODUCTION

BY SARA GONZALES


WHO IS SARA GONZALES?

I’m going to write the intro to the intro of Sara Gonzales.

I want Sara to tell you about herself, but first, let me tell you about Sara.

Sara Gonzales is the most naturally gifted baker I’ve ever worked with.

When you’re fortunate enough to witness anyone doing the thing that they were born to do in your presence, cherish it. There’s nothing as beautiful as watching someone create with so much skill it seems effortless. That’s how Sara bakes. She bakes from the heart, and I know that sounds clichéd, but when you taste the love in everything she bakes, you understand the true meaning of it. Take it away, Sara. —Duff




 





Well, shucks, Duff, thank you for that lovely intro to my intro. So who am I? I’m simply a young lady who likes to create things that make people smile, and I happen to have a knack for baking. People love to ask me if I always wanted to bake, if I sought a career in it, if I studied and went to school to learn and perfect my baking. The answer is actually no, not at all.

I’ve always loved baking as a hobby. My mom taught me how to make pie crust around the age of six or so, and quick breads and cookies not long after that, and later the hobby really blossomed into an after-school activity to pass the time with my best friend when we didn’t want to go to swim team practice that day. I went on to get a degree in health education (ironic, I know), and in college I was lucky enough to have friends around me who relished cooking and baking as much as I did, so the skill set, the confidence, and the hands-on experience grew in the space of my own kitchen as the years went by.

My first professional job baking in a kitchen was a happy accident. I happened to find a baking assistant position that I considered a temporary gig until I could find something more in line with my degree. And wouldn’t you know, I fell in love with it. The feeling of the dough stuck to my fingers, the sound of the mixer whirring to combine a seemingly random assembly of ingredients into the most decadent brownie batter, and the smells of fresh baked goods—oh, the smells!

Baking lets my creative side flourish—a side of myself that six years ago I had little idea even existed. Now I have the coolest damn job! Duff says, “Hey, Sara, what if we make this pie that has this and that in it? Can you do that?” and I get to respond with “I have no idea! Let’s try it, plus we can add this!” This is what I do now—I experiment, I create, I develop my skills and experience new things daily, and the best part about it is that I’m just getting started. I love baking—it’s a wonderful thing—and I hope this book helps you to feel that way, too.







PHILOSOPHY AT 375 DEGREES
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In baking, as in life, always ask “why?” It’s important for two reasons: The first is that when you know why, you gain a deeper understanding of the thing you’re attempting to learn. The second is that when you ask someone “why?” and they don’t know, and you go off and find the answer yourself, it’s a spectacular way to learn lots of other stuff in the process.

I always ask “why?” when I bake (and in general), and not just because I have a degree in philosophy. I enjoy knowing “why” because it helps me create something better than I would have if I didn’t know. Say the recipe says, “Don’t overmix.” Okay, why? Well, overmixing creates stronger protein strands, which make a chewier texture, and I like my cake tender, not hard like a bagel. There, you just learned a “why.” When I say, “Scrape down the sides of the bowl,” ask me “why?” Funny you should ask—I’ll tell you. When you’re mixing a batter, ingredients will often get stuck to the sides of the bowl. What if that includes all the salt in a recipe? Well, then most of your cookies will be real flat-tasting, while one cookie will be salty, which will of course be the cookie I sell to a food blogger, who will then tell the entire world that I bake salty cookies.

Our philosophy at Charm City Cakes is relatively simple: Make awesome stuff, be nice to people and each other, and have fun while we do it. It’s so glaringly obvious when someone enjoys what they do. You can see it. You see it in the details. You see it in the (almost) (wink, wink) flawless execution of a project. We laugh a lot. We enjoy our customers and joke around with them. We have funny pictures of cats all over the bakery. But we make incredible cakes. I’ve worked in a lot of kitchens, and I can tell you that when there’s no joy in a kitchen, it can be very difficult to achieve excellence. But in a kitchen like mine, where laughter and silliness are the rule, it’s so much easier to get the best work done.

It should be the same in your kitchen. It should be a place of joy, not dread. Bake fearlessly. Bake knowing that nothing, and I mean nothing, makes a kid happier than a fresh-baked cookie, and nothing can make you happier than knowing you made a kid happy. We do what we do at Charm City Cakes because of the look on our customers’ faces when they see their cake for the first time . . . and then again when they taste it. Having fun and caring deeply about what you’re doing are not mutually exclusive concepts. In some professions, such as being a surgeon, I can imagine that it’s very important to be serious and focused. We’re bakers, though, and a certain amount of frivolity is not only tolerated, but expected.

Another idea we prescribe to is one of innovation. This is important—pay attention. We wouldn’t be who we are if we didn’t take what the rest of the world says—“This is how it is”—and then turn it around by saying, “What about this and this and this?” It’s the same thing with this book—I want you take these recipes and instructions and make them your own. If I give you an apple pie, make a pear pie. If I give you a pecan muffin, make it with walnuts. If I give you a seven-grain bread, give me back a honey-wheat loaf. I guess what I’m trying to say is that baking is a craft like any other that is based on rules and methods. But those rules and methods are like a building. You need walls, floors, stairs, a roof, hopefully some windows, and electricity to have a functional building, but what people do inside that building is what makes it special. Maybe it’s an art studio, maybe a call center, or maybe it’s a church (the building that Charm City Cakes is in has been all those things). The building itself is necessary, yes, but it’s just a building until you fill it with endeavor and creativity. I was told when I first started Charm City Cakes back in 2002 that cakes were round. I was told in 2004 not to hire my friends. I was told when I went to my first competition in 2005 that nobody uses power tools in cake decorating. I was told in 2007 that nobody would want to watch my friends and me make cakes on television. I’m told almost daily what won’t work, and I keep doing it anyway. And it does work.

Here’s the bottom line: You can be awesome at this and still laugh while you do it. You can bake excellent things . . . and I give you permission to enjoy doing so.







INGREDIENTS
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If you walk down the baking aisle in your grocery store, you’ll see dozens of different flours. What do you do with them all? Baking soda—that’s the same as baking powder, right? What do you mean, honey is sweeter than sugar? These are confusing things, I know, and the store really doesn’t help you understand it all, so I will. It’s actually pretty simple.

Okay, let’s talk about flour for a second. Now, I could get all nerdy and really break down the chemical composition of flour and explain why different varieties are grown at different times of the year, and what ash content is and all that, but I won’t. That’s like if you ask me what time it is and I tell you how to build a clock.

There are different flours for different baked goods, and the distinctions are pretty easy. The most important thing that you need to know about flour is how much protein is in each variety. Bagels are not made with the same flour as cakes. Cakes are tender, while you can play hockey with a bagel.

Before we get into different kinds of flour, I want to draw your attention to a few words on flour packages that seem innocuous but are actually very important.

Bleached flour is chemically treated to make it whiter, and it has less protein. Sometimes you’ll see it listed as “maida” flour. Bleached flour may or may not be naturally bleached (so read the package carefully), but either version is a much finer flour than bread flour or unbleached all-purpose flour. When flour is unbleached, it naturally gets lighter in color over time, but will always be a creamier color than bleached flour, and “creamier” just looks and sounds more delicious than “bleached.” Some say that bleached flour is better for waffles, crêpes, and cookies. I think it’s best to use flour that has been treated gently and one with a naturally lower protein content, such as a 50/50 mixture of pastry flour and unbleached all-purpose flour.

Bromated flour has had potassium bromate added to it to strengthen the protein by oxidizing it more quickly. Try to find flour that doesn’t have potassium bromate in it and just mix your dough longer to strengthen the protein. Again, gently treated flour is the best flour.

Stone-milled flour is simply flour that’s been milled slowly between two stones. It’s not some hipster fad or some trick to get you to spend more on flour. Stone-milled flour is better for a number of reasons, but I’ll spare you the dissertation. Basically, stone-milled flour makes better baked goods because the milling process doesn’t heat up the flour and cook off the protein and nutrients. With stone-milled flour, the first time the gluten is activated is when you decide to activate it. Also, stone-milled flour tastes better. It has more of the bits of the wheat kernel in it, and “white” stone-milled flour is actually kind of tan. What’s the rule? Color is flavor. Stone-milled flour is gently treated flour.

Organic flour is grown from pesticide-free grain in naturally fertilized soil. Also, once the wheat has been harvested, it hasn’t been kept in fumigated conditions. It’s good to buy organic whenever possible. It’s better for you, it’s better for the planet, and it’s better for your cookies. I think organic flour really does taste better. I’m not trying to be precious about flour. It’s just the most ubiquitous element in my life; I think about it all the time.

Those are the words you should be paying attention to on the package of your flour when you shop. As always, making good choices at the grocery store is the most important step in making good choices for yourself. Now, let’s get into the different types of flour.

All-purpose or AP flour isn’t really “all” purpose. It’s more like “most” purpose. While AP flour can be used to make everything from delicate pastries and cakes to crusty French bread, it certainly has a sweet spot. AP flour is really great for baked goods that need to be held together because they have a high fat content and a more robust texture. AP flour is best for quick breads, cookies, muffins, and most pie and tart doughs. Also, AP flour can be mixed with other flours to either strengthen or weaken the proteins in them. A lot of recipes will say to use so much cake flour and so much AP flour. This will help you get the texture you want. Yes, you can make bread with AP flour, but it’s best to use a higher-protein flour, usually called bread flour.

Bread flour is used for . . . that’s right! Bread! It has a higher protein content than AP flour and makes good, chewy bread with a thick, crusty crust. Bread flour is also good for New York–style pizza dough. Some breads, like chapatti or focaccia, are better with a weaker flour; I like big, fluffy focaccia with lots of olive oil in the dough. But for bread that requires neck muscles to tear through, use bread flour. There are even stronger flours out there, called (funnily enough) strong flour or high-gluten flour. They’re used more on the industrial side of baking, and are for really chewy things like bagels.

Cake flour has the ideal protein content (8 to 10 percent) for the specific texture of American high-ratio cakes (which have roughly an equal amount by weight of sugar to flour and use much more butter than a French genoise or angel food cake) and some soft kinds of cookies. Cake flour in the United States is typically very finely milled and bleached; if you want an unbleached flour with a similar protein count, use pastry flour.

Pastry flour has a bit more protein than cake flour but a similar texture, while it is weaker than AP flour and more finely milled. Pastry flour is great for most fine pastries, in which a delicate texture is desired.

Self-rising flour is weird, and I don’t ever use it. It’s about equivalent to a weak AP flour in gluten, but has the salt and baking powder already in it. If you want salt in something, put it in there. If you want baking powder in your recipe, add it. I don’t need no flour telling me what’s in my flour. I want flour in my flour! (Okay, I’m not that mad at self-rising flour. There are actually some really good old-school grandma recipes that call for it, and if you’re going to learn how to bake, it’s best to learn from old-school grandmas.)

Whole-wheat flour contains every part of the wheat grain: the bran, the germ, and the endosperm. I know, big words, but basically, the bran is the wrapper (and a great source of fiber), the germ is like the yolk of the wheat berry (where the oils and plant embryo are stored), and the endosperm is the starchy part of the kernel (the food the germ eats to grow up into a big ol’ wheat stalk). Baking with whole wheat is fun and challenging in that you get nuttier flavors, but you really have to pay attention. Because of the oils and bran found in whole-wheat flour, it doesn’t rise as high as white flour and might spoil more quickly if not properly stored. But use it right and your little baked yummlies will be that much more yummly.

Graham flour is whole-wheat flour that’s milled so that the starch is ground very fine but the germ and the bran are left coarse. You use it to make graham crackers. You can certainly use regular whole-wheat flour for graham crackers, but don’t let me catch you. I’ll call you out!

White whole-wheat flour is real whole-wheat flour. No tricks. Whole-wheat flour that’s brown is milled from red (or sometimes golden) wheat. White whole-wheat flour is made from hard white spring wheat. The most important difference is that white whole-wheat flour has much less protein and also tastes more like white flour. It doesn’t have the earthy flavors of whole-grain red wheat flour.

In essence, the chewier you want your product to be, the higher the protein content you want in the flour. The more tender and delicate (like me), the less protein. And never forget—color is flavor. Now let’s get into leavening agents, which make things rise. There are three types of leavening that I want to discuss:

Chemical leavening agents are most commonly baking soda and baking powder. Baking soda (sodium bicarbonate), as we all know from playing with vinegar, makes bubbles when you combine it with an acid. Baking powder is baking soda plus cornstarch and a powdered acid, usually cream of tartar. If you have a recipe that calls for baking soda and cream of tartar, don’t ignore the cream of tartar or your cookies won’t rise and they’ll taste of nickels. Many recipes call for both baking powder and baking soda. This is when a smaller ratio of cream of tartar is needed and there’s enough other acid in the recipe to neutralize the sodium bicarbonate. Double-acting baking powder has two acids in it; one that reacts in a batter when it’s wet and one that reacts to the heat in the oven.

You need to know this because if your baking soda isn’t reacting with anything or you have too much in your cookies, they really will taste like nickels. If this happens, check your recipe and see if you forgot something (or the recipe writer forgot something), and also check the date on the can of baking powder. It slowly reacts with air over time and becomes weaker, and baking powder has a habit of sitting in your pantry for years. Also, make sure you mix the batter properly and scrape down the sides of the bowl to ensure that the batter is homogeneous.

Biological leavening agents are yeasts. Dry yeast, fresh yeast, brewer’s yeast, and sourdough starter—all yeast. You have to love your yeast—it’s a living organism, and when you treat it right, keep it warm, and feed it, it does what it’s supposed to do—it eats and farts and pees. Yeast eats sugar and starch, farts out CO2, and pees out alcohol. The CO2 expands and makes the bread rise, and the alcohol adds flavor. Yummy!

Mechanical leavening is making things rise using air and steam. You can whip air into your batter, which expands in the oven and makes your cake rise (it’s how French people make genoise); you can make a laminated dough like puff pastry, in which the moisture in the dough steams between layers of butter and flour and rises that way; and you can also add yeast to a laminated dough and make danishes! A lot of leavening is actually a combination of mechanical and biological or chemical. In cookies, for example, you cream the butter and sugar together until it’s nice and fluffy, then add baking soda or baking powder, and the action of the air plus the action of the CO2 make the cookies rise.

Now let’s talk about some of the ingredients that can be confusing to a new baker, or even someone who has been using these ingredients for a while. I’ve been cooking since I was fourteen, and it wasn’t until four months into culinary school that one of my teachers caught on that I thought “zest” was a fancy word for “juice.” I had no idea you could eat the lemon peel! Let’s start with the letter Z, shall we?

Zest is the outermost layer of a citrus fruit (lemon, lime, orange, and so on), also known by the fancy word “exocarp.” Sounds like a Swedish black metal band, right? Anyway, the essential oils that give a citrus fruit its taste and smell are found in abundance on the outside of the fruit, but only the very outer layer. (The white pith—mesocarp—just underneath the zest is really bitter, and you can candy it, but don’t eat it raw.) Zesting a fruit is a great way to get all that good natural flavor out of the fruit without using an extract or an artificial flavoring. You can use a zester or a paring knife to remove the zest and use it however you see fit.

Buttermilk is the liquid that is left over after butter is made from cream. You’ll find buttermilk in a lot of baking recipes because it’s very acidic and will be sure to react with all the baking soda in your product so it doesn’t taste like nickels when it’s done. Some people drink buttermilk, especially in the South. Fun fact: I’ve never even tasted buttermilk on its own, only in things I’ve baked it into. I have no idea what buttermilk tastes like solo.

Gelatin is an animal by-product used to thicken some creams, custards, and candies. Marshmallows are basically whipped gelatin with sugar, vanilla, and egg whites. In professional kitchens, gelatin comes in sheets and is soaked in cold water before being added to a warm mixture. Sheets are uncommon at the grocery store, however, so look for powdered gelatin, which usually comes in ¼-ounce packets. You bloom all gelatin the same way, though—soak it in cold water until it’s rubbery, then add it to something warm. When that warm thing cools down, it’ll be thicker than it was before. Magical!

Cornstarch is exactly that—the starch derived from corn. It’s every baker’s best friend. It’s great for thinning out flour and creating a crispy crust, and it makes crispier deep-fried foods than flour. At the bakery, we use it to keep fondant from sticking to things. And the best thing about cornstarch is that when you’re running around the kitchen all day and you start to get chafed, you know, down there, a handful of cornstarch on the irritated parts provides instant relief! In the professional cooking world, we call it “monkey butt.” When you go to a restaurant and you see a box of cornstarch in the restroom, that’s why.

Arrowroot is similar to cornstarch but more akin to potato starch in that it comes from the rootstock of low-lying warm-weather plants. You’ll find arrowroot used in a lot of gluten-free recipes, but it is not a 1:1 flour replacer—it still needs something to bind it together. It’s great for making jellies and other soft candies.

Xanthan gum is used to hold together gluten-free flours in the absence of that protein. It’s a tricky little ingredient; it’s very potent and a little goes a long way. Just for fun, you should look up how it’s made.

Semolina is not fine cornmeal, as a lot of people think. It is durum wheat flour, and it’s naturally yellow. It’s used in Cream of Wheat, pasta, couscous, and semolina puddings. Outside of Italy, semolina is usually served sweet with some kind of berry, currant, or raisin.

Cornmeal is milled dried corn. It’s the base for cornbread, but it’s also used in bread production as a buffer between a hot surface and a sticky dough. A lot of times you’ll find cornmeal on the bottom of a loaf of focaccia, and it adds a nice crunch to the bite.

Rye flour is a staple of Northern and Eastern Europe. It’s a very hardy grass related to wheat that makes a delicious, nutty, dark flour and bread. It doesn’t develop protein as white flour does and makes a much denser bread. It’s usually very moist, makes great sandwiches and toast, and in the hands of the right baker, makes the most delicious sourdough on the planet. Try my recipe for sourdough, but use rye for your starter and substitute rye for half the flour in the recipe and you’ll make your mouth happy.

Rice flour (komeko in Japanese) can be either white or brown. In Asian cuisine, it’s used in a variety of ways, including baking and thickening soups and sauces. In the United States, rice flour is also used in gluten-free baking. It’s not easy to work with and can get clumpy quickly, but learn how to bake with rice flour and you’ll be rewarded with really awesome textures.

Butter isn’t unfamiliar to anyone, but there are still a few things you need to know. Cheap butter is cheap because it contains a lot of water. When you bake with cheap butter, the water boils off and you’re left with a product that’s drier than intended because the fat percentage has gone down. Don’t skimp. Also, besides tasting like butter, organic butter tastes like the grass the cows were eating when they were milked. This is great for spreading on warm toast, but most of that flavor is usually lost when you bake with it. I’m not saying don’t buy organic butter—you should—but don’t expect a banana-cranberry loaf to taste like the California hillside those cows were grazing on.

Brown butter (beurre noisette in French) is butter that has been slowly melted until the milk solids separate from the butterfat, sink to the bottom of the pan, and get nice and brown. While it’s hot, it’s great for sauces (a little brown butter and sage on fresh linguini . . . mmm!), but in baking you can make large quantities and keep it in the fridge. Brown butter has a very distinct flavor, very nutty, and will up your baking game considerably. Check out the blondies to see brown butter in action.

Nuts should be kept in the fridge or freezer. They have a high amount of fat and can turn rancid quickly. When baking with nuts, toast them a bit in a dry pan over low heat before adding them to a wet batter—they’ll stay crunchier and will release more oils as they bake, giving your product a richer nut flavor.

Eggs are one of the most important ingredients you’ll use. All these recipes call for extra-large eggs—don’t buy the less expensive “large” ones. Extra-large eggs (not to be confused with “jumbo” eggs) are what most recipes are based on, so traditionally, as recipes got passed around over the ages, they are the standard. There’s about a three-ounce difference in weight between a dozen “large” and a dozen “extra-large” eggs, and since baking recipes are based on ratios, a three-ounce difference can really affect your end product. When you’re baking with eggs, pull them out of the fridge and let them come to room temperature. Cold eggs resist mixing and make you mix longer—the longer you mix, the tougher your muffins will be. I’m the only tough muffin you need! And if you’re making a meringue, choose older eggs; an egg aged a week or so has lost some of its moisture, so the egg whites will have a higher concentration of albumen, the protein in egg whites that traps air. Egg whites start out as 98 percent water, so the more water that has evaporated, the more albumen you’ll have and the stronger your meringue will be. The best way to “age” your eggs is to either buy the oldest eggs in the case (they all have a “sell-by” date) or buy them ahead of time and mark the package so nobody makes an omelet with your special meringue eggs. The way to test an egg’s age is to float it in a glass of water. If the egg barely breaks the surface, it’s very fresh; the more egg that shows above the water, the older the egg. If the egg smells like, well, rotten eggs, don’t use it. The smell test is the best test for eggs.

Vanilla is the second-most expensive flavor next to saffron, and it’s in almost everything in this book! Fresh vanilla from the vanilla bean is always wonderful, but not exactly realistic—the beans are on the pricey side. When you do use fresh vanilla beans, however, be sure to steep the pod after you scrape it in whatever liquid you’re baking with, or keep a jar of sugar special and add the scraped vanilla pods to it so you’ll always have some vanilla sugar on hand. There’s a ton of flavor in that pod, and it’s a real shame to waste it. Vanilla extracts are much easier to use, but please make sure to use pure vanilla and not imitation vanilla. Imitation vanilla tastes like cheap birthday cake, and unless you’re baking cheap birthday cake, use the good stuff—it’s worth it.

Okay, so I have a strong opinion about spices. If you bake a lot and are any kind of baking snob, buy a bunch of mini coffee grinders and label each one with a particular spice. Once you grind nutmeg in a particular machine, you can’t use it for anything else. Grind your spices fresh when you’re baking. Spices that are pre-ground “die,” and the difference is astronomical. If you don’t bake that much but care enough to make me happy, buy a Microplane and shave your spices directly into the bowl. I promise, freshly ground spices are not an affectation—they really make a difference.

Amaranth grain has been cultivated for around 8,000 years as a major staple crop of the ancient Aztecs, until it was outlawed by the Spanish conquistadores, who were generally just all-around jerks who would outlaw things like growing amaranth. It’s been making a bit of a comeback since the 1970s, as it’s very nutritious and also naturally gluten-free. Fun fact: Amaranth is still used in Mexican cuisine as a staple ingredient and in a candy bar that mixes amaranth, honey, and sometimes pumpkin seeds made especially around Día de Los Muertos.

Spelt goes back as far as 5000 BC and is in the same family as modern wheat, but it’s sort of like wheat’s tough dad—it has old-man strength. It’s a hardier grain, higher in fiber, and with a molecular structure that allows it to be easily integrated into food and a gluten structure that’s more water-soluble and thus more digestible than common wheat. Spelt flour can be substituted 1:1 for whole wheat flour in anything from bread to pasta to cookies to waffles (just be ready for variations in texture) and can be found at most specialty and health food stores.

Garbanzo bean or chickpea flour (farina di ceci in Italian) is not only awesome in taste, but loaded with protein and fiber. Flour made from these beans is naturally gluten-free, so it makes a great wheat flour substitute, along with rice flour or another gluten-free starch. Aside from baking, chickpea flour is often used in Middle Eastern cuisine in falafel, hummus, and so on.

CHOCOLATE




All right, I’m 99 percent sure that the majority of people reading this book are aware that not all chocolate is the same. There is milk chocolate, dark chocolate, white chocolate, sweet chocolate, not-so-sweet chocolate—heck, it even comes in a powder that you can use to make chocolate milk (that’s instant hot cocoa mix—which is not cocoa powder, something I learned at like six years old!). When following a recipe, it’s important to use the type of chocolate the recipe calls for, so that your final product tastes as good as possible. So let’s do a quick breakdown of the types of chocolate:

White chocolate contains cocoa butter (the fat part of the cocoa bean) but no solid parts, leaving it a pale color. It’s mixed with vanilla, an emulsifier, and a sweetener and is, on the whole, rather sweet and mild in flavor.

Milk chocolate contains cocoa butter but also 15 to 20 percent cocoa bean solids, lending a brown color. It’s mixed with sugar and milk (usually some form of powdered dairy product), so it has a creamy, sweet flavor. Milk chocolate typically isn’t used in baking, but for bribing children to get them to do stuff like clean their room or eat their greens.

Semisweet chocolate is a subcategory of dark chocolate, classically used for baking cakes, cookies, and brownies. It contains up to 65 percent cocoa solids, sugar, and no milk solids.

Bittersweet chocolate is a rich, dark chocolate that contains less sugar than semisweet chocolate but is just as good to bake with. A quality bittersweet chocolate typically contains anywhere from 60 to 85 percent cocoa solids. The higher the percentage, the less sweet and more rich and bitter it tastes.

Unsweetened chocolate, also known as “baking” or “cooking” chocolate, is pure cocoa solids and fat, but no sugar. So don’t eat it by itself—it’s gross—and when baking with it, better not forget the sugar!

I’m going to keep this as simple as possible: Cocoa powder in general is ultra-pulverized cocoa beans with nearly all of the cocoa butter removed from it. Now, there are two kinds of cocoa powders—natural cocoa powder and Dutch-processed or “Dutched” cocoa powder—and there’s a noticeable difference between them when it comes to baking.

Natural cocoa powder is lighter in color and more acidic than Dutch-processed. When baking with natural cocoa powder, the recipe will call for baking soda, because the metallic taste of the baking soda and the acidity of the cocoa powder will neutralize each other.

Dutch-processed cocoa powder goes through an additional processing step; it’s treated with an alkaline substance to neutralize its acidity. Stripped of much of its acid, this cocoa powder is noticeably darker in color but has a milder taste than natural cocoa powder. It’s more often associated with baking powder recipes, because baking powder is baking soda that contains its own acid and doesn’t need the extra acidity to make CO2.

So there you have a quick guide to chocolates and cocoa!

Simple syrup is simply equal parts water and sugar. If you need it right away, you can cook it on the stove and it will be ready in a few minutes. If you find that you use a lot of it or know you want it tomorrow, mix the water and sugar in a bowl and cover it. The sugar will dissolve overnight.

Most baking recipes don’t call for too much oil, so in that sense any oils will provide a similar texture in the finished product. But keep in mind the flavor and the smoke point. If an oil has a bold flavor (think peanut or sesame oil), you’ll taste it in your finished product. An oil’s smoke point is important because at that temperature the oil begins to break down, losing flavor and nutrients and releasing free radicals. Canola oil, vegetable oil, coconut oil, almond and walnut oils, and many others have a smoke point of 400˚F or higher, so they’re pretty safe to bake with. Olive oil has a lower smoke point than some of these other oils, but most baking occurs at lower temperatures anyway.

Cooking spray. There are like, three hundred brands of cooking and baking spray out there. You will need it, so it’s important to know what’s on the market and what you’re looking for. There’s a popular cooking spray with flour in it called baking spray, but, believe it or not, I have never used it so I can’t speak to whether it works. Some home bakers swear by it, and if you want to give it a shot, I say go for it. All the spray I call for in this book is 100 percent natural vegetable oil, nonhydrogenated. We use a brand called Vegalene in my bakeries, which is an industry standard and is sold retail but only online. The big commercial ones are fine to use, but can sometimes contain more lecithin and fewer releasing agents than the 100 percent natural sprays. The best ones to use are usually available in a regular grocery store, just not as prominently placed as Pam. Also, anything from Whole Foods is going to be exactly what you want. That being said, if your grandma taught you to always butter and flour the pan, and that’s how you like to bake, then you butter and flour that pan! No school like the old school.






EQUIPMENT
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There are few pieces of equipment that I want to briefly mention, either because they’re important (or useless) or because I just find them to be fascinating. A lot of this list will be familiar to most of you, but there are little details about certain baking implements that are important to understand.

Candy thermometer: This is used to very precisely measure the temperature of hot sugar. It’s designed to be easily read and can withstand very high temperatures. Most also have a guide printed on them, so instead of having to know the precise physical and chemical make-up of sugar at any given temperature, it just says on the thermometer “hard crack” or “soft ball” or whatever stage you’re going for. Most recipes will call for not only the target temperature, but also the name of the stage of that sugar as it cooks.

Just a quick note on sugar so this makes sense: Sugar changes as it gets hotter. As it heats up, its physical properties change, so that if you heat it to 235˚F and then cool it, the sugar will be gummy like clay when it cools. If you heat it to 300˚F and then cool it, it will be hard and brittle, like a lollipop.

Cookie scoop: Basically, a small ice cream scoop. They come in various sizes, from a third of an ounce to half a pound. Restaurant scoops are usually referred to as “disher scoops” and have color-coded handles that are industry standard. You might see a recipe somewhere that says “one purple scoop” or “three red scoops.” This was a recipe taken directly from a professional kitchen.

Stand mixer: A whisk or a spoon is great for mixing, but saving some time and energy when mixing batter, whipping cream, or combining dough is an awesome thing. Mixer attachments like the whisk, paddle, and dough hook will make a baker’s life 100 percent easier. It’s important that a simple physical task doesn’t defeat you. I can hand-whisk a 2:3 ratio meringue, but I can also bench-press 315. Use a KitchenAid for your meringue.

Rubber spatula: Used for scraping down the sides of a mixing bowl, folding ingredients, and ensuring that every last drop of batter is scraped out of your bowl, a heat-resistant rubber or silicone spatula is a baker’s best friend. I always make sure to have plenty on hand. They aren’t expensive, and it’s good to have a bunch so you aren’t stopping to wash every time you use one. The commercial ones with the red handle are more stiff and heat resistant. The ones with the white handle are not heat resistant but are more flexible.

Metal spatula: There are so many things in the kitchen that are called a spatula. Metal spatulas for baking and pastry are long and thin and are either straight or offset. They’re used for icing cakes, lifting soft pieces of dough, and removing cookies from a tray.

Plastic taping knife: These are meant for use for drywall and plastering and can be as narrow as 1 inch or as wide as 18 inches. They’re great for icing tall cakes, and they’re super cheap at the hardware store.

Propane blowtorch: I use the big self-igniting kind from the hardware store. Those little torches you buy in kitchen catalogs are fun, but for real baking, get the big blue bottle. Don’t buy the red bottle or the yellow bottle! The red bottle is oxygen and the yellow bottle is MAP gas. They burn way too hot and are a super fire hazard in your house. They also make your food taste like crap. Propane is more than capable of heating a bowl of buttercream or crisping a brûlée.

Measuring cups and spoons: Baking is a damn science! Once you’re super comfortable with baking, you can eyeball some amounts, but until then . . . measure your baking powder and baking soda. It’s important. Try measuring out ingredients with teaspoons and tablespoons and then putting them into your palm. You’ll get used to what they look like, and soon you’ll be able to measure by pouring ingredients into your hand. Also, when measuring dry ingredients, use a “dry” measuring cup, and when measuring wet ingredients, use a “liquid” measuring cup. They are designed differently so you get the most accurate reading possible for whichever ingredient you are using. Dry measuring cups have flat, even tops (no spouts) so you can run the back of a knife over the top to get exact amounts of dry ingredients.

Thermometer: Having an instant-read kitchen thermometer is especially essential to find that perfect temperature of milk to activate yeast or of oil to fry the perfect doughnut. If you don’t have a thermometer, you can always toss a bit of dough into the fryer and see if the oil is too hot or cold, but it takes a little experience to really gauge it by eye. Also, it’s a good idea to have an oven thermometer inside your oven. The dial on your oven can be off by 30 to 40 degrees, which is a huge difference.

Microplane: This long, fine grater on a handle is great for harvesting citrus zest or grating spices such as cinnamon sticks or nutmeg.

Digital kitchen scale: Sooner or later, you’ll come across recipes asking for ingredients in either grams or ounces. Have a reliable kitchen scale that measures in both units and you’ll be prepared.

Rolling pins: I enjoy a heavy, solid wooden pin with no handles. Rolling pins with handles are one of the most useless and frustrating inventions known to man. When you roll dough with a rolling pin with handles, you don’t have a feel for the dough the way you do with a simple rolling pin. You need to be one with your dough. It’s the difference between driving stick versus automatic. Also, when you roll with a handled pin, it has to be large enough so you don’t drag your knuckles through your dough like some baking troglodyte, and a big, fat rolling pin is hard to control. A simple, semi-thick, non-tapered rolling pin gets you in touch with your dough.

Bench knife or bench scraper: I love using the bench knife for gently cutting off portions of butter, dough, and other ingredients. It also works great for smoothing the sides of cakes when icing and decorating.

Baking sheets and pans: These are also called cookie sheets or sheet pans. It’s important to have nice, flat sheet pans. If you can bend it with your hands, it won’t last one bake in the oven. It will warp and be stupid and ruin your perfectly executed cookies and gingerbread. Test it before you buy it; if it feels cheap, it is.

Kitchen towels: Clean, dry kitchen rags are suitable replacements for oven mitts, potholders, and many other kitchen items. But always remember that a wet towel can burn you!

Pastry brush: Some recipes will ask you to brush your baked item with an egg wash or other type of glaze. I like pastry brushes with artificial bristles. The brushes are food safe, and if one comes off and sticks to the top of a biscuit or something, it turns very dark in the oven so you can see it and remove it before you serve it. Also, use a specific
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