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“The Harvest Baker goes way beyond zucchini bread and shows you wonderful ways to work more vegetables and fruits into your meals. I can’t wait to try these recipes!”


— Barbara Damrosch, columnist of “A Cook’s Garden” for the Washington Post and coauthor of The Four Season Farm Gardener’s Cookbook




“Ken Haedrich’s recipes are always that perfect balance of simple and sophisticated, equally appealing to both the novice and veteran baker. His new book makes me want to sprint to the garden, then to the oven, then back again, ad infinitum. I love this collection!”


— Jenny Rosenstrach, author of Dinner: A Love Story




“With its down-home and seasonal approach, The Harvest Baker will appeal to both gardeners and bakers, with recipes that are sure to become family favorites.”


— Kate McDermott, best-selling author of Art of the Pie
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The Harvest Baker is dedicated to the pleasures of home cooking, to the foot soldiers of scratch baking, and to the farmers, gardeners, and other producers who keep us in provisions.
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Preface


Hello, and welcome to my harvest baker’s kitchen. Please, pull up a chair, have a slice of warm Tomato Slab Pie, and let’s talk. You might have a few questions, after all — such as, What does it mean to be a harvest baker, and how is it different from “regular” home baking? Do I have to grow my own food? Will my kids/spouse/partner eat it? And will I have to spend a lot of money on kitchen equipment I don’t already own?


First of all, relax. There’s nothing mysterious or complicated about harvest baking. You don’t have to grow a garden, though many harvest bakers do (even if it’s just a few herbs on the kitchen windowsill). Nor will you need to shell out a lot of money for kitchen tools.


Indeed, you may not realize it, but chances are you’re a harvest baker already, at least some of the time. Ever made zucchini bread? Or piled fresh veggies on your homemade pizza? That’s harvest baking right there, the kind everyone relishes and wants more of. This book will simply take you farther down that path and help you discover fresh new ways to bake with the harvest, with delicious recipes you’ll return to time and time again.


Harvest baking is part of a larger movement that’s gained tremendous momentum over the past few years. It’s a movement toward wholesome foods, locally sourced as much as possible, and prepared in ways that nourish body and soul and look great on your plate. Just look around; there are signs of this movement everywhere. Farmers’ markets are more popular than ever, and the farm-to-table phenomenon is exploding. Supermarkets carry a wider selection of produce than ever before, much of it local and organic. Finding inventive ways to use fresh produce is the driver behind numerous food blogs. And the number of home gardens continues to soar.


Is it any wonder, then, that we’re experiencing a corresponding surge of interest in baking with the harvest? Harvest baking is right in step with the way people are cooking today — an incredibly gratifying development for someone who’s been at it for more than 30 years. If you have a minute, I’d love to tell you how I got started.




A Bit of Personal History


I can scarcely remember a time when I didn’t like to bake. My mom and dad were avid fruit pie makers, and when I left home in my teens it didn’t take long to realize that I’d inherited some of their baking DNA. No matter where I was living, and even in the tiniest and most challenged of kitchens, I’d spend hours combing through cookbooks and baking everything that caught my eye.


It wasn’t until the early ’80s that fresh produce became a dominant theme in my baking. A few years out of the navy and looking for a new adventure, I packed a few belongings and moved from New Jersey to rural New Hampshire to take a position as the chief cook and bottle washer at a group home for kids who’d been dealt a lousy hand and gotten off to a rough start in life. Frankly, my qualifications for the job were pretty slim — about as slim as the salary they were offering — so we bit our respective tongues and quietly agreed to ignore these shortcomings.


Besides, I was not overly concerned about the money. All this young cook saw was a golden opportunity: my meager pay would be offset by the fact that I could design my own culinary education and cook virtually anything I wanted, provided I didn’t kill anyone or set off a hunger strike. Everything I prepared had to be vegetarian, and pretty healthy, but I was fine with that, too, because it more or less reflected my own diet at the time.


There was another perk that came with the job, and his name was Michael, our groundskeeper and gardener. Michael was born with dirt under his fingernails. He was a vegetable whisperer, someone who could miraculously turn patches of dense New Hampshire clay dirt into rich, organic soil capable of producing fat tomatoes, the most vivid greens, and the tastiest onions you have ever eaten. All of which, sooner or later, landed in my kitchen with a hefty thud.


“What’s that?” I would ask when he dropped off several bushel baskets of something unfamiliar.


“Kale. It’s sorta like spinach on steroids.”


“What am I supposed to do with it?”


“You’re the cook. You figure it out.”


And that’s how it began. Michael would grow it, I’d cook it, and sooner or later I’d find a way to work it into yeast breads, rolls, pizzas, calzones, biscuits, cakes, cookies, and the like. The critics could be merciless: since diplomacy wasn’t their strong suit, the kids I cooked for left no doubt as to whether I’d struck out or hit a home run.


I’ve seen a lot of kitchens in the 30-some years since. And I’ve been incredibly fortunate to have had a career figuring out how to make the best of the harvest and showcase it on our plates — especially in our baked goods.




See You in the Kitchen


I hope you’ll spend a few moments flipping through these pages and taking a look at what’s in store for you as a harvest baker. If you’re not halfway to the kitchen within 5 minutes, some freshly dog-eared recipes flapping in the breeze as you sprint, I’ll be very surprised.


Whether you’re new to baking or an old hand at it, there’s a lot to discover here. If you’re an experienced baker, these recipes are going to expand your horizons. There’s at least a little of the artist in every home baker, and in that respect I think you’ll gain a deeper appreciation for the ways in which produce can be our palette. The harvest provides the colors, flavors, and textures we depend on to turn our baking into edible works of art.


If you’re a relatively new baker, you’re incredibly fortunate to be starting out at a time that’s so rich with possibility. You have a wonderful world of fresh ingredients at your fingertips and — more likely than not — family, friends, and associates who are food savvy, curious, and anxious to sample your baking and offer words of encouragement. If you haven’t discovered this already, you will soon: good bakers are never at a loss for good friends.


 — Ken Haedrich
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Tool Talk


Outfitting the Harvest Baker’s Kitchen


My wife and I have a friend who, it seems, can’t go more than a few days without purchasing the latest and greatest shiny new object for his kitchen. Outsize boxes arrive on his doorstep like clockwork, holding rice cookers, slow cookers, omelet and quesadilla makers, knife sets, high-tech pans, pasta extruders, casseroles, and one contraption that I swear, when it was fully operational, bore an uncanny resemblance to a tanning bed for a whole chicken. It’s as if he feels he won’t be complete as a cook without this paraphernalia. His kitchen counter is so crammed with stuff it looks like the Washington Beltway on the day before Thanksgiving.


I’m pretty much the polar opposite. I am not a kitchen tool gadgeteer, and if the economy ever depended on me for any sort of stimulus spending, our country would be in deep trouble. For one thing, I don’t like clutter: it takes up space and makes other stuff hard to find. For another, I’m something of a tightwad, and if one tool can serve multiple purposes, I’ll find a way to make it happen. This probably explains why one of my food processors and several of my baking sheets and other bakeware, not to mention a lot of my enameled cast-iron cookware and knives, are more than 35 years old. I have a skillet that’s nonstick in name only; the nonstick stuff has long since retired and moved to Florida.


What I’m getting at is this: if someone like me can indulge his passion for harvest baking with a modest assortment of cookware and tools, so can you. Indeed, you probably already own much of the equipment you need. And if you do have to acquire some new gear, you can do it organically, buying items that reflect your interests and passions in the kitchen as they evolve.


That being said, I think it’s a mistake — when you do buy kitchen gear — to go cheap when a few more bucks can make a world of difference. For instance, you can spend $8 at a superstore for a flimsy baking sheet that’ll buckle every time you put it in a hot oven. Or you can spend $25 somewhere else and get one that you can pass on to your kids.


The following is not meant to be an exhaustive buying guide. But perhaps my observations will prove useful when you want to add to or upgrade the collection of baking gear you already own.
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Bakeware Basics


When I talk about bakeware, I’m referring to the assorted cake pans, bread pans, baking sheets, pie pans, and the like that you bake things in or on. My first rule of thumb when it comes to these items is this: weight matters. Good bakeware almost always has an unmistakable heft that’s missing from cheaper versions. Weightiness means the bottom and sides of the item will be thicker, and thickness translates into better distribution of heat with fewer “hot spots” that can cause scorching. It also means the pan will cost more because it requires more raw material.


The second rule of thumb is that unless you like scrolling through endless online product reviews, make it easy on yourself and buy from a source that’s already vetted these items and carries the best brands. Don’t shop for them in a supermarket. I have no vested interest in promoting any particular brand, but I find that Williams-Sonoma has excellent bakeware. Anything they sell with the USA Pan label is reliably good, especially their nonstick Goldtouch line of products. The surface of many nonstick pans is too dark, causing your baked good to cook too hot and resulting in excessive browning or burning. The surface of the Goldtouch bakeware has, literally, a specially treated, gold-colored surface and bakes things to an even, light-amber finish.




Cake Pans


Many of the cakes and bars in this collection are baked in a 9- by 9-inch pan, an 8- by 8-inch pan, or a 13- by 9-inch pan. These pans measure 2 to 21⁄4 inches from your counter to the top of the pan. My favorite pans in this category have squared edges where the corners meet, not rounded edges, so your bars and cakes have a more professional look. These are workhorse pans, so buy good ones. Again, steer clear of nonstick pans with very dark or black surfaces.


I should note that while I like and own both glass and ceramic pans in the above sizes, I seldom use them for bars and cakes. They don’t heat as quickly or bake as evenly as heavy metal, so they’re generally more suited to casseroles than baked goods.


For whatever reason, I don’t make many round or layered cakes, but I make just enough of them that a pair of 8- and 9-inch round pans are good to own. I like a heavyweight aluminum cake pan with a rolled upper edge, which is generally an indication that the pan is durable and otherwise well made.


Rounding out a basic cake pan collection is a 9-inch springform pan or cheesecake pan. Springform pans have relatively high sides, about 3 inches, to accommodate a thick cake. This is perhaps the most idiosyncratic baking pan you’ll ever have to buy, for the simple reason that it’s made up of two parts — a base and a buckled removable collar for the sides. They don’t always fit perfectly, or they become less snug over time, and as a result butter can leak out and into your oven, creating a smoky mess. So no matter how new your pan is, it’s always a good idea to wrap the base in aluminum foil when baking a cheesecake (see Fresh Mint Oreo Cheesecake) or anything else with a buttery crust — a tart, for instance. Some of the newer models have a base that’s a little wider than the pan, with a continuous shallow trench to trap butter leaks.
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Tube Pans


A handful of cakes here are baked in one-piece tube pans (not the two-piece ones with removable bottoms). I own both a fluted Bundt pan, which has a 14-cup capacity, and — my favorite — a really big 18-cup nonstick cast-aluminum pan made by Nordic Ware. The latter has straight sides, which I actually prefer to the fluted pan. The cakes here will work in most any of the larger tube pans, but don’t panic if you have too much batter for your pan: if it fills the pan by more than about two-thirds, just bake the extra batter in small loaf pans or large ramekins. These will, of course, bake more quickly than the large cakes.





Baking Sheets


For our purposes a baking sheet is any large, flat metal surface that you bake on. The category includes sheet pans, cookie sheets, rimmed baking sheets, and jelly roll pans. Let’s take a quick look at some of the ones I use to make harvest baked goods.








[image: ]









Rimmed Baking Sheets


Your go-to, must-have baking sheet is what’s known as a half sheet pan. It measures 18 by 13 inches, with 1-inch-high sides. Those sides, the rim, are what make this pan so indispensable, not just for harvest bakers but for any cook. When your berry crostata springs a leak, those sides mean you’ll spend only 5 extra minutes cleaning the pan instead of 2 hours cleaning the oven. When you roast vegetables for a tart, they’ll keep the veggies in your pan when you stir them midway through. And when you bake a lovely asparagus quiche in a pan with a removable bottom and a little butter oozes out, the butter will stay on the sheet instead of leaking into the oven. (Hint: a sheet of parchment paper on the baking sheet will absorb butter and minimize smoking.)


Again, heft is key. The best baking sheets are constructed of heavy-gauge metal and have a rolled rim, features that will contribute to even browning and help prevent buckling. That asparagus quiche? If you’ve put it on a flimsy sheet pan and the pan buckles in the oven, half of your custard could wind up on your oven walls.



Jelly Roll Pans


A scaled-down version of the half sheet pan, this one measures 15 by 10 inches and 1 inch high. It’s good for little tasks, such as reheating slices of quiche — nothing you can’t do on a larger sheet — and since I almost never make an actual jelly roll, I could probably live without it except for one important consideration: this is the pan I use for slab pies, those rectangular pies, sweet and savory, that I just adore. You will, too, once you’ve started making them.


I hate to sound like a one-string fiddle, but again, sturdy heavyweight construction is key; you really don’t want your slab pies buckling in the oven. The fully 1-inch-high sides are crucial for accommodating a respectable quantity of filling.




Cookie Sheets


Baking sheets with open sides and one or two raised edges for gripping are called cookie sheets. But they’re not just for cookies: they’re a good choice for free-form breads, too. And because they have open sides, large galettes and crostatas easily slide off them and onto a cooling rack. With cookies, not only do the open sides make it easy to maneuver a spatula underneath them without bumping into a wall, they also allow oven heat to flow more evenly over the surface so that your cookies brown more uniformly.


There’s no shortage of cookie sheet designs out there, including “sandwich” sheets that have a layer of air in the middle. This provides a buffer against oven heat and minimizes browning. Problem is, other than for certain cookies, you want some browning on the bottom of your baked goods, so these sandwich sheets aren’t exactly multifunctional. The one I have seldom sees use. Better to choose a more multipurpose sheet, and if you do need to temper the heat underneath, you can always line your sheet with parchment paper. I rarely bake without it.


I love my 17- by 14-inch thick aluminum Vollrath cookie sheet; it’s more than 30 years old and will probably outlast me.




Bread Pans


My bread pan collection is not as extensive as my collection of 30-plus pie pans, but it’s considerable. I have stoneware ones, glazed and unglazed, lots of everyday metal pans, and an antique cast-iron pan from the 1800s. (In case the sheer volume of this pan collection seems hypocritical for someone who professes to dislike clutter — a point my wife likes to make — be assured that it’s all in the name of “professional research.”)


Nearly all loaf bread recipes, whether quick breads or yeasted ones, require either 9- by 5-inch loaf pans or 81⁄2- by 41⁄2-inch ones. The difference might sound insignificant, but keep in mind that the last 1⁄2 inch can make quite a difference, volumewise. There are cosmetic consequences: a recipe meant for the smaller pan but baked in the larger one will come out squattier, and the baking time may need to be adjusted. But it’s doable. On the other hand, a recipe meant for the larger pan but baked in the smaller one might overflow. If bread baking is going to be your thing, you should have both sizes.


Which is better, metal or stoneware? I like metal for yeast breads and, usually, stoneware for quick breads. Because metal heats up faster, your yeast breads will get a nice bit of “oven spring” — a quick, noticeable rise — in metal pans. Heavy, dark pans are acceptable for yeast bread, since a good amount of browning is desirable.


You’re better off baking quick breads in glazed stoneware pans or weighty and reflective (shiny) metal pans. Quick breads generally contain much more sugar than yeast breads. Sugar promotes browning, so it’s best to bake quick breads in a heavy material, like stoneware, that reduces browning. Another way to add a layer of protection against overbrowning is by lining your loaf pans with parchment paper when you bake quick breads. I almost always do, cutting a piece as wide as my pan and long enough to line the bottom and both sides, with a little extra to help loosen and remove the loaf later.


Glass bread pans do a serviceable job, but they’re not my first choice for either quick or yeast breads. Glass is slow to heat up, conducts heat somewhat unevenly, and often overbrowns your crust. Some bakers like the fact that glass allows you to see what’s happening to the crust, but in the end that’s more or less irrelevant because the color of the crust is not a reliable indicator that your bread is done.




Muffin and Popover Pans


Everyone needs a pan with 12 standard-size muffin cups. Each cup holds approximately 1⁄2 cup of batter, and it’s safe to say that the overwhelming majority of muffin recipes are written with these in mind.


The usual arrangement is a single pan with 12 cups, but if I were starting over I’d probably get two 6-cup pans; they’re smaller, easier to store, and easier to move around in the oven. A lot of bakers like to line their cups with muffin liners, but — maybe because they seem a little too dainty — I’ve never been into them. Instead, I butter my pans well with soft butter and sometimes dust them with flour. I’m in the habit of filling the cups with hot water as soon as the muffins come out of the pan and letting it soak for a few minutes. Makes cleanup easy.


I don’t make popovers all that frequently, maybe five or six times a year — just enough to have a dedicated popover pan. Mine is glazed terra-cotta. It may have been a gift years ago; I don’t recall, nor can I even find one like it online today. Most of the ones you see now are dark metal or heavy-duty cast aluminum with the traditional deep, narrow, steep-sided cups that create tall popovers with dramatically domed tops. If you’re not sure whether a popover pan is an investment you want to make, you can bake popovers in muffin cups or ramekins to get acquainted, but the result will be squattier and not quite the same.






[image: ]







Pie Pans


Pie pans are one of my favorite subjects (predictable for someone who has written several books about pie). I have far more to say about them than anyone of sound mind would want to hear, so I will have mercy on you and stick with the basics.


My go-to pie pans are 9 to 91⁄2 inches in diameter and typically 11⁄2 to 2 inches deep, what we call a deep-dish pie pan. By “we” I mean those of us who actually bake pies because, to my knowledge, there is no governing body setting the standards and little agreement as to whether these measurements mean the entire diameter, the diameter from inside to inside or inside to outside, or something else. Or whether a pan 21⁄4 inches deep is a deep-dish pan or extra-deep-dish pan. Bottom line: if you are — or, more precisely, if your pan is — in the ballpark, you’re good.


Unlike a lot of baked goods, pies, by necessity, often come to the table still in the pan, so looks are a consideration. Manufacturers are happy to oblige with all manner of attractive pans. Many are colorful stoneware pans whose brand names — Le Creuset, Haeger, Emile Henry, Staub — are synonymous with quality bakeware. A less expensive but quite serviceable option is tempered glass, such as Pyrex or Anchor Hocking, but glass doesn’t have quite the same wow. Ceramic, stoneware, and glass are all a bit slow to heat up but in the end will yield a nicely browned crust.


When oven-to-table looks aren’t required, I also like my metal Goldtouch pie pan and several other heavy, not-too-dark metal pans, including some vintage ones like my Table Talk pie pans. I like to pick up inexpensive metal pie pans from secondhand stores because I can bake in them and give the pie away and not be overly concerned about getting the pan back. If I give you a pie in one of my $40 stoneware pans, however, I’ll pitch a tent on your front porch till I get it back.


A discussion of pie pans wouldn’t be complete without mentioning pot pie pans and mini pie pans, scaled-down versions that are perfect for individual-­size servings. These include a wide choice of pans in assorted materials, with a typical capacity in the 1- to 11⁄2-cup range. Some of the same manufacturers make these pans, but they can be as expensive as full-size ones. For everyday pot pie pans, I often use disposable aluminum.
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Tart Pans


The most common tart pan, the one that so many recipes require, is a 9- or 91⁄2-inch-diameter pan with scalloped sides about 1 inch high. Every harvest baker needs a pan like this for her vegetable quiches and other types of veggie tarts. Some pans, usually metal ones, have sides that are 2 inches high. They produce beautiful tarts, but they’re much less common, and because of the height of the sides, they can be challenging to line with pastry.


Metal tart pans often have a detachable bottom. This allows for easy removal of the tart when it’s time to serve. But like other two-piece pans, it also creates a little issue: butter can leak out of your crust, seep through the pan, and drip into your oven. Not good, but there’s a simple fix: whenever you bake with a two-piece tart pan, put it on a rimmed baking sheet, preferably one lined with parchment. The butter will stay on the sheet, and the parchment will absorb the butter and minimize any smoking that might occur.


A common complaint with metal tart pans is that the top edge of the pan is sharp. It sure can be. Cuts to the hands are not uncommon; even more common are cuts to one’s pastry as you’re attempting to get it into the pan. So take care with these metal pans: watch your hands, and don’t put any downward pressure on your pastry until you’ve tucked it safely into the pan.


Given these (admittedly workable) concerns, it’s no wonder that some cooks prefer using a one-piece ceramic or stoneware tart pan. You can’t remove the entire tart, like you can with the metal pans, for a dramatic presentation. But these pans are pretty enough to bring to the table and come in a variety of colors. If you can only have one, make it basic white so it will go with anything else you put on the table.






The Zen of Parchment Paper


If you could purchase just one item to make your baking life easier, it would be large sheets of parchment paper. Buy the more economical full sheets (24 by 16 inches) and cut them in half, or purchase half sheets (16 by 12 inches). Once you start using parchment on your baking sheets for tarts, scones, free-form loaves, and the like, you’ll save hours a year on cleanup and wonder how you ever did without it. You’ll roll your pie dough on it, too. (Waxed paper is great for rolling also.) I always keep a large sheet under my work area when I’m cooking to catch the mess I make during meal prep.








Other Useful Baking Tools


Pans aren’t the only tools you’ll reach for when you’re baking with the harvest (or just baking, period). There’s a variety of task-specific tools you’ll find indispensable as your baking repertoire expands. Here are the ones I rely on most.
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Rolling Pins


You could get by with either a tapered French-style pin or a much heavier American-style rolling pin with a fat barrel, but it’s nice to have both. I like the French pin for small work, such as rolling out mini pie dough circles or starting to roll a cold disk of pie dough; it allows for more pressure and control. But as the circle of dough gets larger, I’ll switch over because the straight, 12-inch-wide barrel of my American-made maple rolling pin keeps the dough nice and even.




Rulers


I can’t seem to go more than 10 minutes in the kitchen without measuring something: the size of a pan, the diameter of pizza dough, or the thickness of the scones I just patted out. Measurements matter in baking. They’re one of the ways we get on the same page, so to speak, so you need to have a ruler nearby. My favorite is a 16-inch ruler I made from a sawed-off yardstick. Because you need a 13-inch-diameter circle of dough to make a 91⁄2-inch deep-dish pie shell, those extra inches come in real handy. Ditto when you’re rolling a dough for a slab pie.




Pastry Brushes


You often need more than one at a time, for wet and dry work, so keep a couple around. A pastry brush is useful for brushing excess flour off doughs, applying a glaze to a top crust, or brushing your calzone with olive oil. Wash and dry them right away; long soakings will lead to their demise. For most baking jobs I like a small, 1- or 11⁄2-inch-wide boar’s hair bristle brush, though the thin silicone bristle brushes have become more and more popular. I use an entirely different, much larger brush for basting meats with heavy glazes. Your pastry brushes will last longer if you don’t use them for messy work like this.





Pastry Wheel


You use a fluted pastry wheel to trim pie dough, cut lattice strips for your lattice-top pies, and make smaller circles of dough for hand pies. You can pick one up for a few bucks. Be aware that this isn’t the same thing as a pizza cutter, which has a very sharp, nonfluted edge that can easily damage a nice wooden table or cut through an expensive silicone mat on your work counter. The blunt flutes on a pastry wheel won’t do that.




Pastry Blender and Pastry Fork


Little more than a series of curved wires held in place by a handle, the pastry blender is the tool you use for cutting the fat into the flour for your pie doughs: press repeatedly through your mixture and you soon have little split pea–size clods of fat and flour. Old-timers were fond of using two butter knives, scissor fashion, to achieve the same result. I never quite got the hang of it. I do, however, like using my big pastry fork for cutting in, especially when I’m using softer fats such as Crisco and lard.




Cake Tester


Is your cake baked all the way through? Sometimes the low-tech way is the most reliable: just poke your tester into the middle of the cake and find out. If it emerges with raw batter stuck to it, your cake needs more time. If it’s clean, the cake’s done. Toothpicks are fine for the job, but they’re not long enough to go deep into a big pound cake; you need a long, thin cake tester for that. It’s just a length of rigid wire with a handle attached. The thin wooden skewers you find at the supermarket also work great.




Cooling Racks


I love my cooling racks. They have folding legs, so they’re easy to store, and they help protect surfaces by keeping hot pans a good 4 inches off your tabletops and counters. They should be as large as your most frequently used baking sheets so the sheets don’t hang over the edge and get knocked off.




Food Processor


I could live without my food processor, but I wouldn’t want to. I use it nearly every day for making pie dough or pizza dough, grinding nuts, smoothing out rough tomato sauce, making pesto, and more. It’s a time saver when you need it most. A caveat: don’t go too small. For pizza and pie dough I recommend a machine with a 12-cup capacity or larger. I also own a newer 16-cup processor that I bought a couple of years ago. We had a brief exclusive honeymoon together, but today I use the two more or less equally.




Electric Mixers


Baking involves a lot of taking out and putting away of ingredients, measuring, creaming, waiting, cracking, rinsing, and other activities. It’s a good idea to have a machine that can keep working and mixing while you’re otherwise occupied. That’s the beauty of a heavy-duty stand mixer, and every baker can use one. My own KitchenAid mixer is more than 30 years old. It’s gotten noisier over the years, but the only thing I’ve had to replace is the flat beater when the nylon coating wore off. For many smaller beating jobs, an inexpensive hand mixer works just as well. A hand mixer can beat egg whites and handle a gingerbread batter and the like, but a large quantity of heavy batter is best mixed in a stand mixer. If you’re on a budget, consider scouring thrift shops for these items; the last time I went hunting for a mixing bowl, I couldn’t believe the selection of mixers being sold for a fraction of the original prices.




Scale


A small digital scale has a place in the harvest baker’s kitchen. Perhaps surprisingly, I don’t use it for weighing flour; dry measuring cups work just fine. But I often need to know how much those two carrots weigh, or some odd bits of butter and Crisco, or whether I’ve divided a dough into equal quarters. It comes in handy for weighing parcels and calculating postage, too.
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Part 1




For the Love of Bread
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Morning Breads: Muffins, Biscuits, and Scones




It’s virtually impossible to have a bad day when you start with a homemade quick bread. Plump muffins, tender-crusty biscuits, rich scones — these simple pleasures get your day off on the right foot and remind you just how good breakfast can be. These morning breads are even more special when they capture a moment in time by featuring the seasonal harvest, the way they do in the following recipes.
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Strawberry Rhubarb Muffins


Makes 12 muffins


These are so good that they’ll have you counting the days until spring, when you can get your hands on fresh berries and rhubarb again. They’re certainly worth the wait. (I will use frozen strawberries when good local ones aren’t available, but I find it very difficult to find frozen rhubarb.) Light and cake-like, rich and moist, these muffins are laced with cinnamon, cardamom, and lemon zest, just enough to notice but not enough to interfere with the delicate fruit flavor. A sprinkle of sugar on top gives them a crunchy lid that contrasts nicely with the soft interior. Serve them out on the patio or screened porch, on one of those warm spring weekends that melt away the memory of winter.


Ingredients




	Butter and sugar for the cups


	
1 cup finely chopped fresh rhubarb


	
2⁄3 cup plus 11⁄2 tablespoons sugar


	
2 cups all-purpose flour


	
2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda


	
1⁄2 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄4 teaspoon ground cardamom or nutmeg


	
1⁄4 teaspoon ground cinnamon


	
2 large eggs


	
1 cup sour cream


	
6 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and partially cooled


	
3 tablespoons milk


	
1⁄2 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
1 teaspoon finely grated lemon zest


	
1⁄2 cup diced fresh strawberries







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan and dust each of the cups with a little sugar. Set aside. Combine the rhubarb and 11⁄2 tablespoons sugar in a small bowl. Mix well and set aside.


	
2. Combine 2⁄3 cup sugar in a mixing bowl with the flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, cardamom, and cinnamon. Whisk well to mix.


	
3. In a separate bowl whisk the eggs until frothy, then whisk in the sour cream, melted butter, milk, vanilla, and lemon zest. Make a well in the dry mixture and add the liquid mixture. Stir gently, until just a few streaks of the dry mixture remain, then add the rhubarb and strawberries and fold them in with as few strokes as possible to minimize staining the batter.


	
4. Divide the batter evenly among the cups. Sprinkle 2 or 3 big pinches of sugar over each muffin. Bake for 20 to 22 minutes, until the muffins are well risen and golden brown on top. Transfer the muffins to a cooling rack and cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Remove the muffins and continue to cool on the rack, bottoms facing up. These are best served warm. Refrigerate leftovers. Reheat leftovers, loosely wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for 7 to 10 minutes.
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Fresh Berries: The Jewels of Summer


Nothing kicks off summer like a roadside sign announcing Fresh Berries for Sale. For those of us who love to bake, fresh berries are the plump jewels that sweeten our scones and brighten our muffins, the currency that adds immeasurable value to so much of our summer baking.


The first immutable law of berries is this: not all berries are created equal. If they’re picked too soon, they won’t be sweet and juicy. And if they’re flown in from distant lands, they’ll be homesick and taste like jet lag. Which leads us to our second immutable law of berries: get ’em fresh and local, straight from the farm if possible. Pick-your-own farms are everywhere these days, and I can’t think of a more enjoyable family activity. Better still is a free supply of wild fruit. Years ago, when I lived in New Hampshire, my kids and I knew all the best picking spots. Wild blackberries grew in abundance along old logging roads. We’d thread recycled yogurt containers through our belts, head into the brambles, and in no time flat have enough fruit for a couple of pies.


No matter where you procure your berries, you’ll want to keep them in tip-top condition until you use them, which should be as soon as possible — within a couple of days at most.
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Handling and Rinsing


As soon as you get your berries home, spread the fruit out on a paper towel–lined baking sheet and remove any debris or mushy fruit. With large strawberries — which typically mark the beginning of berry season — you can cut out soft areas and salvage what’s left. Then layer the berries in a colander with an occasional paper towel between them to absorb excess moisture; the colander allows for air circulation and help keeps them fresh. Don’t rinse the berries yet. Put another paper towel on top, put the colander on a plate or pie dish, and refrigerate until you're ready to use them.


Contrary to common practice, berries shouldn’t be rinsed until just before you use them. Leave the berries in the colander, but remove the paper towels. Give the berries a quick rinse under cold running water, then turn them out onto a rimmed baking sheet lined with paper towels. Gently shake the sheet back and forth so the towels wick away as much water as possible.




Adding Berries to Your Baked Goods


Unless I’m in a real hurry, I like to partially freeze my berries before adding them to my baked goods. It won’t diminish the flavors of the berries, and a quick hardening up in the freezer will keep them from squishing or falling apart when you mix them into batter or dough. After you rinse the berries and dry them as well as possible (you don’t want any extra moisture added to your recipe), spread the berries out, cut or whole, on a baking sheet and place directly in the freezer. If you’re using the berries right away, a 30- to 60-minute freeze should be long enough. For long-term storage, freeze the berries for an hour or two, until they’re good and firm, then transfer them to plastic freezer bags, seal, and store in the freezer for up to 1 year.










Whole-Wheat Blueberry Beet Muffins


Makes 12 muffins


One of the challenges when you’re baking with beets, especially puréed beets, is this: The item in question can turn a pretty shocking shade of red. Or blue-red. Or some similarly off-putting shade — really off-putting if you happen to be a kid. One of the best ways to temper this effect is by using whole-wheat flour, as we do here. You still see a bit of red, but the whole grains give it an earthy, appealing hue. The irony is, when all is said and done, you don’t really taste the beets anyway, at least not much; they take a backseat to whole-grain goodness, sweet maple syrup, plump blueberries, and warm ginger. Make these for your favorite blueberry muffin lover; you’ll be a hero.


Ingredients




	Oil for the foil sheet


	Butter for the muffin pan


	
3 medium-size fresh beets


	
21⁄4 cups whole-wheat pastry flour


	
11⁄2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1 teaspoon baking soda


	
1⁄2 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄2 teaspoon ground ginger


	
2 large eggs


	
1 cup sour cream, plain yogurt, or vanilla yogurt


	
1⁄2 cup packed light brown sugar


	
1⁄2 cup pure maple syrup


	
1⁄4 cup vegetable oil or light olive oil


	
1⁄2 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
1 cup fresh or frozen blueberries


	
3 tablespoons finely chopped crystallized ginger


	
Maple Syrup Glaze (optional)







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). If the beet stems and leaves are still attached, trim them off where they meet the root. Trim off most of the skinny tail also. Tear off a 12- to 14-inch piece of aluminum foil and drizzle the middle with a little cooking oil. Place the beets in the center and sprinkle with 2 tablespoons of water. Close up the foil, place the foil packet on a baking sheet, and bake the beets until they’re tender all the way through when pierced with a cake tester or paring knife. This could take anywhere from 50 to 75 minutes, depending on the size of the beets. When they are done, open the foil so the beets can cool.


	
2. When the beets have cooled, remove the skins by rubbing them off with dry paper towels. Cut the beets into chunks and transfer to a food processor. Process to a smoothish purée. Measure out 3⁄4 cup. (Refrigerate or freeze any leftovers for another use. Blend with fresh herbs and cream cheese to make a nice spread for appetizer toasts.)


	
3. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan. (You can use muffin cup liners if you like, but you may have to use an additional ramekin or two for excess batter.)


	
4. Combine the flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, and ginger in a large bowl. Mix well by hand.


	
5. Whisk the eggs in a separate bowl until frothy. Add the sour cream, brown sugar, maple syrup, oil, vanilla, and beet purée. Whisk until evenly blended. Make a well in the dry ingredients and add the liquid mixture. Stir until everything is dampened and only a few dry streaks remain. Add the blueberries and ginger and fold them in until the batter is evenly mixed.


	
6. Divide the batter among the cups. Bake for 20 to 22 minutes, until the muffins feel springy to the touch. Transfer the muffins to a cooling rack and cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Remove the muffins, and continue to cool on the rack, bottoms facing up. Transfer to a cloth-lined basket, and serve warm. If desired, you can glaze them with the Maple Syrup Glaze, but the muffins should cool to lukewarm first. (If they’re hot, too much of the glaze will run off.)













Bacon, Cheddar, and Fresh Corn Muffins


Makes 12 muffins


Fresh corn, bacon, cheese — how could these muffins be anything short of fabulous? The bacon’s salty bite is really important here, so it’s worth taking a few minutes to fry it up. (No cheating with packaged bacon bits. In my lazier moments I’ve used diced pepperoni. It’s okay, but it’s not bacon.) These are nice as an accompaniment to scrambled or poached eggs, and they can turn any hearty chili, soup, or stew into a feast. If you want to layer another harvest flavor on top of the corn, sauté 1⁄4 cup finely diced onion or sliced scallions in a little of the bacon fat and add it to the batter when you add the corn.


Ingredients




	Butter for the muffin pan


	
6–8 bacon strips


	
1 cup corn kernels, preferably freshly cut


	
11⁄4 cups all-purpose flour


	
11⁄4 cups yellow cornmeal


	
3 tablespoons sugar


	
21⁄2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1⁄4 teaspoon baking soda


	
3⁄4 teaspoon salt


	
2 large eggs


	
1 cup milk


	
1⁄3 cup sour cream


	
1⁄4 cup vegetable oil, light olive oil, or melted butter


	
1 cup grated sharp cheddar cheese or pepper jack cheese, plus a little extra for sprinkling







Instructions




	
1. Fry the bacon in a large skillet until crisp. Transfer to a paper towel–lined plate and cool thoroughly.


	
2. Put the corn in a small saucepan with enough water to cover. Bring to a boil and cook at a low boil for 5 minutes. Drain the corn, and set it aside to cool.


	
3. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan.


	
4. Combine the flour, cornmeal, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt in a large bowl. Whisk well.


	
5. Whisk the eggs in a separate bowl until frothy. Whisk in the milk, sour cream, and oil. Make a well in the dry ingredients, add the liquid mixture, and stir with a wooden spoon just until the batter is dampened. Crumble the bacon into the batter, then add the corn and cheese. Stir just until the batter is evenly mixed.


	
6. Divide the batter evenly among the muffin cups. Sprinkle the tops with a little extra cheese, if desired. Bake for 20 to 22 minutes, until the muffins are slightly domed and the tops are golden brown.


	
7. Transfer the muffins to a cooling rack and cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Remove the muffins and continue to cool on the rack, bottoms facing up. Serve as soon as possible. Refrigerate leftovers. Reheat leftovers, wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for about 10 minutes.













Ricotta, Lemon, and Blackberry Muffins


Makes 12 muffins


Crispy on the outside, with a moist, tender, off-white interior, these muffins are a showcase for your fat summer blackberries. They love lemon, so we include lots of zest; lemon thyme, too, if you have it on hand. Some of the blackberries I get from my brother-in-law’s garden are real monsters, and I have to cut them in half before adding them to the batter — feel free to do likewise. Oftentimes I’ll end up with leftover ricotta cheese when I make a big Italian meal, and this is a clever way to use it up.
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Ingredients




	Butter for the muffin pan


	
2 cups all-purpose flour


	
2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda


	
3⁄4 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄4 teaspoon ground nutmeg


	
1 cup ricotta cheese


	
1 cup sugar


	
1⁄2 cup sour cream


	
1⁄2 cup milk


	
5 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


	
1 large egg


	
2–3 teaspoons freshly grated lemon zest


	
1⁄2 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
1–11⁄4 cups blackberries, halved if very large


	
1 teaspoon fresh lemon thyme (optional)


	
Citrus Glaze (optional)







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan.


	
2. Combine the flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, and nutmeg in a large bowl. Mix well by hand or with a whisk.


	
3. Purée the ricotta, sugar, sour cream, milk, melted butter, egg, lemon zest, and vanilla in a blender. Make a well in the dry mixture and add the liquid mixture. Stir until everything is dampened and only a few dry streaks remain. Add the blackberries and lemon thyme, if using, and fold them in with as few strokes as possible.


	
4. Divide the batter evenly among the cups. Bake for 20 to 22 minutes, until the muffins are well risen and the tops feel springy to the touch and are light golden brown. Transfer the muffins to a cooling rack and cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Remove the muffins and continue to cool on the rack, bottoms facing up. Serve as is, or drizzle a little Citrus Glaze on the muffins before serving.













Peanut Butter and Apple Crumb Muffins


Makes 12 muffins


Muffins are wonderful, but like so many quick breads, they have a limited shelf life before they start drying out. That’s one of the reasons I like adding grated fruits and vegetables: their moisture is released gradually into the bread, so the muffins are not as quick to dry out. That’s certainly the case with these peanut butter muffins made with grated apple. They’re great for breakfast and after-school snacks, and they freeze beautifully. No need to thaw. Just wrap in foil and place in a 350°F (180°C) oven for about 15 minutes. Serve warm, with a slather of butter and drizzle of honey, and applesauce on the side.


Ingredients




	Butter for the muffin pan


	
1 cup all-purpose flour


	
1 cup whole-wheat pastry flour


	
2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda


	
1⁄2 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄2 teaspoon ground cinnamon


	
1 cup buttermilk


	
2⁄3 cup packed light brown sugar


	
1⁄3 cup creamy peanut butter


	
1⁄3 cup vegetable oil


	
1 large egg, at room temperature


	
1⁄2 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
1 cup peeled and grated apple (about 11⁄2 large apples)


	
1⁄2 cup raisins (optional)


	
3⁄4–1 cup Brown Sugar Streusel



	
Confectioners’ Sugar Glaze (optional)







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan.


	
2. Combine the all-purpose flour, whole-wheat flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, and cinnamon in a large bowl. Whisk well to combine.


	
3. Combine the buttermilk, brown sugar, peanut butter, oil, egg, and vanilla in a separate bowl. Using an electric mixer — a hand-held mixer is fine — beat on medium speed until evenly blended.


	
4. Make a well in the dry mixture and add the liquid mixture. Using a wooden spoon, mix briefly, until only a few dry streaks remain visible in the batter. Add the apple and raisins, if using, and stir until the batter is well mixed.


	
5. Divide the batter evenly among the muffin cups. Top each one with about 1 tablespoon of the streusel, gently pressing it into the batter to partially embed it. Bake 20 to 22 minutes, until the muffins are well risen and a tester inserted into the center of the middle muffins comes out dry. Transfer the muffins to a cooling rack and cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Remove the muffins and continue to cool on the rack. Transfer to a cloth-lined basket and serve warm. If you like, drizzle the tops sparingly with Confectioners’ Sugar Glaze before serving.













Glorious Morning Muffins


Makes about 15 muffins


This is my take on the popular “morning glory” muffin, countless variations of which you’ve probably encountered over the years. In case you haven’t, the basic idea is a wholesome carrot cake–like muffin with a laundry list of add-ins, from crushed pineapple to nuts and everything in between. It’s a delicious way to start the day, and because they’re substantial, one of these with your coffee will hold you over till lunch. They freeze beautifully, so I seal mine two at a time in quart-size freezer bags and take them out the night before I serve them for breakfast. Warm them up, split them, and top with yogurt. This makes a big batch because you’ll want extras. Use a second pan or ramekins for the extra batter.


Ingredients




	Butter for the muffin pan


	
11⁄4 cups all-purpose flour


	
1 cup whole-wheat pastry flour


	
1⁄2 cup granulated sugar


	
1⁄2 cup packed light brown sugar


	
2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1 teaspoon baking soda


	
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


	
1 teaspoon salt


	
3 large eggs


	
1⁄2 cup vegetable oil


	
1⁄2 cup buttermilk or plain yogurt


	
1 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
1 (8-ounce) can crushed pineapple, including the juice


	
1⁄2 cup finely diced peeled apple


	
1⁄2 cup dark or golden raisins


	
1⁄2 cup chopped walnuts or pecans


	
1⁄4 cup flaked sweetened coconut (optional)


	
2 tablespoons finely chopped crystallized ginger


	
11⁄2 cups grated carrots







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan plus 2 or 3 additional cups of roughly the same size. I usually use ramekins. (See tip regarding the optional seeding of the cups.)


	
2. Combine the all-purpose flour, whole-wheat flour, granulated sugar, brown sugar, baking powder, baking soda, cinnamon, and salt in a large bowl. Whisk well to combine.


	
3. In a separate bowl, whisk the eggs until lightly beaten. Whisk in the oil, buttermilk, and vanilla. Stir in the can of pineapple. Make a well in the dry ingredients and add the liquid mixture. Mix until everything is just dampened and only a few dry streaks remain; then fold in the apple, raisins, walnuts, coconut (if using), and ginger. Fold in the carrots and stir just until the batter is evenly mixed.


	
4. Divide the batter evenly among the cups. Bake for 10 minutes, then turn the heat down to 350°F (180°C) and bake about 20 minutes more, until the muffins are golden on top and a toothpick inserted into the center of the muffins comes out clean. Transfer the muffins to a cooling rack and cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Remove the muffins, and continue to cool on the rack, bottoms facing up. Serve warm if possible. Store leftovers in plastic freezer bags. Refrigerate what you’ll eat within a couple of days, and freeze the rest. Reheat muffins, wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for 15 minutes if they’re frozen, 7 to 10 minutes if they’ve been refrigerated.









Tip: To give these Glorious Morning Muffins a handsome, wholesome profile, I often coat the cups of the muffin pan with sunflower seeds or rolled oats. Use plenty of soft butter so they will stick to the sides, and drop a little pile into each cup. Rotate the pan to distribute the seeds or oats, and you’re good to go.













Butternut Squash Crumb Muffins


Makes 12 muffins


Serve these amber-colored muffins throughout the fall, when you’re looking for new ways to use up your stash of winter squashes. They’ve got cinnamon, spice, and everything nice, including the crumb topping I never get tired of. If you happen to grow butternut squash, a nice gift would be a little tray of these muffins along with the recipe and a squash so your recipient can make them herself (and perhaps even reciprocate with a muffin gesture of her own).


Ingredients




	Butter for the muffin pan


	
21⁄4 cups all-purpose flour


	
1 tablespoon baking powder


	
3⁄4 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄2 teaspoon ground cinnamon


	
1⁄2 teaspoon ground ginger


	
1⁄2 teaspoon ground nutmeg


	
1 cup butternut squash purée (see box at right)


	
3⁄4 cup packed light brown sugar


	
3⁄4 cup milk


	
1⁄3 cup vegetable oil or light olive oil


	
1 large egg, lightly beaten


	
1 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
1 cup finely chopped pecans


	
11⁄2 cups Brown Sugar Streusel



	
Confectioners’ Sugar Glaze (optional)







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Butter a standard-size 12-cup muffin pan.


	
2. Combine the flour, baking powder, salt, cinnamon, ginger, and nutmeg in a large bowl. Whisk well to mix.


	
3. Combine the squash purée, brown sugar, milk, oil, egg, and vanilla in a separate bowl. Whisk well, until evenly blended. Make a well in the dry mixture and add the liquid mixture. Mix the batter until just a few streaks of the dry mixture remain. Stir in the pecans.


	
4. Divide the batter evenly among the muffin cups. Top each one with about 2 tablespoons of streusel, gently pressing it into the batter to partially embed it. Bake for 20 to 22 minutes, until the muffins are well risen and the streusel is golden brown. Cool the muffins in the pan on a rack for about 5 minutes, then loosen with a butter knife. Transfer the muffins to the rack and continue to cool. Serve warm or at room temperature, with a drizzle of Confectioners’ Sugar Glaze, if desired. To reheat, wrap the muffins in foil — leaving the tops partially exposed — and place in a 300°F (150°C) oven for 8 to 10 minutes.










How to Make Butternut Squash Purée
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Puréed butternut squash has many uses in the kitchen. It can add flavor and body to soups, stews, and curries. And it makes a great side dish mixed with butter, a bit of brown sugar or maple syrup, and salt and pepper. Try it in your baked goods, too, as an occasional substitute for pumpkin or sweet potato purée.


Here’s how you make it: Preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Line a large rimmed baking sheet or roasting pan with parchment paper or oiled aluminum foil. Rinse and dry one large butternut squash. Halve it lengthwise and scoop out the seeds. Rub the cut surfaces with cooking oil; salt lightly. Place the halves, cut sides down, on the sheet. Pour 1⁄2 cup of water on the sheet and bake the squash for 40 to 60 minutes, until the skin is shriveled and the squash is soft and tender when pierced with a paring knife. Place the baking sheet on a cooling rack, turn the squash over, and allow to cool. Spoon out the flesh and transfer it to a food processor. Process to a smooth purée. Transfer the purée to a sealed container and refrigerate for 2 to 3 days or freeze for up to several months.















Herbed Parmesan Popovers


Makes 8 popovers


In the pantheon of dramatic breads, nothing quite compares to popovers. Tall, bulging, and gorgeously golden, these impressive breads start out in the most unlikely of guises — a thin, pancake-like batter. This batter inflates like a balloon, leaving behind a crusty shell. Fresh herbs have a special affinity for popovers, which serve as a sort of blank canvas for other flavors. In the summer I’ll snip off a handful of several herbs from my garden, chop them fine, and sprinkle them over the batter with a little Parmesan. (Other cheeses work well, too, but Parmesan is my favorite.) I like chives and dill in these, but it’s hard to go wrong with most any herb combination. Serve the popovers shortly after they come out of the oven. I love them with scrambled or poached eggs for breakfast, served with honey butter. For dinner I’ll serve them with soups or stews, or split them and pour on a big ladle of creamy beef stew or chicken-and-vegetable stew to make free-form pot pies.
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Ingredients




	
3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


	
3 large eggs, at room temperature


	
11⁄2 cups milk, at room temperature


	
11⁄2 cups all-purpose flour


	
1 teaspoon salt


	
3 tablespoons minced fresh herbs


	
1⁄2 cup finely grated Parmesan cheese or about 3⁄4 cup melting cheese, such as cheddar, Gruyère, or Gouda







Instructions




	
1. Drizzle a little of the melted butter into each cup of a popover pan, reserving most of the butter. If you have a standard 6-cup popover pan, you’ll probably need to butter two additional cups of some sort; I use 1-cup capacity custard cups. A muffin pan will also work, but because the cups are wider than popover cups, your popovers won’t rise as high. Either way, you’ll need to butter about 8 cups. Adjust the oven rack so it is one setting below the middle. Preheat the oven to 450°F (230°C).


	
2. Whisk the eggs in a large bowl; use a spouted bowl if you have one, because it makes pouring the batter nice and easy. Whisk in the milk. Add the flour and salt and whisk well, until smooth. You should see lots of little air bubbles. Whisk in the remaining melted butter.


	
3. Divide the batter evenly among the buttered cups, filling them about three-quarters full, but no more than that. Sprinkle a generous teaspoon of the chopped herbs over each one, followed by about 1 tablespoon of cheese. Do not stir it in.


	
4. Bake for 20 minutes without opening the oven door, or the popovers may fall. Reduce the heat to 375°F (190°C) and bake an additional 15 minutes, again without opening the door. When the popovers are done, they’ll be tall, crusty, and well browned. Transfer the pan to a cooling rack, let the popovers rest for a minute or two, then remove them from their cups. Serve as soon as possible, but be aware that there may still be hot steam inside when you serve them. Let folks know to poke them with a knife to release the steam. Popovers will lose their structure and stature within minutes, but they’ll still taste good. Refrigerate leftovers. You can reheat them, wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for a few minutes, if desired.









Note: If your eggs are cold, take off the chill by placing them in a bowl and covering them with lukewarm water for 5 minutes.
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Windowsill Herbs
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If you have a sunny, draft-free windowsill in or near the kitchen, you’ve got prime real estate for growing an indoor herb garden during the cooler months. Windowsill herb plants won’t be as lush and abundant as your outside plants, but a snip here and there will brighten your winter salads and add a summery accent to your soups, breads, and other recipes.


The ideal window should get at least 6 hours of sunlight each day; less than that and you’ll probably need a supplemental grow light. Whether you’re starting plants from seed or transplanting a clump from an outdoor plant, use a soilless potting mix for good drainage.


Give each herb its own container so that faster-growing ones (such as mint) don’t crowd out the others. Chives are easy to grow indoors, and giving them the occasional haircut stimulates new growth. Parsley grows slowly indoors, but it’s low maintenance and has countless uses. Thyme likes a lot of sun (consider growing more than one kind: I use lots of lemon thyme in my baking). Rosemary is relatively unfussy, but allow the soil to dry out between waterings.


As is often the case, trial and error is the best way to learn which herbs grow best where you live, so pick a few of your favorites and go for it.












Sweet Potato Buttermilk Biscuits


Makes 12 or more biscuits


I may be a Yankee by birth and upbringing, but I’ve always been a Southerner by virtue of my love for tender, mouthwatering biscuits of various persuasions. Those persuasions would include these sweet potato biscuits, crusty on the outside, pillow soft within, and just begging to be split, drizzled with honey, and stuffed with a slice of salty ham. If there’s an art to making good biscuits — and there is (see The Art of Beautiful Biscuits) — adding mashed sweet potato just enhances it. The dough is stickier than that of other biscuits and should be handled with a light touch. It helps to keep your hands and counter well floured. Note that this recipe uses both cold butter for flavor and vegetable shortening for softness. The cake flour helps give the biscuits that melt-in-your-mouth tenderness Southern biscuits are famous for.


Ingredients




	Grease or butter for the baking sheet


	
2 cups all-purpose flour


	
1⁄4 cup cake flour


	
2 tablespoons sugar


	
21⁄2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda


	
4 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, cut into 1⁄4-inch pieces


	
2 tablespoons cold solid vegetable shortening, in smallish chunks


	
3⁄4 cup finely mashed sweet potato or sweet potato purée



	
3⁄4 cup buttermilk, plus 2 to 3 additional tablespoons, as needed







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 425°F (220°C). Lightly grease or butter a large baking sheet.


	
2. Combine the all-purpose flour, cake flour, sugar, baking powder, salt, and baking soda in a sifter or large sieve and sift everything onto a large sheet of waxed paper. Transfer these dry ingredients back into the sifter and sift again into a large bowl.


	
3. Add the butter and shortening to the dry ingredients. Briefly break up the pieces of fat with your fingers, rubbing them into the dry ingredients; then switch to a pastry blender and cut the fat into the flour until you have mostly split pea–size pieces of fat.


	
4. Combine the sweet potato and 3⁄4 cup buttermilk in a small bowl; whisk well to blend. Make a well in the dry ingredients and add the liquid mixture all at once. Stir with a wooden spoon just until the batter comes together in a shaggy mass; a dry pocket or two may remain. Wait a minute or two, then stir again, adding another tablespoon or two of buttermilk if the dough seems to need it. The dough will be dampish and a little sticky.


	
5. Flour your hands and your work counter well. Turn the dough out onto your counter and flour the dough lightly. Gently knead the dough, flattenning it out slightly and gently folding it over onto itself. Repeat several times, flattening and folding, dusting the dough with flour as needed. Pat the dough out to a thickness of 1 inch.


	
6. Using a 11⁄2- to 2-inch biscuit cutter, cut the dough into rounds and place them on the baking sheet, leaving 11⁄2 to 2 inches between them. They’ll get crusty all over if you don’t place them too close to one another. Brush each one sparingly with any remaining buttermilk. Bake on the middle oven rack for 17 to 20 minutes. When done, the tops will be light golden brown and the bottoms much darker brown. Transfer the baking sheet to a cooling rack. Cool briefly on the pan, then transfer the biscuits to the rack. Serve warm, from a cloth-lined basket. Store leftovers in a plastic freezer bag. Reheat leftovers, loosely wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for 8 to 10 minutes.









Sweet Potato Buttermilk Biscuits with Bacon


Cook 4 to 8 slices of bacon until crisp. When they are cool enough to handle, crumble them up. Stir the bacon into the dough when you add the buttermilk and sweet potato.













Mashed Potato Biscuits


Makes 14 to 16 biscuits


There was a time when I believed that lots of people used biscuits to recycle their mashed potatoes, but even when I moved down south I was met with surprise and skepticism when I brought up the idea. Why did no one think of this? I considered the possibility that leftover mashed potatoes were a rarity. But now I think it’s a simple lack of understanding just how good potato biscuits are — crispy on the outside and feather soft in. If you love working with different doughs, like I do, you’ll appreciate just how soft and supple this one feels. Smother these biscuits with your favorite preserves, or serve them with gravy, stews, and hearty winter soups. They go with just about anything.
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Ingredients




	Butter for the baking sheet


	
2 cups all-purpose flour


	
1 tablespoon baking powder


	
3⁄4 teaspoon salt


	
1⁄4 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


	
4 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, in 1⁄2-inch cubes, plus 2 tablespoons melted butter


	
2 tablespoons vegetable shortening, in small chunks (see note)


	
1 cup leftover mashed potatoes, at room temperature


	
1⁄2 cup milk


	
2 tablespoons chopped chives (optional)







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 425°F (220°C). Very lightly butter a large baking sheet.


	
2. Sift the flour, baking powder, and salt into a large bowl. Sift again, if desired. Mix in the pepper. Add the cold butter and shortening and toss with your hands to coat the fat with the flour. Using a pastry blender, cut the fat into the dry ingredients until it is broken into split pea–size pieces.


	
3. Add the mashed potatoes to the bowl, breaking them up and incorporating them into the dry mixture with a large fork. When the potatoes are well distributed, make a well in the mixture and add all but a tablespoon or two of the milk, plus the chives, if using. Mix well with your fork to dampen everything, then decide if you need to add the remaining milk. If the dough has already cohered nicely, you don’t need it. But if a number of dry pockets remain, stir it in.


	
4. Turn the dough out onto a well-floured work surface. Using floured hands, knead the dough 8 to 10 times and pat it out to a thickness of 3⁄4 inch. Using a 2-inch biscuit cutter, cut the dough into rounds and arrange them, about 2 inches apart, on the baking sheet. Brush the biscuits with the melted butter.


	
5. Bake on the middle oven rack for 16 to 18 minutes, until the biscuits are golden brown and crusty. Transfer them to a cloth-lined basket, and serve as soon as possible. Store leftovers in a plastic freezer bag. Reheat leftovers, loosley wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for about 10 minutes.









Note: If you prefer, you can use a total of 6 tablespoons cold butter in the biscuits, instead of 4 tablespoons butter plus 2 tablespoons vegetable shortening.










The Art of Beautiful Biscuits


Yes, it is an art, and yes, you can master it. Here are some tips to help get you there:




	For the lightest biscuits, sift your dry ingredients twice.


	Be sure your oven is thoroughly preheated. Your biscuits will get added “spring,” or rise, in a really hot oven.


	Don’t overhandle the dough or you’ll get tough biscuits. (Buttermilk biscuits need a little extra handling. See How to Build a Better Buttermilk Biscuit.)


	If your biscuits touch one another on your baking sheet, they’ll rise a little higher because they won’t spread out. But they won’t be as crusty on the sides. Your choice.


	Have soft butter ready for serving with warm biscuits. You don’t want to hack up your pretty little biscuits trying to spread them with cold butter.
















Cornmeal Buttermilk Biscuits


Makes about 12 muffins


This is not a harvest biscuit per se, but it is the basis for several other harvest baked goods — including Everything Biscuits and the Biscuit-Crusted Chicken Pot Pie — so this is as logical a place as any to file the recipe. If you’re not accustomed to adding cornmeal to your biscuits, I think you’ll find it quite agreeable. It alters the texture of your biscuits, adding a barely perceptible crunchiness, as well as the appearance, resulting in a less refined, more rustic look. It’s an easy and wholesome way to do a biscuit makeover. I’ve incorporated a bit of cornstarch and some vegetable shortening, two little tricks for achieving extra-tender biscuits. (If you’d prefer, use another tablespoon of butter instead of the shortening.) For some advice on handling soft buttermilk biscuit doughs, see the box below.


Ingredients




	Oil for the baking sheet


	
11⁄2 cups all-purpose flour


	
1⁄2 cup fine yellow cornmeal


	
1 tablespoon cornstarch


	
1 tablespoon sugar


	
2 teaspoons baking powder


	
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda


	
1⁄2 teaspoon salt


	
4 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, cut into 1⁄2-inch cubes


	
1 tablespoon solid vegetable shortening (Crisco)


	
3⁄4 cup plus 2 tablespoons buttermilk







Instructions




	
1. Preheat the oven to 425°F (220°C). Lightly oil a large baking sheet.


	
2. Sift the flour, cornmeal, cornstarch, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt into a large bowl. (If some of the cornmeal particles get caught in the sifter, add them back to the dry mixture in the bowl.) Sift again, if desired. Add the butter and vegetable shortening. Start by rubbing the fat into the flour, to break up the fat, then switch to a pastry blender and cut the fat into the dry ingredients until the mixture resembles coarse crumbs, with split pea–size pieces of fat.


	
3. Make a well in the dry mixture and add the buttermilk all at once. Stir thoroughly, until the dough coheres. Let the dough rest for 3 or 4 minutes.


	
4. Flour your hands and work counter and turn the dough out onto your counter. Gently pat out the dough, keeping it on the thick side, then fold it over onto itself. Repeat a couple more times, patting and folding. You’re not trying to knead the dough, but just work it a bit so it has enough strength and structure to rise a little (see photo in box below). Pat the dough out to a thickness of almost 1 inch.


	
5. Using a 2-inch biscuit cutter, cut the dough into rounds and place them on the baking sheet, leaving about 2 inches between them. Bake for about 15 minutes, until golden brown and crusty. Transfer the biscuits to a cloth-lined basket and serve as soon as possible. If you’re not serving right away, transfer them to a cooling rack. Store leftovers in a plastic freezer bag. Reheat leftovers, loosely wrapped in foil, in a 300°F (150°C) oven for about 10 minutes.













How to Build a Better Buttermilk Biscuit






[image: ]







You may have noticed that recipes will often admonish the cook to not “overhandle” biscuit dough, lest ye end up with tough biscuits. That’s true up to a point, but it’s not so much the case with buttermilk biscuits. Buttermilk is a natural dough tenderizer, so much so that without a little handling, the dough won’t develop the muscle to rise at all. A little handling is good. It will activate the gluten in the dough, which creates the structural support — think of tiny 2×4s — that holds the biscuit up. The resulting rise makes for a more attractive and lighter biscuit. (The method I use for handling buttermilk doughs is outlined in the recipes.) Please note that I’m not advocating a muscular, yeast-bread-type kneading, just some gentle patting and folding.
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