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When Bittersweet was published in 2003, chocolate in America was on the brink of a seismic shift that would forever change our understanding of and our experience with this beloved food.


New and more interesting chocolates—purer, more flavorful, less sweet, different, even exotic—had started to appear next to the familiar brands, and we were ready to, actually starting to, taste chocolate in a new way. But no one was explaining the difference between these chocolates and standard American chocolates, or providing guidance to cooks who would naturally want to make their favorite recipes successfully with the new chocolates.


In the decade since then, all of the changes presaged in the first edition have in fact occurred and have even sparked a new wave of chocolate innovation. This revised and updated paperback edition is (blessedly) simpler to use and understand, in part because terminology that had been new and unfamiliar is now common (it doesn’t need repeated explanation anymore) and most especially because these days bars of chocolate are almost universally labeled with percentages. This latter fact makes it easier to call for a specific chocolate in a recipe, easier to shop for the right ingredient, and easier to make a successful chocolate dessert with any chocolate you choose using the guidelines in the book. Meanwhile, because there are hundreds more foreign and domestic chocolates available than there were ten years ago, chocolate-loving home cooks and culinary school students will find this book even more useful and relevant.


In addition to being a primer on chocolate, Seriously Bitter Sweet is a collection of great recipes, sweet and savory, each with choices or commentary on the chocolate called for. And my story is woven throughout: growing up with chocolate in California in the 1950s; tasting my first handmade chocolate truffle in Paris in 1973; the role of my Berkeley shop, Cocolat, in the context of the larger food “revolution” of the 1970s and ’80s; and, finally, the years leading to the era of what I call the New Chocolates, which were the primary motivation for the book.


In retrospect, my first hint that American cooks—even seasoned American cooks and pastry chefs—might need continuing education in chocolate came early. After I sold Cocolat in 1990, I had more time to write and publish cookbooks and experiment with new ingredients, including chocolates. When I started making desserts with a renowned European chocolate, one that I had tasted and loved but never worked with, I assumed that it would make my already superb desserts even better. I did not anticipate that a superior chocolate with 70% cacao—instead of the then standard American bittersweet with 54% to 59% cacao—would produce an inferior dessert, simply because of its higher cacao percentage.


By 1997 I was spending time with the late Robert Steinberg and John Scharffenberger as they launched their tiny company, Scharffen Berger Chocolate Maker. In short order, Scharffen Berger became the first new American bean-to-bar chocolate manufacturer in fifty years; the first to make an American 70% bittersweet chocolate; and the first American company to put cacao percentage on a chocolate bar, to market cocoa nibs, and to produce a premium-quality natural American cocoa powder for home cooks. I was a casual consultant at first, then a friend and regular advisor—often, in truth, a nag. I don’t take credit for what they did, but I did know very early on (even before John and Robert knew) that Scharffen Berger would change chocolate in the United States forever. And that is exactly what happened. At the same time, my experience with the new American chocolate provided the true impetus for Bittersweet.


At first to help John and Robert, and then to satisfy my growing curiosity, I started adapting some of my recipes to make them work with a 70% chocolate, then a 62% chocolate, and then several in between. Soon I had a set of formulas, observations, and rules of thumb. Meanwhile, a colleague said it was not worth paying for special chocolate if you were just going to cook with it. But I was finding that although good chocolate made good desserts, better chocolate yielded even better desserts—as long as you knew how to use it. I was also discovering that the simplest recipes were best for showing off distinctive chocolates.


The relatively quick success of the new chocolate “upstart” had an impact. American manufacturers started to include the cacao percentage on their labels (as I knew they would); they also began making higher-percentage chocolates. The family-owned Guittard Chocolate Company in California responded by launching their own excellent artisan chocolate line, E. Guittard, for professionals and home cooks. Furthermore, more chocolates from Europe and Latin America were showing up. Suddenly choices were multiplying in the baking aisle (and, of course, in the candy aisle). Bittersweet chocolates—now with a spread from 54% to over 70% cacao—were no longer interchangeable with one another in a recipe.


Nor was the focus just on recipes for flourless chocolate cakes and chocolate mousse or even on new desserts. As the new century dawned, the focus was equally on the chocolate itself: the transformation of cocoa beans into chocolate, the source and quality of the beans, and the blending (or not blending) of them. There was talk of rare varietals and the possible existence of a fourth species, of fermentation and drying methods on cacao farms, and of chocolate production methods and choices. Now the focus was on the flavors inherent in the beans, new and diverse ideas about what chocolate really tasted like and how much sugar it should or should not have in it. Now there was even a chocolate flavor wheel modeled after the classic wine flavor wheel, custom-designed for discerning the flavors of chocolate. Chocolate had gained a new status—transcending candy—and a growing respect for the complexity of its flavor and the skill required to transform beans to bars.


Bittersweet came out at the beginning of this era. When it was published, most of the bars of American chocolates in the baking aisle were not yet labeled with percentages. They were simply called unsweetened chocolate, bittersweet chocolate, or semisweet chocolate; the last two were similar enough to be completely interchangeable in recipes. Home cooks (even culinary students and American chefs) had no idea of the cacao percentage of these unmarked bars or how they compared to the European, or new American, bars of bittersweet and semisweet chocolates that were marked with percentages. And of course they did not know what difference percentage would make in their desserts anyway. Excitement about tasting the new chocolates did not translate into knowledge about using them.


With so little consumer knowledge and such inadequate chocolate labeling at that time (established American manufacturers considered cacao percentage to be a trade secret), it was arguably ridiculous to think I could explain cacao percentage and its impact on flavor and texture in a dessert recipe and then guide readers in choosing chocolates. Just to be able to explain the difference between the old chocolates and the new, I estimated the cacao percentage of all of those unmarked American chocolates by extrapolating from information on nutrition labels and from my understanding of chocolate making. When percentage labeling became de rigueur, shortly after the publication of Bittersweet, it was an enormous relief to find that my calculations were very close to the mark, even taking into consideration that some manufacturers boosted cacao content just a tad before slapping percentages on their bars. Such was the new climate of competition in our world of chocolate that suddenly higher percentages were construed to mean better chocolate!


In the decade since Bittersweet’s debut, chocolate has continued to evolve. Today, most American chocolate bars are labeled with cacao percentage, making it easier for consumers to choose what to nibble on or cook with, as well as easier for me and others to create a recipe that will be successful for any cook willing to follow it. Magazine editors and cookbook authors often—but not yet always—include cacao percentage when chocolate is called for in recipes. Nevertheless, Seriously Bitter Sweet is the only work available that explains how to use high-percentage chocolates in recipes, and I remain a missionary trying to persuade everyone who publishes recipes to call for chocolate by percentage. Although the former upstart Scharffen Berger was acquired in 2005 by the Hershey Company, there are scores of new American chocolate companies, including craft producers of artisan chocolate operating out of industrial garages and even storefronts or the backs of cafés, not unlike similarly dedicated coffee roasters, cheese makers, beer brewers, and jam makers. The new chocolate makers continue to redefine our expectations about the flavor and even the texture of chocolate: some eschew the traditional use of lecithin and vanilla, which are normally added to chocolate; some use goats’ milk instead of cows’ milk in milk chocolate; some use evaporated cane or raw sugars instead of refined white sugar; some grind the chocolate coarsely for a rustic effect; and so on. Some new producers are making raw chocolates; some even use unfermented cacao. There continues to be a strong focus on single-origin chocolates or blends that feature mostly beans of a single origin. Increasing interaction and relationships between chocolate makers and cacao farmers are improving the quality of the beans, pushing more revenues to farmers as well as encouraging better conditions and wages for cacao workers. There is more organic chocolate and more fair-trade chocolate. And botanists and cacao hunters have confirmed a fourth species of cacao, called Nacional. (A list of more than thirty of the newest American chocolate makers, mostly small-batch, bean-to-bar “craft” producers, starts on page 319.)


Two positive (although less dramatic) changes have occurred since Bittersweet was published. White chocolate, long known as “not real chocolate,” now has an official definition and status as “real” chocolate; this designation distinguishes it from the white compound coatings (which are still not “real chocolate”) that used to crowd it. Second, there are more premium cocoa powders available to home cooks, and several of them are natural cocoas. The latter are gaining deserved recognition and attention from cooks and chefs.


Chefs and confectioners are more open-minded and creative about what chocolate goes with, crossing the divide between sweet and savory often and with ease. The newest chocolate confections routinely involve savory herbs or spices, cheese, bacon, and, of course, salt. Meat and poultry, vegetables, salads, grains, and even fish are garnished, seasoned, or thickened with chocolate or cacao nibs. Chocolate today has most definitely transcended mere candy, and consumers, not just chefs and chocolate makers, are aware of this too.


BITTERSWEET


When I sold my first chocolate truffles in the early 1970s, take out food was pizza or Americanized Chinese food or, in some cities, Jewish or Italian food from a delicatessen. Coffee had the strength of dishwater and cheese was always orange. We were not yet a nation addicted to fast food, but neither were we passionate about organic produce, the authentic tastes of foods from every corner of the globe, or handmade “artisan” foods. We loved chocolate, but we thought of it as candy: fudge or a candy bar—plain, nutty, or nougatty—or an assortment of boxed chocolates from Whitman’s or See’s. More than 70 percent of the chocolate purchased by Americans was milk chocolate. Home bakers melted gritty squares of one of two brands of bitter “baking chocolate” or spooned out cocoa to make cakes, brownies, and fudge. A chocolate cake was a tall, fluffy affair made with shortening rather than butter and slathered with swirls of sugary fudge frosting. The prettiest desserts were usually disappointing. When I opened my first shop, American desserts were still more sweet than flavorful and more decorative than delicious. Even the darkest chocolate contained less pure chocolate (cacao) and more sugar than it does today. Ganache was an unknown foreign language, bittersweet rarely spoken. But in fewer than twenty-five years, everything changed.


Julia Child, and then a legion of baby boomers like me, brought home to America new tastes in food and new ideas about eating from life and travel in Europe or war in Asia. Wearing T-shirts and aprons rather than toques and starched jackets, would-have-been architects and teachers became chefs and bakers. We changed the way Americans ate and cooked. Some did it with small restaurants, wineries, cooking schools, and cookbooks; I opened my chocolate dessert shop. For me it had all begun in 1973, in Paris, with a single bite of a homemade chocolate truffle.


MME. LESTELLE’S FATEFUL TRUFFLE


The truffle was an unexpected jolt of pure bittersweet pleasure that left me momentarily speechless. I felt that I was tasting chocolate for the very first time. The truffle was intense: complex and earthy, dense and smooth. It was not candy, but a very tiny divine dessert. It was all about chocolate flavor rather than sweetness. Seriously sensual, it was a bittersweet poem. And it was fresh, as a true chocolate truffle should be, homemade by my elderly landlady on the rue Copernic, during my postgraduate year in Paris. Mme. Lestelle’s truffle was the beginning of a year of tastes, little explosions that redefined my understanding of even the simplest foods. I tasted fragrant peaches and strawberries ripe beyond any previous experience of ripeness, chicken with so much flavor and a texture that, in retrospect, I compare with the first taste of pasta cooked “al dente” after a lifetime of mushy noodles. Cheeses (none of them orange) beguiled me. And wine. That truffle was only the beginning.


Back in California I seduced my friends with Madame’s truffles. Hardly allowing graduate-school studies to get in the way, and with a business card proclaiming “Alice’s Chocolates (truffles, cakes, pâtisserie diverse),” I made French cakes and truffles at home and sold them at the Pig by the Tail Charcuterie in Berkeley, across the street from a new little restaurant called Chez Panisse. By 1976, my miniature chocolaterie had overflowed my home kitchen and, instead of starting my master’s thesis in marketing, I opened a small chocolate dessert shop I called Cocolat. I never did write the thesis.


The simplest French chocolate tortes and truffles were a revelation to my customers, as they had been to me. Dramatically bittersweet and far richer than anything Americans were accustomed to, Cocolat desserts transformed local standards. That influence rippled beyond the rarefied air of Berkeley and became part of the larger culinary revolution. Mme. Lestelle’s bite-sized cocoa-dusted truffles created a local sensation, but my almost inadvertent invention of extravagantly large chocolate-dipped ganache truffles (see page 98) caused an explosion. When Zabar’s in New York called to place an order, I first said, “No; truffles are too fragile and perishable to ship.” But who could say no to Zabar’s? Ultimately, I solved the shipping problem and Zabar’s bought truffles. Then Gael Greene discovered them and wrote about them in New York magazine.


Cocolat became a destination for savvy chocolate lovers from all over the country. Europeans living in Berkeley shared the “secret” of Cocolat with visiting friends and relatives. One small shop eventually became seven, and then ten. Gourmet said, “Cocolat is to chocolate what Tiffany’s is to diamonds.” Meanwhile, “gourmet” food was becoming big business. Executives from food corporations came to see and taste what was going on at Cocolat. They came to sample desserts that tasted more of chocolate than of sugar, and cakes made with butter and topped with fresh whipped cream or bittersweet ganache rather than powdered-sugar frosting or sugary fudge. They came to see elegantly designed desserts, from tailored and simple to spectacular, without the old-fashioned bakery frills and fuss. And they came to try freshly made chocolate truffles, which didn’t taste like ordinary candy. Cocolat-style desserts found their way onto menus across the country and into the pages of food magazines. Big chocolate truffles began to show up everywhere too, often to my chagrin, since they tasted nothing like a true truffle should. I didn’t know whether to be proud or appalled when my dad reported seeing so-called chocolate truffles in a gas station mini-mart.


CHOCOLATE FOR ADULTS


Mini-marts notwithstanding, the idea and the image of chocolate shifted from sweet candy to suave dessert. I don’t remember hearing the phrase “chocolate for adults” before I used it to explain the desserts and truffles at Cocolat. In the period between 1974, when I started making chocolate truffles for the Pig by the Tail, and the sale of Cocolat, in 1990, chocolate had become “gourmet.” Meanwhile, chocolate truffles, flourless chocolate cakes, and chocolate mousse were becoming household terms and items, found everywhere from food magazines and cookbooks to television and restaurants. As a result, Americans were buying and using chocolate differently. Recipes called for good bittersweet or semisweet chocolate (and plenty of it) rather than the unsweetened “baking chocolate” typical of traditional American recipes.


With chocolate as a starring ingredient in desserts rather than just a flavoring, the quality and flavor and texture of the chocolate made more of a difference. Where there had been chocolate for baking (unsweetened and generic) and chocolate for eating (sweetened, smooth, and delicious), now your favorite bittersweet or semisweet chocolate bar was the perfect ingredient for making chocolate mousse or a chocolate torte or chocolate truffles. Americans were buying more dark chocolate than ever before, for eating and for baking.


Although 66 percent of Americans still preferred milk chocolate to dark, the shift toward dark chocolate was probably best reflected in the fact that even the big American candy manufacturers started offering dark chocolate versions of their most popular milk chocolate candy (such as Hershey’s Kisses, Kit Kat bars, and Milky Ways).


By the late 1980s, there were many more recipes in books and magazines that called for bittersweet or semisweet chocolate, and more semisweet baking chocolate in the grocery store, next to the squares of unsweetened baking chocolate. This was dramatic evidence that even mainstream American baking habits had changed. However, unlike European chocolate for cooking, some of our American bittersweet and semisweet “baking chocolates” were grainy and the flavor too harsh for the chocolate to be eaten plain. The manufacturers got the message only half right: they understood that new-style recipes called for semisweet chocolate, but they clung to the notion that cooking chocolate and eating chocolate were two different things. I thought they missed the real trend: better quality and more variety.


THE NEW CHOCOLATES


By 2000, only a little over a decade later, there were many more chocolates to choose from, and the quality had never been better. Home cooks could buy all kinds of imported and domestic chocolates, in specialty stores and by mail and even in supermarkets, that were once accessible only to pastry chefs and candy makers. Here in Berkeley, where food things happen early (if not first), premium American, Swiss, French, German, and Dutch bittersweet, semisweet, white, and milk chocolates for eating and dessert making were stacked right beside those tedious baking squares in the supermarket. There were better-quality unsweetened baking chocolates and even tins of roasted cocoa beans. And no single chocolate tasted like any other. Any dessert maker who was still using only the old baking squares was missing the newest culinary adventure.


The very definition of chocolate was shifting again. Like wine-makers blending grapes, chocolate makers differentiate their products according to the way they choose and blend cocoa beans of different varieties and from different sources. Now some chocolate makers were blending with a different vision and some were even making chocolates exclusively with beans from a single source. There is no one best chocolate, just as there is no one best wine. One man’s divinely smooth chocolate with nutty flavors might not suit the person who wants chocolate with lots of fruity acidity.


In addition to better quality and greater variety, the composition of chocolate was changing too. The newest and most exciting chocolates were dark—bittersweet and semisweet—and made with more cocoa beans and less sugar than we Americans were accustomed to. Chocolates with a percentage on the label to indicate cacao (cocoa bean) content began to appear. The higher the percentage, the stronger and more intense the flavor. Bittersweet chocolate with “70%” cacao contained almost half again as much ground cocoa beans and more than a third less sugar than the bittersweet chocolate we were used to. Old-style American bittersweet chocolate (usually averaging 55% cacao) tasted mild and sweet compared with a bar of 70% chocolate. But Americans were catching on fast to the pleasures of European-style flavors and stronger dark chocolates, and American manufacturers began to make their own new chocolates, blending cocoa beans differently and using more beans and less sugar as well.


Cooking and making desserts with the new chocolates was the obvious next step, and one of the primary reasons for this book. Stronger and more distinctive chocolates provide more variety and excitement in desserts—and sometimes more flexibility in creating desserts that are not as sweet as before—but they rarely substitute perfectly in recipes that were created for the older, sweeter chocolates. To make our favorite recipes with the new chocolates, we needed to crack the code for substituting one type of chocolate for another. But there was more to it than that. If our palates hadn’t changed, we wouldn’t have been enjoying stronger and more interesting chocolates in the first place. We needed a new approach to chocolate desserts—a new kind of recipe.


Desserts that seemed daringly bittersweet a decade before, including my own, now seemed too rich and sweet. Few did justice to the more interesting and better chocolates. Even at my favorite local restaurant, world renowned for exquisitely simple dishes that celebrate the perfection of each ingredient, the signature chocolate dessert was so rich in egg yolks and cream that it lacked the stunning clarity of flavor characteristic of every other dish on the menu. To taste more of the nuances in the chocolate, we didn’t need to increase the chocolate in recipes—we had done that years ago. But we did need to adjust the proportions of fat, dairy products, and sugar, not for reasons of healthy eating or dieting but for pleasure, clarity, and flavor. Indeed, lessons I had learned from working on Chocolate and the Art of Low-Fat Desserts years earlier were suddenly even more relevant: less fat and less sugar actually bring flavors into sharper focus and allow substitutes to be tasted. Cream can soften flavors too much, and egg yolks, sometimes so wonderful with dark chocolate, can blur flavors instead. I had been applying these lessons in all of my cooking, and teaching this gospel too. By the time I worked on the 1997 revision of Joy of Cooking a few years later, I already knew how to sharpen flavors in recipes that tasted too tame for the twenty-first-century palate.


MAKING DESSERTS WITH THE NEW CHOCOLATES


I could not have been better prepared for working with the new, more distinctive and complex chocolates. My friendship and consulting relationship with the founders of Scharffen Berger Chocolate Maker provided me with a stunning new chocolate to play with, which in turn led me to greater curiosity about all the newer interesting chocolates. I was immediately frustrated (but fascinated) at not being able to taste the specific characteristics, much less the nuances, of these chocolates in desserts. Even when restaurant chefs made special desserts to promote a particular chocolate, the desserts often didn’t do justice to the distinctive flavors in the chocolate. As often as not, the special dessert simply tasted like another rich, sweet chocolate dessert.


I wanted recipes that let the complex flavors in these new chocolates speak. When I began to experiment, I realized that I already knew how to make the chocolate flavors pop: strategic reductions in sugar, butter, and cream, simplified recipes, and fewer ingredients. After one of my “minimalist” recipes appeared in Food & Wine, I bumped into a well-known local chef in the produce market. He greeted me with “So you make chocolate mousse with water instead of cream?” I urged him to try it if he wanted to taste more chocolate flavor.


I was also beginning to choose different chocolates to partner with different ingredients, for different recipes, for different occasions, or even just for fun—as a hostess chooses different wines to go with different food or company. This required that I taste chocolate with more attention, as though I had never tasted it before. But now I also needed information that I could not find in books or from classes. It was not enough to appreciate that the chocolates differed in flavor. I had to understand how chocolates with different cacao percentages behaved in all kinds of recipes. Why was it, for example, that I could substitute a 70% chocolate in my favorite chocolate torte recipe and produce something delicious, with minimal tweaking, while the same substitution wrecked my best ganache? I wanted to be able to work with all kinds of chocolates in all kinds of desserts and to help others do it as well. I approached the project in my usual trial-and-error mode, in the process learning how different types of recipes responded to the different percentages of cacao, sugar, and fat in different chocolates. Finally, I used what I knew about the composition of the chocolates to devise rough formulas that I could apply strictly or loosely, depending on the recipe, to substitute high-percentage chocolates in favorite recipes. Now I was playing with the chocolate in recipes like a musician playing variations; I was noticing flavors and textures that I had missed before. I was tasting chocolate for the first time—again, thirty years after I tasted my first chocolate truffle.


This book is about understanding the chocolate and rethinking recipes. It is filled primarily with simple recipes, sweet and savory, and new information for curious cooks who love chocolate and want to taste and use the different types. Here I share the tools I created for myself, to allow other enthusiasts to speak the language of chocolate more fluently: to experiment and convert recipes with ease and understanding. Readers will find a primer on working with chocolate, on making chocolate truffles, and on substituting one kind of chocolate for another. I’ve also included some low-fat recipes, savory dishes, and a great introduction to cocoa nibs (roasted cocoa beans), with recipes, for those who are not yet familiar with this exciting form of chocolate.


Along the way, I’ve shared memories and experiences, small tastes of my life with chocolate. Although my stories go back in time, the recipes themselves, even those for making childhood favorites, are infused with current knowledge and reflect a very contemporary taste for chocolate. In the years since the publication of Bittersweet, I have continued to use the tools and tricks that I developed in addition to the recipes. With so many more chocolates available with different flavor profiles and percentages, the ability to substitute and switch between them serves me well and often! Meanwhile, I continue to focus on simple recipes that honor the true flavors in the chocolate. At the same time, I am always looking for new ways to pair chocolate with unexpected ingredients in savory as well as sweet dishes.


I wish you all of the pleasures of chocolate, and I invite you to taste chocolate again, for the very first time. Bon appétit.
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Details That Make a Difference


Equipment


Ingredients


A Chocolate Primer


About the Chocolate Formulas and Notes


CHOCOLATE AND THE NECTARINE



BEFORE YOU START



Working with chocolate, dessert making, and baking are each different from cooking. Small, simple, but often nonintuitive details can significantly alter results. Unlike the cook, the baker can rarely taste and adjust or repair as he or she mixes a batter or creates a dessert. Knowing which details are important sets you free to be as creative and playful as you like, without any sad surprises.



Details That Make a Difference



MISE EN PLACE


Mise en place is a French phrase that means “put in place,” or “set up.” Professional chefs could not survive in a busy kitchen without relying on this practice. When you see TV chefs with all their ingredients measured in little dishes before any cooking begins, you are seeing mise en place!


The ritual of setting out and measuring ingredients focuses you. It clears your mind and promotes attention and connection to the task at hand. It allows you to determine before you start a recipe that you have all of the ingredients and equipment you need. You are less likely to measure incorrectly or forget to include an ingredient in a batter, regardless of any distractions.


Many desserts and chocolate confections turn out best when the recipe steps are performed without interruption. Mise en place ensures that once you begin a recipe, you will not have to run to the store, search the sandbox for your sifter, or rummage in the pantry for a particular pan while your melted chocolate hardens or your batter deflates. Mise en place makes both baking and dessert making more pleasurable and more successful.


MEASURING


Some inaccurate measurements will not always spoil a dessert. You can use a liberal hand with certain ingredients, such as raisins, nuts, chocolate chips, coconut, or even vanilla, and you can normally substitute dried fruits and nuts in equal measure one for another.


But for tender cakes with a perfect crumb, you must measure the baking soda, the baking powder, and, most important, the cocoa powder and flour carefully. Even, or especially, in the simplest recipes, baking is not as forgiving as cooking. If cakes are tough, dry, doughy, or leaden, chances are your flour measurement is at fault.


A cup of all-purpose flour can weigh anywhere from 4 to 6 ounces, depending on whether or not it is sifted before measuring or packed firmly or less so into the cup. That 2-ounce (50 percent!) discrepancy can make the difference between a moist, light poem of a cake and a highly effective doorstop.


How to Measure Flour


When a recipe says “1 cup all-purpose flour,” this means 1 cup of all-purpose flour measured, without first sifting, as follows: If it is compacted, stir the flour briefly in the sack or canister with a spoon. Spoon the flour lightly into a 1-cup dry measure until it is heaped above the rim. Do not shake or tap the cup to settle the flour! Sweep a straight-edged knife or spatula across the rim of the cup to level the flour. A cup of unsifted all-purpose flour measured this way weighs 4½ ounces (130 grams); a cup of unsifted cake flour weighs 4 ounces (115 grams).


If a recipe calls for “1 cup sifted flour,” the flour should be sifted before measuring: Set the measuring cup on a sheet of wax paper. Use a medium-mesh strainer (my preference) or a sifter to sift the flour over the cup until it is heaped above the rim. Do not shake or tap the cup to settle the flour! Sweep a straight-edged knife or spatula across the rim of the cup to level the flour. A cup of sifted all-purpose flour measured this way weighs 4 ounces (115 grams); a cup of sifted cake flour weighs 3½ ounces (100 grams).


Note: Ignore the “presifted” label on flour sacks. Presifting eliminates any foreign matter, but the flour gets compacted again en route to your grocer’s shelf.


How to Measure Cocoa Powder


Normally my recipes call for unsifted cocoa. If your cocoa is very lumpy and compacted, press out most of the lumps with the back of a spoon, then stir it a little to loosen it before measuring it like unsifted flour (see opposite). If sifted cocoa is called for, use a medium-fine strainer to sift and measure it as for sifted flour.


Dry and Liquid Measures


Dry measures are measuring cups designed to measure dry ingredients. When using dry measures, you use a 1-cup measure to measure 1 cup, a ½-cup measure to measure ½ cup, and so forth. Unless the recipe calls for a “packed” or “lightly packed” cup, heap dry ingredients above the rim, as described for flour, without packing them down; do not tap or shake the cup to settle the ingredient. Sweep a straight-edged knife or spatula across the rim of the cup to level it.


Liquid measures are clear glass or plastic containers designed to measure liquids; they have pouring spouts and lines up the sides to indicate measurements. Set the measure on the counter before pouring in the liquid—you can’t hold it completely level in the air. Lower your face so you can read the measurement at eye level as you pour in the liquid.


MIXING


For best results, use the specific type of mixing utensil suggested in each recipe. Mixing with a rubber spatula does not produce the same batter texture as mixing with a wire whisk. Folding, stirring, beating, and whisking all produce different results. When a recipe calls for mixing (or folding or stirring, etc.) “just until the ingredient is incorporated,” this means that extra mixing may deflate the batter, result in a tough cake, or cause other problems.


Add and mix ingredients in the order called for. The order in which key ingredients are mixed can be critical. If a recipe calls for stirring A into B, it is safest to assume, especially when working with chocolatey batters, that stirring B into A will not produce the same result.


In order to blend flour and other dry ingredients into batters without excessive mixing, many recipes call for whisking the flour and the other dry ingredients (such as leavening, spices, and salt) together first. For very delicate cakes such as sponge or génoise, the dry ingredients are sifted two or three times as well. Whisking and/or sifting fluffs and aerates the dry ingredients so they blend easily and thoroughly into the batter or dough with very minimal mixing.


To prevent overmixing, recipes may call for turning the mixer off before adding the dry ingredients to a dough or batter. Then the mixer is turned back on to a low speed to prevent the ingredients from flying out.


Tough or Tender?


Tenderness in cakes, cookies, and pastry is often a matter of proper measuring, mixing, and timing. Toughness can result from measuring flour inaccurately, using too much flour or the wrong flour (bread flour or whole-grain flour rather than all-purpose or cake flour), or too much mixing after the flour has been moistened in the batter. Baking for too long or at a temperature that is too high or too low can also cause tough cakes, cookies, and pastry.


Hot and Cold


The texture of cakes and other desserts can be critically affected by the temperature of the individual ingredients called for in the recipe. Mixing cool or cold ingredients into tepid chocolate can cause a batter to harden precipitously. When a recipe calls for butter, milk, eggs, or any usually refrigerated ingredient to be at room temperature, that means at 65° to 70°F. The ingredient should still be cool, not warm. Remove such items from the fridge early, or bring them to room temperature more quickly as follows:




		Put eggs (still in the shell) in a bowl of warm water or crack them into a stainless steel bowl (which conducts heat better than glass) set in a larger bowl of warm water and whisk gently until blended, then let stand until no longer cold.


		Microwave milk or another liquid in a glass measure on Low (30%) power or Defrost for just a few seconds, or set the measure in a bowl of hot water, just until no longer cold.


		Cut butter into chunks and microwave on Low (30%) power or Defrost, a few seconds at a time, until pliable but not melted.





BAKING


Always preheat the oven for 15 to 20 minutes so that it reaches the correct temperature before you bake. Remember that heat rises, so baking something in the top of the oven will produce a different result from baking it in the bottom. Follow the instructions for rack placement in each recipe. I usually position a rack in the lower third of the oven so that a cake placed on the rack is just below the center of the oven. When baking a thin sheet cake or a single sheet of cookies, I position the oven rack in the center.


Unless the instructions say otherwise, baked items should be cooled on a rack. They should always be cooled completely before covering or wrapping. Wrapping baked goods before they are completely cool produces a damp, soggy texture and encourages the growth of mold and bacteria.


Equipment


Baking Sheets and Jelly-Roll Pans


Medium- to heavy-weight aluminum baking sheets and jelly-roll pans will not warp or bend and they heat evenly, without hot spots. I avoid dark or nonstick surfaces, which toughen and overbake tender cakes and cookies; nor do I like cushioned pans, because they yield uninterestingly uniform cookie textures. Professional aluminum “half sheet pans,” which measure 12 by 17 by 1 inch, fit most home ovens and perform much better than lighter-weight 11-by-17-inch home-kitchen jelly-roll pans. You can buy them at specialty cookware stores, restaurant supply stores, and warehouse grocery discount stores.


Bowls


I use stainless steel and glass mixing bowls for different purposes. Stainless is best for melting chocolate in a water bath, for example; glass, for melting it in the microwave. Bowls that are nearly as deep as they are wide keep dry ingredients from flying out and are best for beating egg whites. One- and two-quart glass measures with handles also make wonderful mixing bowls and are perfect for melting large quantities of chocolate in the microwave.


Cake Decorating Turntable


A heavy, well-balanced lazy Susan or decorating turntable is the best tool for frosting and decorating cakes, but a lightweight plastic one will do in a pinch. Ateco turntables are available at restaurant supply and kitchenware stores or by mail (see Sources, page 317), and they last a lifetime (so far). A 12-inch metal banding wheel from a ceramics supply shop is just as good, at about half the cost.


Cake Pans


Experienced bakers normally avoid stainless steel pans because stainless steel does not conduct heat evenly. However, there are some heavy-gauge stainless pans with aluminum cores to ensure even heating; they are beautiful but quite expensive. For layer cakes and sponge cakes, I avoid glass pans and pans with dark finishes, even if they are nonstick. These tend to overbake the edges and bottoms of light and tender cakes, sometimes even before the inside is done. Richer or heavier pound cakes and loaf cakes are different—the deep golden brown crust produced by heavy (often decorative) dark tube and loaf pans is both delicious and beautiful to see. Always read the information that comes with these pans; you may be advised to lower the baking temperature by 25 degrees, which is also good advice if you must bake in a glass pan.


I use 8- and 9-inch round and square pans and 9-by-13-inch rectangular pans, all 2 inches deep. For springforms, I use pans with true 8- and 9-inch diameters (rather than European pans with metric sizes) and a depth of a full 3 inches. Even better than traditional springform pans are Parrish Magic Line “cheesecake pans” with removable push-up bottoms, in depths of 2 and 3 inches.


Cooling Racks


Racks for cooling cakes and cookies speed up the cooling process and keep baked goods from getting soggy. To save counter space, I have a multitiered rack that holds either four half-sheet pans or four cooling racks. The rack folds away when not needed.


Food Processor


The processor is invaluable for pulverizing nuts or chocolate, transforming ordinary granulated sugar into extra-fine sugar for making meringue, making fruit purees, and mixing some tart and cookie doughs. I keep a mini processor on hand too, for small quantities.


Immersion Blender


An immersion or stick blender is a handheld “wand” that enables you to blend or puree a sauce or soup in the pot or container it was made in, rather than have to transfer the mixture to the bowl of a food processor. It is very powerful and the best tool—even more effective than a food processor—for making perfect ganache for truffles.


Measuring Cups


For measuring liquids, I have 1-, 2-, 4-, and 8-cup glass measures. The two larger sizes double as mixing bowls. For measuring flour and dry ingredients, I keep at least one set of metal or sturdy plastic measuring cups including ⅛-, ¼-, ⅓-, ½-, and 1-cup measures.



Microwave Oven



I find the microwave to be an essential tool for a variety of tasks, from melting chocolate to reheating anything to bringing refrigerated ingredients like eggs, butter, or milk to room temperature.


Mixers


I use a KitchenAid 5-quart mixer for larger jobs and a handheld mixer for smaller ones. I keep extra sets of beaters for both mixers so that I do not have to wash them between beating a batter and egg whites, for example.


Parchment Paper and Wax Paper


Baker’s parchment paper is much cleaner and more reliable than grease on the bottom of cake pans, and it can be used to line cookie sheets as well. Everything from meringues to macaroons releases easily from parchment paper. I still keep wax paper (cheaper than parchment!) in my kitchen for all kinds of miscellaneous tasks that do not require the special characteristics and expense of parchment: for example, as a landing place for sifted flour. Precut parchment paper sheets are easier to use than pieces torn from a roll. Sheets are available from King Arthur Flour (see Sources, page 317).


Pastry Bags and Tips


PASTRY BAGS Pastry bags made of nylon or polypropylene are better than cloth or canvas bags because they wash easily and do not become stiff and cracked or sour smelling. Whipped cream does not weep through these bags either. Disposable plastic pastry bags eliminate the need to wash altogether. A large 16- to 18-inch bag is handy for piping a batch of meringue. A 10- to 12-inch bag is good for smaller quantities. Since pastry bags should not be filled much more than half-full, a bag that is a little too big is better than one that is too small.


PASTRY TIPS Ateco is the universal brand. A useful assortment of tips might include plain round tips varying in diameter from ⅜ to ¾ inch as well as several star tips.


Pastry Brushes


Natural boar’s-bristle brushes are the best. Keep separate brushes for sweet and savory dishes, unless you want your desserts to taste of garlic or barbecue sauce.


Rolling Pin


Choose a pin that is comfortable for you: with or without handles, heavy or lightweight. I find that a straight rather than tapered pin works best. Absent a rolling pin, you can improvise with a length of thick dowel or pipe, or a tall bottle.


Scale


Many fine chocolates do not come in premeasured squares, so a scale is really a must. Once you get used to using one, you will wish that all recipes were written by weight instead of cup measures. I like a scale that enables me to put any bowl or pot on it, reset to zero, and weigh the ingredients—without dirtying an extra container. Cookware stores sell a variety of scales, or you can even use a digital postal scale, as I do.


Scissors


Keep a good pair in the kitchen for cutting parchment paper.



Serrated Bread Knife



A knife with a 12-inch blade is ideal for cutting a sponge cake or génoise into horizontal layers, but a shorter blade will also do.


Silica Gel


Silica gel is an inert, nontoxic, granular form of silica, and the highest-capacity absorbent available. Packets of silica are packed in pill bottles and with leather goods, electronics, and myriad other products. Similarly, silica gel can be used to keep cookies crisp in an airtight container and to prevent decorative caramel pieces, caramelized nuts, or praline from becoming sticky from the moisture in the air. Store silica gel in an airtight container. Once saturated with moisture, it can be reactivated (again and again) by baking it in a 250°F oven for 1½ hours. Order silica gel from special cake decorators suppliers, such as Beryl’s (see Sources, page 317).


Skewers and Toothpicks


For testing cakes, wooden (barbecue) skewers are cleaner than broom straws and longer than toothpicks. Moist batter and crumbs stick to a wooden skewer or toothpick much better than to a metal cake tester, so that you can see exactly how gooey or dry your cake is within.


Spatulas


RUBBER AND HEATPROOF SILICONE SPATULAS Three sizes will meet every contingency: use the largest for folding meringue into delicate batters and scraping large bowls; a mini spatula teases tiny quantities from small containers; medium handles everything in between. Rubber spatulas melt and discolor if used over heat. Silicone spatulas, on the other hand, are miraculous for cooking everything from custards to caramel; they have replaced both wooden spoons and rubber spatulas in my kitchen.


METAL SPATULAS For frosting cakes, I like a stainless steel spatula with a straight 8-inch-long blade that is rounded at the end. For spreading cake batter in a sheet pan, I like an offset spatula (the blade has a bend in it right after the handle) with a blade at least 8 inches long. For small jobs, I keep straight and offset spatulas with 4-inch blades.


Strainers


I hate cleaning and storing sifters. A large medium-mesh strainer does the job for flour and other dry ingredients. It requires only one hand, and it shakes out and cleans easily. Fine-mesh strainers are best for dusting desserts with powdered sugar or cocoa. I keep on hand a couple of good fine-mesh stainless steel strainers, as well as several inexpensive strainers with plastic rims in a variety of sizes.


Tart and Tartlet Pans


I use a 9½-inch tart pan with a removable bottom, fluted edges, and a shiny reflective surface rather than one made of darkened steel.


I use 3- or 3½-inch (measured across the top) solid-bottom pans ⅝ inch deep for dainty servings; these require a generous ¾ ounce (23 grams) and 1 ounce (28 grams) of dough, respectively, to line them.



Thermometers



INSTANT-READ THERMOMETER Inexpensive instant-read thermometers are available in cookware and hardware stores. These thermometers, which have a range of 0° to 220°F, are perfect for cooking custards, working with chocolate, or checking when eggs, butter, milk, etc., for baking are at room temperature (65° to 70°F). But digital thermometers are quicker and more convenient. I use a combination timer/thermometer with a range of 32° to 392°F. It has a probe attached to a wire that can be inserted into a pot of candy on top of the stove or into a roast or loaf of bread in the oven. The temperature registers on an easy-to-read digital display that sits on the counter, and it can be set to beep when the desired temperature is reached. This is the best thermometer for recipes that require heating and stirring eggs to a particular temperature: just hold the probe in the bowl with one hand and stir with the other until the beeper goes off.


OVEN THERMOMETER Even the best recipes suffer if baked at the wrong temperatures. Use a thermometer to check your oven every now and again to see that it remains accurate. If necessary, either have it calibrated or compensate for any discrepancy yourself until you can get someone to adjust it.


Timer


Whether it’s the tick-tick, ding-ding type or a digital buzzer, a timer is a necessity in the kitchen.


Wire Whisks


A whisk is an essential hand tool, and not just for beating. Whisks are better than kitchen forks for mixing dry ingredients together thoroughly or fluffing up flour before it is added to a batter.


Zester (Microplane)


Hate zesting (removing the thin colored top layer of citrus peel)? A Microplane zester is modeled on a fine woodworker’s rasp. Rather than “scrubbing” the fruit, and your knuckles, back and forth against a grater, simply draw the zester lightly across the fruit, in one direction, like a violin bow across strings. The Microplane lifts off the thinnest shreds of zest—effortlessly and without any bitter white pith or scraped knuckles. Rather than dreading the task, you will look forward to any recipe that calls for zest.


Ingredients


Baking Powder and Baking Soda


Cakes may be leavened with baking powder or baking soda, or both. Baking powder has an expiration date because it loses its oomph if not fresh and stored in a tightly sealed container. You can check to see if baking powder still has its power by adding a teaspoon or so to about a quarter cup of hot water—if it bubbles vigorously, it’s still good. If in doubt, splurge on a new tin.


Butter


I use butter for baking because it tastes better than shortening or margarine. The recipes in this book were tested with regular unsalted butter; salted butter contains ¼ teaspoon of salt per stick, and it will make many butter-rich chocolate desserts taste much too salty. If using salted butter in a recipe where butter is not a major ingredient, subtract ¼ teaspoon of salt for each stick (115 grams) of butter used.


If you are baking for the Jewish holidays and strictly observing dietary laws, for nondairy meals, substitute unsalted pareve margarine for butter. If you must for whatever reason use margarine or shortening instead of butter, avoid tub margarine, butter substitutes, and spreads, which may contain a very high percentage of water. These ingredients are not made for baking, and results will be unpredictable. Do not expect predictable results from substituting vegetable oils for solid fats either.


SPECIALTY BUTTERS Some of the finest French and other butters available in gourmet shops and upscale markets have less water, and thus more fat, in them than the national brands that Americans are accustomed to. In most recipes you can substitute these butters, but you may have some different results.


Chestnuts


If you don’t want to roast or steam your own, the best cooked whole chestnuts come in vacuum packages in better supermarkets and gourmet stores. Those in jars are not quite as good, but they are still acceptable. Do not confuse them with sweetened chestnuts or chestnuts packed in syrup. You can also use Faugier chestnut puree (ingredients are listed as chestnut puree, water, corn syrup), which is essentially unsweetened except for the tiny amount of corn syrup. Do not confuse the latter for sweetened chestnut puree, also called chestnut spread, which comes in cans or jars.


Chocolate


See pages 31-42.


Cocoa


See pages 34-36.


Coconut


Sweetened shredded coconut is available in the baking aisle of the supermarket. Unsweetened dried shredded coconut is more often found in specialty or gourmet markets, or in natural or health food stores.


Coffee and Espresso


If a recipe calls for freshly ground coffee beans, use freshly roasted beans from a gourmet coffee purveyor, and grind or crush them yourself if possible. Bypass that big can of ground coffee from the supermarket.


For recipes that call for instant espresso powder, I use Medaglia d’Oro. To substitute regular instant coffee powder or freeze-dried instant for espresso powder, use 25 to 30 percent more than the recipe calls for.


Cream


The freshest, cleanest-tasting cream is simply pasteurized, rather than “ultra-pasteurized” or “sterilized,” and it contains no added ingredients. Some ultra-pasteurized and sterilized creams, which have been processed for longer shelf life, no longer taste as cooked or as much like canned milk as they used to, so I am less adamantly against them than I was. But I still buy regular pasteurized whenever possible, and I prefer cream without the stabilizer carrageenan, although the latter does make smoother whipped cream.


Dried Fruits


Dried fruits should be moist, plump, and flavorful. Whole pieces are always better, fresher, and moister than prechopped or extruded pellets. If they are sticky, chop or cut them with an oiled knife or scissors.


Eggs


Use Grade AA large eggs for the recipes in this book. Buy eggs from a source that keeps them refrigerated, and do likewise at your house. When recipes call for eggs at room temperature, remove them from the refrigerator an hour or so ahead, or warm them quickly in a bowl of warm water.


Extracts


Always use pure extracts. Artificial flavorings are not worthy of the time and other good ingredients that you put into your favorite recipes.


Flour


The recipes in this collection were originally developed and tested with bleached all-purpose flour or, when cake flour is called for, bleached cake flour. Since the first edition, I have come to prefer unbleached to bleached all-purpose flour because it tastes better, even though some cookies and cakes may not be quite as tender. I have now made a few adjustments where necessary to ensure that the recipes calling for all-purpose flour will produce good results with either bleached or unbleached flour—therefore, you can make the choice. I still use bleached cake flour for those few recipes that call for cake flour.


Liqueurs and Spirits


When recipes call for spirits, such as brandy or rum, it is not necessary to use the finest and most expensive, but choose a brand that you can sip without grimacing, or omit the liquor altogether. If you omit the liquor used as a flavoring, there is no need to substitute another liquid in its place in most recipes. However, omitting the liquor used to flavor truffle centers will make the ganache centers firmer; this can be corrected, if desired, by adding a little extra cream or by using a little less chocolate. I do not use liquor flavorings or extracts, as they taste artificial.


EAU-DE-VIE DE FRAMBOISE Not to be confused with sweet pink raspberry or black raspberry liqueurs such as Chambord, eau-de-vie de framboise is a clear high-proof distilled fruit brandy made exactly the way kirsch is made, but with raspberries instead of cherries. St. George Spirits is my favorite brand.


Nuts


For freshness and flavor, buy nuts raw, rather than toasted, and in bulk from stores that have lots of turnover, rather than packaged from the supermarket. Larger halves and pieces stay fresher longer; it’s better to chop them yourself. Nuts keep well in the freezer, packaged airtight.


Fresh nuts are delicious raw, but toasting brings out such rich flavor that almonds and hazelnuts are virtually transformed. Toasted nuts are also extra crunchy. To toast nuts, spread them in a single layer on an ungreased baking sheet. Bake in a preheated oven (350°F for almonds and hazelnuts; 325°F for pecans and walnuts) for 10 to 20 minutes, depending on the type of nut and whether they are whole, sliced, or slivered. Check the color and flavor of the nuts frequently, and stir to redistribute them on the pan. Almonds and hazelnuts are done when they are golden brown when you bite or cut them in half; pecans and walnuts, when fragrant and lightly colored.


To rub the bitter skins from toasted hazelnuts, cool them and then rub the nuts together until most of the skins flake off. When chopped toasted nuts are called for, toast them whole or in large pieces and chop them after they cool.


To pulverize or grind nuts in a food processor without making paste or nut butter, start with a cool (not hot from the dishwasher), perfectly dry processor bowl and blade, and have the nuts at room temperature. Frozen or cold nuts will release moisture that will turn the nuts to paste, as will nuts still hot from the oven. Use short pulses, stopping from time to time to scrape the corners of the processor bowl with a skewer or chopstick. If you observe these rules, there is no particular need to add some of the flour or sugar from the recipe to the nuts to keep them dry, although you may do so as an extra precaution.


Spices


For the best and brightest flavors, use spices that still smell potent in the bottle. For the recipes in this book, I prefer true Ceylon cinnamon (called canela in Mexico), which has a more complex, almost citrusy, flavor than the more familiar hot, spicy cassia cinnamon that Americans know best. When you buy cinnamon sticks, you can recognize the variety by color and texture: cassia sticks are reddish brown and as hard as wood, and they are often used as stirring sticks for holiday drinks. Ceylon or canela cinnamon sticks are buff-colored rolls of papery bark that are easy to crumble and can be chopped with a heavy knife. Look for Ceylon cinnamon or canela in specialty food stores or Latin markets, or order it by mail from Penzeys Spices (see Sources, page 317).


Sugar


I use cane sugar rather than beet sugar for baking and dessert making. Chemically the two substances are exactly the same, yet too many bakers and pastry chefs whom I know have reported differences and disappointments with beet sugar. All of the recipes in this book were tested with C&H pure cane sugar (granulated, golden brown, or dark brown) purchased in the supermarket. After having several cakes fall, I now avoid sugar with added fructose. (Granulated sugar is, by definition, a combination of sucrose and fructose, but when fructose is on the ingredients list, it means that extra fructose has been added.)


Sugars seem to vary in coarseness in different parts of the country. Coarse sugar makes cookies less tender and may cause butter cakes to collapse as well. If your sugar is as coarse as regular table salt and/or your cookies are tough or your butter cakes sometimes sink, switch to “bar sugar,” fine granulated sugar, or even superfine sugar—or simply process your regular granulated sugar briefly in the food processor before using it. (Or use C&H bakers’ sugar.)


Light (golden) brown and dark brown sugars impart wonderful caramel or butterscotch flavor to desserts. I usually specify my preference for light or dark brown sugar, but you can use them interchangeably. Brown sugar should be lump-free before it is added to a batter or dough, as it is unlikely to smooth after it is added. Soft lumps can be squeezed with your fingers or mashed with a fork. If the sugar is quite hard or has hard lumps, save it for your oatmeal. If you soften the sugar by warming it, the warm sugar may cause a batter to separate or curdle (make applesauce instead). Brown sugar is measured by packing it fairly firmly into the measuring cup.


Vanilla


EXTRACT I use only pure vanilla extract. There are no rules really, but when I want classic vanilla flavor or a subtle backdrop in chocolate desserts, I choose Bourbon vanilla from Madagascar or Mexican vanilla. When I want a more floral or exotic flavor, I use Tahitian.


POWDER Vanilla powder is a good way to get vanilla flavor without adding any liquid to the recipe. I found it helpful in flavoring a low-fat cheesecake batter without adding unwanted extra moisture. But the seeds from a real vanilla pod or the ground-up pod itself is even purer and more exciting.


BEANS These are slightly more time-consuming to use, but luxurious. Split the bean lengthwise and scrape the seeds into a batter, dough, or custard. In the last case, be sure to steep the whole pod in the liquid as well, then retrieve and discard it later. I also use ground-up whole vanilla beans in cookie dough, cheesecake batter, and ice creams. If you can’t find jars of ground vanilla beans (not to be confused with vanilla powder), you can chop a whole bean and grind it as fine as possible in a coffee or spice grinder.



A Chocolate Primer



HOW CHOCOLATE IS MADE


The world’s supply of chocolate is produced from cacao cultivated in a narrow band that encircles the globe, twenty degrees north and south of the equator and in Hawaii. Cocoa beans, the seeds of the cacao tree, are the source of all forms of cocoa and chocolate. The rich, heady, sensual chocolate that we know and love is the result of a complicated processing of these beans, not unlike the miracle of art and science that transforms grapes into wine.


Cacao trees grow only to about twenty feet high. White blossoms, followed by colorful fruit, form directly on the spindly trunks and lower branches, giving cacao groves the exotic appearance of a movie set for a tropical fantasy. The fruit—elongated heavy grooved pods from eight to twelve inches long—may be deep ocher, red, green, or taupe, depending on ripeness and variety.


After harvesting, the pods are split open with a machete to reveal a cluster of twenty-four to forty seeds embedded in a viscous white pulp. At this point, the pulp has a fresh, cool, mildly sweet fruity flavor, somewhat reminiscent of that of a fresh lychee nut, while the seeds themselves have very little flavor. The seeds and pulp are scooped out and either heaped on the ground or transferred to boxes; they are then covered with mats or palm or banana leaves (or sheets of plastic) to ferment. This takes about four days, during which time workers frequently turn the heaps with shovels to promote even fermentation. As the pulp ferments, it is converted to alcohol, then acetic acid (vinegar), which in turn transforms the meat of the cocoa beans and creates flavor precursors that later, with care and skilled manufacturing techniques, become the incomparable rich complex flavors of the chocolate.


The fermented pulp ultimately drains away, leaving behind the moist fermented beans. The beans are spread out to dry for several more days (ideally in the sun) before they are bagged and shipped to chocolate factories. Proper fermentation and drying are critical to the quality and flavor of the chocolate that will ultimately be produced from the beans. If you have ever sampled chocolate that tastes smoky, for example, it may mean the beans were dried over a fire rather than in the sun. Harsh-flavored chocolate may be a result of inadequate fermentation, while a moldy flavor signals moldy beans from insufficient drying or badly managed fermentation.


Although properly fermented and dried beans, still considered raw, now contain the essential elements for chocolate flavor and quality, at this stage they barely taste of chocolate as we know it. The potential chocolate flavor and quality is realized—or not—at the chocolate factory. Here, in separate batches, beans from different parts of the world, with different flavor profiles, are inspected for quality, cleaned, roasted, and then winnowed to remove their thin shells, or hulls. In the process of winnowing, the roasted beans shatter into fragments called nibs. In traditional large-scale chocolate manufacturing, nibs from different origins are then blended to produce a specific flavor profile, but artisan and micro-batch chocolate makers these days are likely to use nibs from a single source (or primarily from a single source) to create single-origin chocolates. Blended or not, the nibs are finely ground to a thick molten paste called chocolate liquor. Chocolate liquor hardened into bars or squares is the unsweetened baking chocolate we buy in supermarkets. It is also the defining ingredient in all other forms of chocolate.


Chocolate liquor—100% pure cacao—has two significant components: fat, called cocoa butter, and nonfat dry cocoa solids. Cocoa butter is a unique fat that is responsible for both the challenges of working with chocolate and the luxurious sensation of eating it. It is the complex crystal structure of cocoa butter that requires that we temper chocolate in order to harden it properly. Even when solid, cocoa butter melts at close to our body temperature, which gives chocolate its most sensual characteristic—it literally melts in our mouths. But, for all of that, cocoa butter is nearly tasteless. Most of the chocolate flavor is in the other component of chocolate liquor, the nonfat dry solids—which you could think of as fat-free cocoa powder.


Although chocolate liquor is the essential and defining ingredient of any kind of chocolate (indeed, each type of chocolate is defined by a minimum level of chocolate liquor), extra cocoa butter is usually added to enhance flavor, fluidity, and smoothness when making sweetened chocolate. Where does the extra cocoa butter come from? Cocoa butter is obtained in the process of manufacturing cocoa, when most of the fat is extracted from the chocolate liquor with a hydraulic press. Then the remaining partially defatted liquor is pulverized into cocoa powder. (Some special-purpose chocolates used by pastry chefs may have extra cocoa powder added instead of extra cocoa butter.)


Cocoa butter, so necessary in manufacturing chocolate, is also an important ingredient in the cosmetics industry. What a chocolate lover may regard as the process of manufacturing cocoa is more accurately a process for extracting cocoa butter, the more valuable commodity. In the larger economic picture, cocoa powder is a by-product of cocoa butter extraction.


Sugar, vanilla, or vanillin and (usually, but not always) a little lecithin are also added to the chocolate liquor to make sweetened chocolates, including bittersweet and semisweet. Dried or condensed milk or cream is added to make milk chocolate. White chocolate is made similarly to milk chocolate, but starts with cocoa butter only instead of chocolate liquor.


Fine chocolate destined for eating and candy making, and baking too, is then conched: the chocolate liquor, sugar, and other ingredients are mixed and scraped against a slightly rough surface. The friction of the conch heats the chocolate and drives off unwanted volatile flavors and aromas, further improving the taste of the chocolate. Fine chocolate may be conched for twenty-four to forty-eight hours or more—each manufacturer makes a judgment call here. Long conching is a necessary, though costly, step in the manufacture of the finest chocolates, and to a point it improves both flavor and texture. Past that point, though, conching can eliminate desirable flavors and make the chocolate so smooth that it feels slimy on the palate. After conching, the chocolate is tempered, molded, cooled, and packaged.


Blended Versus Single-Origin and Varietal Chocolates


Chocolate manufacturers normally blend cocoa beans from more than one source. Like wine grapes and coffee beans, cocoa beans from different parts of the world, or even from different plantations in the same region, have different tastes. Blending allows the chocolate maker to create a signature flavor that becomes associated with and defines that brand.


Chocolate that is not made from a blend of beans is referred to as varietal or single-origin chocolate. The terms tend to be used interchangeably, although, strictly speaking, a varietal chocolate would be made from only one of the four cacao species, while single-origin chocolate would imply chocolate made with cocoa beans, regardless of species, from a single region, area, or farm. Varietal is a questionable term, however, since cacao species are no longer pure or completely distinct from one another; still, cacao from a single region may be the closest thing to a single species that exists today. In any case, the terms are now used to refer to chocolate made with cocoa beans from a single place.


The traditional view (especially in the United States) is that a chocolate made from varietal or single-origin cocoa beans is unbalanced or incomplete and that blending is the real art of chocolate making. The argument is supported by a very practical reality. Cacao is a third world crop subject to weather, soil conditions, farming practices, economics, and local politics; it varies in quality and abundance from season to season. Chocolate makers who blend beans from different sources can adjust their blends and manufacturing process to compensate for the variations in the beans. If beans from one source are more acidic or fruity than usual, a lesser proportion may be used in the blend. If other beans are scarce or the quality is poor, they might be replaced by beans with similar characteristics from another source. The blend is ever-changing as the chocolate maker tries to balance acidity, high and low flavor notes, fruit, spiciness, and the like to produce a relatively consistent, pleasing flavor. On the economic side, blending is also a hedge against price fluctuations.


Meanwhile, the newer generation of artisan and micro-batch chocolate makers focuses on chocolate made exclusively or primarily with cacao from a single region, or even a single farm. And of course prestigious European chocolate companies like Valrhona and Michel Cluizel have been producing varietal chocolates for decades. Varietal wines and single-origin, even single-estate, coffees and teas are well-known to us, but the idea is newer with chocolate. It reflects an increasingly sophisticated taste and curiosity and an appreciation for intrinsic chocolate flavors, not just sweet candy. It also suggests a growing awareness of terroir—the unique contribution of locale, soil, and climate to the flavor, aroma, and texture of food. Single-origin chocolates allow us to taste chocolate flavors that do not otherwise stand alone. Imagine if you were passionate about the symphony and you heard, for the very first time, the solo voice of a cello. Or, if the only wines you had ever tasted were blended from different grapes, how could you resist the chance to taste a chardonnay or zinfandel for the first time? In the same way, single-origin chocolates educate the palate and mind; they broaden our understanding of what chocolate tastes like, making it abundantly clear that there is no single definition of chocolate flavor.


Savvy chocolate lovers are curious and willing to pay a price for interesting and unusual chocolate, and they accept that—as with varietal wines and coffee and estate-grown tea—the flavor and quality of special chocolates may vary from season to season.


The increasing emphasis on single-source or varietal chocolates is improving the quality of cacao, and thus all chocolate, worldwide. Manufacturers dependent on specific cacao sources pay more to ensure quality and availability. When cacao is more profitable, farmers plant more of it, cultivate it more carefully, and give more attention to the critical fermentation and drying processes. A more profitable crop results in better conditions and pay for cacao workers. In the meantime, we may have to let go of the belief that consistency is the paramount value in chocolate and embrace the notion that, like wine, a good varietal chocolate has certain characteristic flavors but cannot taste exactly the same from batch to batch.



TYPES OF CHOCOLATE



These are the various types of chocolate I call for in the recipes in this book and some of the forms they come in.


COCOA OR CACAO NIBS Nibs are roasted (usually), hulled, and broken cocoa beans, the very essence of chocolate. Nibs are comprised of a little more than 50 percent fat (cocoa butter) and a little less than 50 percent dry cocoa solids. Normally nibs are ground to a molten paste (chocolate liquor). Then they are rehardened into squares or bars and sold as unsweetened chocolate, or else they are further processed into all of the sweetened kinds of chocolate. However, nibs are also available to home cooks as an ingredient. They are crunchy and relatively bitter, and have within them deep primal chocolate flavors ranging from toasted nuts to wine to berries, tropical fruit, or citrus, to grass or spice. They encompass every possible nuance of flavor found in chocolate, as well as some flavors normally eliminated in the chocolate-making process. Crushed, ground, chopped, left in their natural form, or infused, nibs add something special to any number of sweet as well as savory recipes.


PREMIUM UNSWEETENED COCOA POWDER Most cocoas, both natural and Dutch-process, vary in fat content from 10 to 24 percent. Premium cocoas, with 20 to 24 percent cocoa butter, are superior in flavor and quality, and these are the cocoas that are called for in this book, even for those recipes that are low in fat. Right now, the only way to tell whether cocoa has 12 percent or 24 percent fat is to look at the nutritional panel on the back of the package. Premium cocoa has 1 gram of fat (instead of 0.5 gram) per 5- to 6-gram serving.


UNSWEETENED CHOCOLATE (100% CACAO), AKA CHOCOLATE LIQUOR Although it contains no alcohol, chocolate liquor is the professional term for unsweetened chocolate. On labels, unsweetened chocolate or chocolate liquor may also be called cocoa liquor, cacao or cocoa mass, cocoa beans, or cocoa or chocolate seeds. It is nothing more than ground cocoa nibs—pure roasted and hulled cocoa beans (sometimes with a little vanilla added). Because they are like nuts in structure and in fat content, cocoa nibs become an oily semiliquid paste with the friction and pressure of the grinding process, just as peanuts become peanut butter. Unlike peanut butter, chocolate liquor hardens when tempered and cooled. Home cooks buy it in familiar baking squares or bars labeled “unsweetened baking chocolate.” Meanwhile, chocolate liquor is the essential ingredient in any type of chocolate (each type of chocolate is defined by a certain minimum chocolate liquor percentage), from the most intense bar of bittersweet to the sweetest milk chocolate. White chocolate must contain cocoa butter, which is the fat component of chocolate liquor, without the dry solids.


UNSWEETENED COCOA POWDER The cocoa powder that we use to make hot cocoa or desserts is made by removing 75 to 85 percent of the cocoa butter from chocolate liquor (see page 31) and then pulverizing the partially defatted mass that remains. With all of the flavor and a fraction of the fat, cocoa is essentially a concentrated form of cocoa beans. And because cocoa beans are naturally tart and acidic (characteristics that provide fruitiness and complexity in chocolate), those qualities are exaggerated in cocoa powder. The tendency for cocoa to be harsh is exacerbated by the fact that the best cocoa beans are normally reserved for producing chocolate. With some exceptions, cocoa powder is made from beans of lesser quality.


There are two types of cocoa powder: natural (nonalkalized) and Dutch-process (alkalized). Natural cocoa powder is described above. It is bitter and strong. The best-quality natural cocoa is complex and fruity and wonderfully flavorful. Natural cocoa, with its harshness tamed by sugar in the recipes, delivers a strong hit of flavor in American favorites such as brownies and fudge. It also makes flavorful cakes and cookies with a tender crumb, excellent beverages, and remarkable chocolate desserts—potentially with less fat than desserts made with chocolate.


Dutch-processing was developed in an attempt to improve natural cocoa powder. We can’t know what cocoa beans were like in 1828, when Conrad Van Houten figured out how to squeeze the fat from them to make cocoa powder in the first place, but we can bet that the results were pretty harsh. He went on to invent the process, still used today, for treating cocoa with chemical alkalis to make it less harsh and acidic. (It was once also believed to render the cocoa more soluble in liquids, but this has turned out not to be true.)


Dutch-processing, or Dutching, gives cocoa an appetizing rich, dark reddish-brown color that we intuitively (if erroneously) associate with deep flavor. While reducing acidity, Dutching strips some of the natural fruit flavors, high notes, and complexity from cocoa. The process also adds a different flavor to the cocoa, whether it is the flavor of the chemical itself or something produced in the marriage of the chocolate with the chemical. Regardless, this flavor, mingled and perhaps confused with chocolate flavor, has developed a following of its own. Extreme Dutching gives cocoa a charcoal black color and the distinctive, although not particularly chocolatey, flavor of an Oreo cookie.
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