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Introduction



American cooking has a strong claim to a blue ribbon for its baking repertoire. Nobody in the world does as many pies as we do, from apple to Key lime. I can’t count the number of biscuit recipes available, from cream biscuits to beaten biscuits. And, of course, America is the king of cakes, from classic coconut to carrot to flourless chocolate.


But once you step off the plane in Paris, London, Copenhagen, Mexico City, Istanbul, Lisbon or Rome, you find a new world of baking. A simple Spanish almond cake that uses no wheat flour. Loaf cakes that include slightly-bitter rye flour to balance the sugar. Basque cheesecake that requires no water bath and is super-creamy and light. A Mexican sweet corn cake that is prepared in a blender, not a mixer. Or Catalan biscotti, Yelapa-style sweet corn pie, sticky chocolate cake from Sweden, kolaches from Poland, broken phyllo cake from Crete, or a spinach and cheese borek (a phyllo-encrusted savory pie) from Türkiye. And, one of my favorites, a snackable dream cake from Denmark.


In researching this book, we also found many American recipes we’d never heard of, from peanut butter banana cream pie to maple-glazed hermits. And we have gone beyond sweets to include yeasted breads, flatbreads, pizzas and savory tarts. We love the notion of upside-down pizza, pour-in-the-pan pizza, and endless varieties of flatbreads (some can be made in just minutes in a skillet).


It has been said that baking is a science. You can play around with a stir-fry, not with Swedish cardamom buns. That is why professional recipe development and testing are so important when it comes to baking. There are so many things that can go wrong, from an oven that runs hot or cold, ingredients not at the proper temperature, a lack of patience (a bigger problem than you might think), using not quite the right ingredients (such as substituting milk for buttermilk or using all-purpose flour instead of bread flour). It’s the little things that count, and Milk Street is here to help you avoid the pitfalls and provide recipes that describe how baked goods should look, not just give you baking times that may not correspond to your home oven.


Though I am first and foremost a baker, I had no idea how much I would learn from the recipes in this volume. First, most of these recipes are much easier than you would think, from beer pretzels to sweet potato rolls. And so, these days, I bake bread almost every weekend because it’s fun and easy. Second, one-layer cakes, including loaf cakes, are the most common style of cake in most places, and they are just as good as more complicated multi-layer cakes. (And some can be prepared in a blender!) Some recipes turn things upside down – a chocolate cake steamed on top of the stove or a spanakopita prepared in a skillet. And then, of course, there are new flavor combinations, from a salted peanut and caramel tart to a pistachio-cardamom cake.


Baking is an adventure, a pleasure and a form of alchemy. I defy you to make a loaf of bread or a cake without feeling a connection to something deeper, a tie that binds, a source of happiness that results from working with your hands. When we bake, we use all of our senses – especially touch and aroma – which grounds us to what is most important in life. I often get the feeling that modern life seems particularly ephemeral, hard to grasp. A home-baked cake is just the thing to set things right. You can get your hands on it, you can inhale the freshly baked scent, and you can taste the results of your effort.


Not bad for a square of Danish dream cake!
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INGREDIENT INSIDER


Starting with the right ingredients is key to successful baking. From all-purpose flour to yogurt, here is a roundup of the core ingredients used in recipes throughout this book.


DAIRY


Along with flours that provide structure and fats that bring richness, dairy is an important element in baking. Liquids such as milk and semisolids like yogurt add moisture and help bind batters and doughs.


Buttermilk


Buttermilk not only lends a pleasant tanginess to baked goods, such as biscuits, soda bread and cakes, it also adds richness without weighing down textures or adding unwanted fattiness. Grocery stores usually offer either cultured nonfat or low-fat buttermilk; traditional buttermilk, made the old-fashioned way by churning, is rare. Any of these options will work in recipes that call for buttermilk. Note that buttermilk curdles easily if heated, so don’t warm or scald it as you might milk. For information on buttermilk substitutes, see Best Bet For Better Buttermilk, here.
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Coconut Milk


Coconut milk is not a dairy product, but it often is used in the same way as cow’s milk. In our recipes that call for coconut milk, purchase the type packaged in a can, not in a carton and sold in the dairy case as a beverage. We consider a 14-ounce can to be standard, but sizes vary somewhat; a tablespoon or two more or less shouldn’t affect a recipe. Before use, be sure to stir well to incorporate the fat that rises to the surface. We almost always opt for regular, not light, coconut milk, but don’t mistake richer, fattier coconut cream for coconut milk. For more information about coconut products see Cracking the Coconut Code, here.


Eggs


In baking, eggs are a multifunctional ingredient, providing fat as well as structure while also acting as a binder, leavener and emulsifier. We use large eggs in all of our cooking and baking. When room-temperature eggs make a difference in a recipe, the ingredient list will indicate, otherwise eggs can be used straight from the refrigerator. If you need to separate eggs, keep in mind that it’s easiest to do so when the eggs are cold because the yolk is relatively firm, making it more resistant to breakage. To quickly bring cold eggs to room temperature, simply submerge them in a bowl of hot water for a few minutes.


Milk


When we use milk in baking, it’s almost always whole milk. Low-fat and nonfat milk are too lean and watery to deliver flavor and richness. As with eggs, if room-temperature milk makes a difference in a recipe, the ingredient list will indicate. If it does not, milk straight from the refrigerator is fine to use.


Yogurt


As with buttermilk, yogurt adds tart, tangy flavor to baked goods, as well as a richness that isn’t heavy or overbearing. We often lean on yogurt to bring moisture and tenderness to quick breads, flatbreads, muffins and rustic, homey cakes. If a recipe calls for Greek yogurt, regular yogurt is not an appropriate substitute, as the two have different moisture contents.
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FATS


In baked goods, fats supply richness and tenderness as well as a luxuriousness that makes a sweet a treat. In addition, fats assist with crisping and browning, which heightens textural appeal and builds flavor. Moreover, fats convey flavor, meaning they help carry taste and aromatic compounds from other ingredients.


Butter


Breaking with convention, we use salted butter in all of our cooking and baking; we prefer the flavor, as well as the convenience of stocking just one variety of butter in our kitchens. Since our recipes are developed with salted butter, the amount of additional salt in the ingredient list takes into account the salinity of the butter. If you prefer unsalted butter, consider adding a touch more salt when making recipes from this book. As a frame of reference, a full stick of butter contains approximately ¼ teaspoon salt. Also, our recipes are developed with standard butter, which contains 16 to 18 percent water; richer, higher-fat European-style butters should work fine, but may behave a little differently. Butter readily absorbs the aromas of other ingredients, so store it tightly wrapped or in an airtight container in the refrigerator. For longer storage, wrap in foil and freeze.


Neutral Oil


Oil is the fat of choice for many quick breads, muffins and cakes. Unlike butter, which contains water and milk solids, oil is 100 percent fat and remains fluid at room temperature, so it makes for an exceptionally tender, moist and plush crumb. Neutral oils are flavorless oils that don’t obscure or interfere with the flavors of other ingredients. When we reach for a neutral oil, it’s usually grapeseed, but there are many options, including sunflower, safflower and peanut.


Olive Oil


In addition to neutral oil, we use a fair amount of extra-virgin olive oil in our baking—in savory breads, of course, but also in sweets. It’s our go-to when we’re looking for a non-butter fat with more personality than neutral oil. A fruity, smooth-tasting olive oil is ideal for sweet baked goods; savory breads can handle peppery, more assertive olive oil.
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Tahini


Tahini, a paste made from ground sesame seeds, isn’t your typical baking ingredient, but we are fond of its earthy, rich, pleasantly bitter flavor in baked goods. It functions as both a fat and a flavoring, and is especially good paired with dark, toasty ingredients, such as chocolate, coffee and browned butter. As with sesame oil, tahini can be made from raw or toasted sesame seeds. In a tasting, we found tahini made from raw seeds to be pasty and grainy. On the other hand, many supermarket brands were acrid from over-roasting. We prefer tahini made with gently roasted seeds; Soom, Beirut, Lebanon Valley and Sesame King (Regular Roast) were our favorites. Upon standing, the oil in tahini will rise to the surface, so be sure to stir well before use, making sure to scrape along the base of the jar to incorporate the bits that settle at the bottom. Tahini is fine for a month or so at room temperature, though we recommend refrigeration beyond that to maintain freshness.


FLOURS AND STARCHES


Flour, or starch of some sort, is the backbone of nearly every type of baked good. All-purpose flour is the kitchen workhorse, but we lean on a variety of flours, starches and ground meals to add complex, nuanced flavor and texture to muffins, cakes, cookies and breads of all sorts.


All-Purpose Flour


All-purpose flour ranges from nine to 11 percent in protein, depending on the brand. Gold Medal all-purpose flour comes in at 10.5 percent; King Arthur at 11.7 percent. Either will deliver great results. All-purpose flour may be bleached or unbleached, and the package will indicate. We have found that only in rare instances do the two perform differently enough to warrant specifying one or the other. All-purpose flour is relatively shelf-stable, so store it in the pantry in an airtight container or canister with a wide mouth for easy scooping.


Almond Flour


Almond flour, also referred to as almond meal, is made by grinding almonds to a fine, powdery texture. If made from blanched almonds, its color is a creamy, off-white hue; if made from skin-on almonds, the flour contains brown flecks. We prefer the former. We often use almond flour to add a subtly sweet, nutty flavor to cakes and cookies, and since it does not contain gluten, it also helps produce tender, delicate textures in baked goods. To extend its shelf life, store almond flour in the refrigerator or freezer.


Bread Flour


Bread flour contains 12 to 14 percent protein and, as its name suggests, is used mainly in bread baking. The higher protein content means greater gluten development and better-structured loaves, boules, baguettes and pizza crusts. Though all-purpose flour is used to make some types of yeasted breads, the exchange does not go both ways. Bread flour should not be used in recipes that call for all-purpose flour. We have tried swapping bread flour for all-purpose in several recipes, including yellow cake and sugar cookies, and had little success. The cake turned out dense and gummy and the cookies lacked crispness. Like all-purpose flour, bread flour can be stored in an airtight container in the pantry.


Cake Flour


Cake flour is lower in protein than all-purpose flour and is almost always bleached, which also affects the flour’s ability to form gluten. As such, and as its name implies, cake flour often is used to make cakes and other baked goods in which a fine, ultra-tender texture is desired. As a substitute for cake flour, sources commonly suggest mixing all-purpose flour with a small amount of cornstarch (to replace 1 cup cake flour, combine ¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour with 2 tablespoons cornstarch). Our testing has shown that though this approximation works, when baked goods require it, cake flour delivers the best results.


Corn Flour


Pale yellow corn flour is made by grinding dried whole kernels of corn. Essentially, it is cornmeal taken to a finer, almost powdery texture. In the U.K., cornflour (one word) is what we in the U.S. call cornstarch, but corn flour (two words) and corn-starch are very different products and are not interchangeable.


Cornmeal


Cornmeal can be made from either white or yellow corn, and it is sold in fine, medium and coarse grinds. For baking, we tend to use fine yellow cornmeal most often because it hydrates most easily and lends a warm golden hue (coarse cornmeal is excellent for making polenta). Seek out stone-ground cornmeal, as its flavor is richer and has a cleaner, truer corn flavor than steel-ground cornmeal.


Oats


For baking, we like the hearty, sturdy texture of old-fashioned rolled oats. Before use, we often oven-toast the oats to bring out toffee-like notes, then process a portion of them in the food processor, essentially making toasted-oat flour. For our recipes, avoid instant oats and quick-cooking oats, as these more-processed varieties are finer and lack the chew of old-fashioned oats.


Rye Flour


With earthy, slightly spicy flavor notes and a subtle bitterness, rye flour often is used in bread-baking, but it also works well in cookies, brownies and cakes that feature the dark, rich notes of chocolate, spices, caramel and molasses. It is available in light, medium and dark varieties; the more bran, endosperm and germ the rye kernels retain before milling, the deeper the color of the flour and the fuller its flavor. Pumpernickel flour is made from 100 percent whole-grain. For general use in baking, we recommend sticking with medium rye flour. Rye is not gluten-free, but it does contain less gluten than wheat flour, and the liquid-absorption properties of rye flour are different from all-purpose. For more information about substituting rye flour in baking, see Up Your Baking Game with Rye (here). Rye flour is best stored in the refrigerator or freezer.


Semolina Flour


Milled from high-protein durum wheat and commonly used to make dried pasta, semolina has a pale, creamy yellow hue and a granularity akin to fine cornmeal. In Italy and the Middle East, semolina often is used in breads, but its subtly nutty flavor and distinctive texture also have a place in cookies, puddings and other sweets. Semolina flour is available in different grinds, so shopping can be confusing, especially if choosing amongst imported brands. Domestically produced Bob’s Red Mill semolina flour, widely available in supermarkets, has a medium coarseness that works well in many applications, but pass on any semolina labeled “coarse,” as it will give baked goods an unpleasant grittiness.


Tapioca Starch


Fine and powdery tapioca starch, also known as tapioca flour, is a gluten-free starch that contributes a chewy, stretchy texture to baked goods, such as Brazilian Cheese Puffs (recipe here). Look for tapioca starch alongside the flour in the baking section of the supermarket or in the international aisle. It also is sold in Latin American markets and most Asian grocery stores.


Whole-Wheat Flour


To make whole-wheat flour, the entirety of the wheat berry—the bran, endosperm and germ—is milled. Whole-wheat flour commonly is used in yeasted breads, but we also employ small amounts in quick breads, bar cookies and even tart pastry to add an earthy, complex flavor. To prolong its shelf life, store whole-wheat flour in the refrigerator or freezer.


LEAVENERS


Leaveners are the unsung heroes in many baked goods. They quietly do their job of providing lift in batters and doughs, creating light textures and open crumbs, then they get out of the way of the flour, butter, sugar and other ingredients that supply structure and flavor.


Yeast


Of the various types of yeast sold in supermarkets, we prefer instant yeast, which also is known as rapid-rise, quick-rise or bread machine yeast. It commonly is packaged in ¼-ounce envelopes that contain about 2¼ teaspoons each, but frequent bread bakers might seek out more economical 4-ounce jars. For more information about yeast and how to substitute active dry yeast for instant yeast, see Make the Most of Your Yeast (here).


Baking Powder


Baking powder is a mixture of baking soda (an alkali) and an acidic ingredient plus an anti-caking agent. It’s a common ingredient in quick breads, biscuits, muffins, cakes, cookies and other baked goods that require a lift to attain a light, open texture. Double-acting baking powder is the most widely available variety. Its name refers to the two rounds of activation that take place—the first happens when liquid is introduced and the baking soda and acidic component react and cause the dough or batter to rise. The second occurs in the oven, when the heat induces additional lift. Baking powder has a shelf life that’s shorter than you might expect, so check the expiration date before use.
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Baking Soda


Not to be confused with baking powder (though the two look the same), baking soda is an alkali, so it’s an effective leavener in baking recipes that contain an acidic ingredient, such as buttermilk, lemon juice, sour cream or yogurt. When baking soda and acid meet, a chemical reaction releases carbon dioxide that provides lift. Baking soda also assists with browning, as alkaline doughs and batters brown more readily, which translates to better, more complex flavor in baked treats.


SALT


In baking, salt is used in small quantities, but the ingredient has an outsized impact on flavor, even in goods in which sweetness is the main attraction. Salt makes foods taste better and brings flavors into sharp focus.


Flaky Sea Salt


We sometimes sprinkle flaky sea salt onto baked goods just before they go into the oven. The coarse crystals not only add texture and a complementary pop of salinity, they also make for a more polished look. We tend to favor Maldon Sea Salt Flakes, harvested in the U.K., which has a unique pyramid shape and a delicate but satisfying crunch.


Kosher Salt


In savory cooking, we prefer kosher salt because the larger granules are easier to pinch and sprinkle with your fingers. So in this book, you will find recipes that call for both kosher salt and table salt—for instance, a flatbread dough made with table salt, but kosher salt used in the flatbread filling. The two most common kosher salt brands are Morton Coarse Kosher Salt and Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt. Our recipes are developed with Morton. Grains of Morton are denser and more compact than Diamond Crystal, which are larger and fluffier, so the same volume of Morton is saltier than Diamond. If you use Diamond in our recipes, increase the amount called for by 30 to 50 percent, depending on your salt sensitivity.
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Table Salt


Common table salt—the kind put into salt shakers—is what we prefer to use in most baked goods as the fine, uniformly sized grains disperse evenly and dissolve readily even in low-moisture doughs, crumbles and similar mixtures. Fine sea salt has a similar grain size to table salt and can be used in its place.


SWEETENERS


Sugar supplies sweetness to baked goods, but from the delicate, floral nuances of honey to the smoky, bitter notes of molasses, sweeteners can bring flavor notes far beyond basic sugariness. Caramelization and crisping are other important attributes of sugar when it comes to baking.


Brown Sugar


Brown sugar is refined white sugar to which molasses has been added. It supplies caramel flavor notes, color and moisture to batters and doughs. In baked sweets, it’s a particularly welcome ingredient when a soft, tooth-sinking texture is desired (think brownies and chewy chocolate chip cookies). Light brown sugar contains less molasses than dark brown and is therefore milder in flavor. When it makes a difference in a recipe, we specify which to use but, flavor aside, the two are interchangeable. Store brown sugar in a tightly sealed airtight container to prevent drying.


Molasses


Dark, sticky, bittersweet molasses is a by-product of sugar refinery. The syrup lends deep color and bold, smoky notes to baked goods, such as gingerbread and molasses spice cookies. Grandma’s and Brer Rabbit are two widely available brands, and both offer mild and dark varieties. For most baking applications, either will work, but do not substitute blackstrap molasses, which is assertively bitter and will easily overwhelm other ingredients.


Honey


Honey comes in numerous varieties with taste profiles that are determined by the flora visited by the honeybees. For use in baking recipes, we recommend choosing relatively mild, neutral clover or wildflower honey, with a light golden hue. Stronger, darker-colored options, such as buckwheat and chestnut, easily overwhelm other ingredients.


Maple Syrup


Smoky-sweet, uniquely delicious maple syrup is available in color classes established by the International Maple Syrup Institute: golden, amber, dark and very dark. The intensity of taste corresponds with the depth of color. For baking—and for drizzling onto waffles and pancakes, too—we recommend seeking out dark or very dark, as the more pronounced maple flavor will hold its own in the presence of other ingredients. After opening, store maple syrup in the refrigerator.


Powdered Sugar


Also known as confectioner’s sugar, powdered sugar is finely ground granulated sugar that is blended with a small amount of cornstarch to prevent caking. Its ultra-fine texture allows the sugar to incorporate smoothly and completely dissolve into frostings, icings and glazes. Sifted through a fine-mesh sieve just before serving, powdered sugar dusted on a dessert such as apple strudel lends a snowy finished look.


Turbinado Sugar


Turbinado sugar is a coarse-grained sugar. Minimal refining leaves the granules with a touch of molasses so the sugar has a golden color and notes of earthy caramel. We sometimes use turbinado as a finishing sugar, sprinkling it onto batter and dough before baking for a textural accent and subtle sparkle. Demerara sugar is similar to turbinado sugar but has milder molasses notes; it also tends to be more difficult to source. The two are interchangeable, but do not use either as a direct substitute for white or brown sugar; the coarse granules do not readily dissolve.


White Sugar


White sugar, also known as granulated sugar, or just plain “sugar,” is produced from the juices extracted from sugarcane or beets. This kitchen staple has a pure, clean, direct sweetness. The crystal size of white sugar is perfectly structured to create pockets of air when beaten with butter, resulting in light, aerated batters and doughs, yet it is fine enough to dissolve with relative ease in the presence of moisture.
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BAKING ESSENTIALS


Baking, more so than savory cooking, requires precision, along with the right equipment to guarantee great results. In this section, we cover tools for measuring ingredients, countertop appliances, bakeware and other implements that bakers often call upon.


MEASURING TOOLS


Measuring with accuracy and precision is essential for success when baking. These are the tools we depend on for measuring ingredients, taking temperatures and gauging dimensions.


Digital Kitchen Scale


A digital scale is an indispensable tool for any kitchen. Measuring ingredients by weight guarantees consistency and accuracy. We also love the ease and efficiency scales provide—you can pour flour, sugar and other ingredients directly from their containers into your mixing bowl, taring (or zeroing out) the scale before each addition. We suggest seeking out a digital scale that can be easily switched from metric to pounds and ounces. Also be sure the capacity is great enough to suit your needs and has a platform large enough to hold a broad-based bowl (lightweight scales can be small and tippy).


Instant Thermometer


A digital instant thermometer is handy for making sugar syrup that must be cooked to a precise temperature, as well as for checking for the doneness of baked goods such as rich yeasted breads and cheesecakes. Look for a durable model with a clear display that quickly delivers a reading. It’s also sometimes helpful if the thermometer can be easily switched between Fahrenheit and Celsius.


Measuring Cups and Spoons


While we strongly encourage baking by weight, measuring cups and spoons are still essential tools for baking. You’ll need both dry and liquid measuring cups—the two should not be used interchangeably—as well as measuring spoons. Look for good-quality stainless steel dry measuring cups and spoons with smooth, even tops for clean sweeping with a straight edge to ensure accurate measurements. Heavyweight cups and spoons typically are dishwasher-safe; plastic can warp in the dishwasher, which affects their accuracy.
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Ruler


Baking is an exacting craft and a good ruler is an invaluable helper. It comes in handy when rolling out doughs to specific dimensions, and also when you’re unsure about the measurements of the loaf pan, pie plate or baking sheet that you have on hand. Look for a sturdy, washable ruler with easy-to-read measurements in both inches and centimeters.


SMALL APPLIANCES


Although it is possible to make cake batters, pie doughs and yeasted breads by hand, we rely heavily on small countertop appliances—in particular, a stand mixer and a food processor. They make baking easier and more enjoyable, while also ensuring that ingredients are sufficiently mixed or processed.


Stand Mixer


A stand mixer with paddle, whisk and dough hook attachments is a cornerstone of a baker’s kitchen for good reason. It offers unmatched speed and convenience, greatly reducing the time and effort required to mix, whip and knead. A mixer with a bowl capacity of 4½ to 5 quarts is sufficient for the recipes in this book that require a mixer. If you’re an avid baker, or plan on baking yeasted breads that can tax the appliance, it’s worth investing in a mixer with a powerful motor that can handle the load. Hand mixers, which are more compact and affordable, work great for batters, light doughs and whipping cream and egg whites, but they’re much less powerful than a stand mixer and can handle only smallish quantities.


Food Processor


A food processor is a versatile tool. It makes quick work of chopping or grinding nuts and it can puree ingredients that are too sticky or dry to be whirred in a blender. It excels at cutting fat, usually cold butter, into dry ingredients when making pie and tart dough, scones and some types of cookies. When pulsed, the metal blade is efficient at reducing chunks of fat into small bits that are evenly distributed. Food processors come in different sizes. One with a bowl capacity of at least 11 cups is sufficient for general use in baking, but make sure the base is heavy so the machine sits stably on the counter.


Electric Spice Grinder


Electric spice grinders are helpful for grinding whole spices and small amounts of nuts or seeds. Blade-style coffee grinders are inexpensive and work perfectly well—just don’t use the same grinder that you use for your coffee, which will impart odors. To clean and remove odors, grind a handful of plain rice. A mortar and pestle can work well, though it’s hard to pulverize tough spices, such as cloves or allspice, as finely as with a spice grinder.


BAKEWARE


When it comes to bakeware, we tend to stick to the basics: our recipes do not require highly specialized or hard-to-source pans or molds. Different materials are used to make various types of bakeware. For example, square and rectangular pans, loaf pans and pie plates might be made of metal, glass or ceramic, whereas muffin pans and cake pans are available in metal and silicone. For more information about how bakeware made of these different materials compare, see Choose Bakeware with Care (here). This section touches on the pans used frequently in this book. It also covers baking steels and stones that are important for pizza-making and baking some types of breads.


Baking Pans


We tend to select an 8-inch square baking pan for denser cookies and bars, like shortbread, jam-filled cookies and brownies, that will be cut into small portions for serving. For wet doughs and batters—think sheet and coffee cakes or focaccia—as well as rolls and buns that proof and bake in the pan, we favor a 9-by-13-inch baking pan. It’s also the ideal size for baked goods that are cut into medium or large portions for serving and anything made with phyllo, which is often sold in 9-by-13-inch sheets. We recommend owning one each of metal and glass variations to accommodate the requirements of different types of recipes.


Baking Sheets


You’ll need at least two rimmed 13-by-18-inch baking sheets, often referred to as half sheet pans. Unlike a flat cookie sheet, these have a lip running around the pan’s exterior. It serves as an easy-to-grasp handle for moving the sheet in and out of the oven, and provides a convenient buffer so nothing slides off. The heavier the better for even heating—they won’t warp at high heat—and durability. At 9-by-13 inches, quarter sheet pans are our go-to for smaller jobs, like toasting nuts and flours.


Baking Steel or Stone


When placed in the oven, a baking steel or baking stone provides a flat, uniformly hot surface on which to bake. It also conducts and retains heat, minimizing fluctuations in oven temperature. For this reason, a steel or stone is essential for baked goods that require intense, even heat for proper browning and crisping, especially on the bottom—think pizza and rustic breads. We prefer a baking steel over a baking stone, as it possesses greater thermal conductivity, but either will work. In particular, we’re big fans of the U.S.-made The Baking Steel, which is virtually indestructible and can be used outside on the grill. If you make pizza frequently or do lots of bread baking on a steel or stone, we also recommend owning a metal or wood baking peel for easily transferring items to and from the oven.


Bundt Pan


With a tube-shaped center and fluted sides, a Bundt pan is an easy way to bake a cake that needs little embellishment or adornment to look “finished.” We also use one for monkey bread. Bundt pans come in an array of sizes, but our go-to has a capacity of 12 cups. For easy release, be sure to thoroughly spray or butter all the decorative nooks and crannies.


Cake Pans


Round cake pans come in every size imaginable, but a 9-inch one with straight (not sloped) sides is the standard for many of our simple cakes and quick breads. We recommend owning two of the same brand for efficiently preparing layer cakes.


Loaf Pans


Used for everything from hearty German rye bread to buttery pound cake, loaf pans are an essential part of any baker’s kitchen. A 9-by-5-inch loaf pan is our most used size, but there are a few occasions in which we recommend 8½-by-4½-inch loaf pans. We recommend owning two.
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Muffin Pan


We use a 12-cup muffin pan for standard muffins and call on one 24-cup or two 12-cup mini muffin pans for bite-sized tarts and cakes. Avoid silicone molds, which conduct heat poorly and result in uneven browning and rising.


Pie Plate


Glass, ceramic and enamel pie plates can be used interchangeably. Standard diameter is 9 inches; standard depth is 1 to 1¼ inches, but towering meringue-topped cream pies necessitate a deeper dish (those are typically 1½ to 2 inches). You’ll find one such pie in this book, but the majority of our recipes are suited to a standard-depth pie plate.


Ramekins


A six-ounce capacity is our go-to ramekin size for individual puddings, custards and soufflés. Our recipes typically yield four or six servings, so having six molds is ideal.


Springform Pan


Springform pans have removable bottoms and sides. They’re almost always used for cheesecake, since you can unmold whatever is baked in them without needing to invert the pan. This makes them incredibly versatile, but keep in mind these pans are not always leakproof. We use a 9-inch springform for some types of tarts, dense cakes and fruit-topped items that wouldn’t fare well with flipping.


Tart Pan


A removable bottom is key for quickly and easily releasing a tart without breaking or blemishing the sides. We use 9-inch fluted tart pans, which tend to be easier to find, but straight-sided varieties work just as well. Ceramic tart pans make for a lovely presentation but lack the removable bottom, so serving can be more complicated.


OTHER BAKING ESSENTIALS


Bakers tend to be drawn to specific-use tools and gadgets. With only a couple exceptions, however, the recipes in this book can be made without any special implements or novelty utensils. A handful of essential items is all that’s needed.


Bench Scrapers


Both metal and plastic scrapers are professional kitchen staples for a reason. They’re perfect for everything from quickly cleaning a work surface to scooping up and transferring piles of prepped produce to dividing and portioning sticky doughs with ease. While a metal scraper, also known as a bench knife, is better at cutting through dough, a flexible plastic bowl scraper is more versatile. It can do everything mentioned above, plus is great for folding and transferring wet doughs and batters.


Kitchen Parchment


Kitchen parchment, also known as parchment paper, is a must-have for baking enthusiasts. It’s used to line baking sheets, baking pans and cake pans for easy release of baked goods. Parchment is heat-resistant but not flameproof, so therefore should not be used under the broiler, and should not be confused with waxed paper. Bleached parchment is stark white; unbleached parchment has a natural brown color. It’s sold in continuous rolls, in precut flat sheets or in rolls of precut sheets.


Pastry Brushes


Pastry brushes are essential for finishing washes, brushing phyllo and buttering pans and molds. We favor natural hair brushes because silcone has a tendency to spread unevenly. Clean well in hot water and dry well with a kitchen towel before storing to prevent “off” flavors from developing. Ideally, own one each for sweet and savory applications.


Pie Weights


Pie weights are crucial for prebaking pie and tart crusts. While a bag of beans or even granulated sugar will work in a pinch, we recommend heat-conducting ceramic or metal pie weights. Don’t skimp—it’s worth buying two sets to ensure there’s enough to reach all the way up the sides of a 9-inch pie crust or tart shell.


Rolling Pin


We favor wooden French-style tapered rolling pins because their shape allows for even, precision rolling. Go long—at least 18 inches—to ensure you can roll out the largest pie crusts.


Serrated Knife


A long, stiff serrated knife is the most-used kitchen knife for baking. Beyond slicing baked breads and cakes, it is also the right tool for chopping chocolate and nuts (the teeth pierce rather than smash and generate fewer small pieces and crumbs). We prefer designs with a bit of curve to the blade for a natural slicing motion that’s easy on the wrist. Suncraft’s Seseragi bread knife is a Milk Street favorite for its highly effective and unique tooth pattern and thinness of the blade.


Silicone Spatulas


Durable, heatproof spatulas are essential baking tools. We recommend owning both small and large spatulas and even concave spoonulas, which are excellent for folding delicate batters together. Silicone has a tendency to hold odors, so we advise color coding for savory and sweet applications. Also, detergents tend to cling to silicone, so rinse well in hot water.


Spray Bottle


For frequent bread makers, a water-filled spray bottle is essential for misting a variety of loaves before they go into the oven and during baking.


Wand-style Grater


We favor wand-style graters, which reduce citrus zest to fine, feathery ribbons. They dull with age and we recommend replacing them every year or so for best results. Graters made from steel tend to last longer than alloy models.


Whisks


Whisks come in all shapes and sizes, each intended for different applications. For most baking tasks, a balloon whisk is the best choice because it incorporates air into egg whites or batters most efficiently. In our testing, GIR’s Ultimate Whisk, which has uniquely designed staggered tines, proved more effective than other brands and styles. In addition to a large balloon whisk, it’s worth having a small one for blending egg washes, small amounts of glaze, etc.


Wire Racks


A pair of large, sturdy metal racks is recommended for cooling baked goods. Our preferred racks fit into a rimmed 13-by-18-inch baking sheet to contain crumbs, or for icing and glazing cakes or cookies.


FLOUR POWER


Want to be a better baker? Toss your measuring cups. And brace for confusion.


“There’s no better way to fail than to measure by volume instead of weighing things,” says Francisco Migoya, co-author of The Cooking Lab team’s recent cookbook, “Modernist Bread.”


Except it isn’t as simple as it sounds. When it comes to baking weights, there is little consensus. We surveyed the published metric weights of 1 cup of a dozen varieties of flour from 22 sources. We got nearly as many answers.


One cup of all-purpose flour? Weights ranged from 120 grams to 148 grams. Whole-wheat flour went from 113 grams to 156 grams. Which is to say, measuring flour is the Wild West of culinary endeavors. What to do?
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To make sense of it all, we wanted to come up with a reasonable average for each flour. We started by throwing out the outliers, the extreme highs and lows, then averaged the remaining weights. We then performed our own series of measurements here at Milk Street to confirm that the numbers were in the ballpark. They were.


A few final adjustments later, and we had average gram weights for 12 types of flour. Of course, we can’t account for every variable (different grain varieties, milling techniques, even humidity can change weights).


FLOUR WEIGHT PER CUP

















	Type of Flour

	Grams per cup






	All-purpose

	130






	Cake

	120






	Bread

	137






	Rye (stone, dark)

	140






	Whole-wheat

	140






	Buckwheat

	140






	Semolina

	170






	Cornmeal (fine)

	145






	Cornmeal (coarse)

	160






	Corn flour

	122






	Almond flour

	100






	Cornstarch

	132






	Tapioca starch

	124






	Rice flour

	160






	Sweet (glutinous) rice flour

	156






	Potato starch

	156






	Potato flour

	181









A final word about measuring flour by volume. Don’t. Buy a $20 digital scale if you want consistent results. But if you do go by volume, here are some tips for using the “dip and sweep” method.


Do not scoop flour from the bag it came in; that can add more than 20 grams per cup. Pour the flour into a storage container or a bowl, then scoop gently through the flour—not down—to avoid compression.


Finally, sweep off the extra flour using a knife or bench scraper held straight. Do not sweep at a 45-degree angle; this will push the flour into the measuring cup.


CRACKING THE EGG CODE


Cracking the code of great baking often means also cracking plenty of eggs. Whether in a dense cheesecake, an airy meringue or a rich pound cake, eggs deliver a critical dose of protein, fat and moisture that plays a key role in the structure, texture and taste of baked goods. All of which means that misjudging the volume of eggs can lead to disappointing results.


Trouble is, eggs come in a wide variety of sizes, which can present a measurement challenge. If a recipe calls for large eggs (as many do), and you only have jumbos or mediums, adjusting can be a guessing game.


We find we get the best and most consistent results by measuring ingredients by weight. So we set out to find a way to apply this approach to eggs, as well. First, we surveyed the weight of cracked eggs (the yolk and white without the shell) for all egg sizes: On average, medium cracked eggs weigh 44 grams; large, 50 grams; extra-large, 56 grams; and jumbo, 63 grams.


From there, we worked out a handy conversion table for different egg sizes. Using our chart, you can see that, for example, a recipe calling for six large eggs will require seven medium eggs or five jumbo eggs. For best results, we found that the most accurate way to portion the eggs is to whisk them first, then weigh them, using only the total liquified amount needed.


EGGS: CONVERSION BY SIZE AND WEIGHT






















	If your recipe calls for…

	You will need at least…

	

	

	






	Large

	Medium

	X-Large

	Jumbo

	Grams






	2

	3

	2

	2

	100






	3

	4

	3

	3

	150






	4

	5

	4

	4

	200






	5

	6

	5

	4

	250






	6

	7

	6

	5

	300






	7

	8

	7

	6

	350






	8

	9

	7

	7

	400









SECRETS TO SWEET SUCCESS


At Milk Street, when we bake, we measure flours by weight rather than volume, to correct for scooping irregularities and air that can otherwise throw off a recipe. We wondered whether sugars would benefit from a similar treatment.


To find out, we weighed seven dry and five liquid sugars 60 times each, scooping and leveling for the dry and pouring for the liquids. We then averaged the weights to arrive at our own. The results surprised us.


SUGAR WEIGHT PER CUP
















	Type of Sugar

	Grams per cup






	White sugar

	214






	Light brown sugar (lightly packed)

	218






	Dark brown sugar

	199






	Cane sugar

	212






	Turbinado sugar

	198






	Powdered sugar

	124






	Superfine sugar

	202






	Honey

	334






	Corn syrup

	327






	Molasses

	334






	Agave syrup

	328






	Maple syrup

	298









We thought we’d get less variation because granulated sugars—unlike flours—trap little air. While that’s true, we hadn’t accounted for crystal size, which varied widely from brand to brand.


This showed up in our results, where 1 cup of white sugar weighed as much as 236 grams or as little as 208 grams, even when weighed by the same person. Published weights from other sources showed as much variation as our own testing.


Brown sugar—light and dark—also had glaring irregularities. Because of its moisture content, brown sugar traditionally is packed when measured. But we found its weight per cup varied greatly depending on how firmly it was packed, sometimes measuring 160 grams, other times 246 grams.


Liquid sugars didn’t vary nearly as much, but weighing them did solve a persistent problem—stickiness. Even when we used a silicone spatula to scrape honey, molasses and similar sweeteners out of measuring cups, we never got it all. This meant not all of what we measured ended up in our recipe.


The simplest solution was to set the bowl directly on the scale, zero it out, then slowly add the sweetener directly to the other ingredients, no measuring cup needed.


SOLVING DAIRY DILEMMAS


Many baked goods depend on dairy for richness, structure and texture. But some dairy products can be tricky to measure by volume; yogurt and sour cream love to cling to the sides of measuring cups.


The best way to measure them is by weight. But this presents challenges, too. For one thing, recipes often fail to specify dairy weights. And consulting a package may not be much help, either. We’ve found discrepancies between containers’ purported weights by volume, and actual weights.


So we weighed 14 common dairy ingredients. Some are liquids, some are semisolids and a few are solids. In the following table, we’ve listed these items’ weights for ½ cup (8 tablespoons) in grams, as we prefer the precision of metric weights when baking.
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DAIRY BY WEIGHT


















	Type

	Weight

	Volume






	Butter

	113 grams

	½ cup






	Buttermilk, lowfat

	118 grams

	½ cup






	Cottage cheese, whole milk

	140 grams

	½ cup






	Crème fraîche

	113 grams

	½ cup






	Heavy cream

	115 grams

	½ cup






	Mascarpone

	120 grams

	½ cup






	Mexican crema

	130 grams

	½ cup






	Milk, low-fat

	115 grams

	½ cup






	Milk, whole

	115 grams

	½ cup






	Ricotta

	135 grams

	½ cup






	Sour cream

	120 grams

	½ cup






	Yogurt, Greek

	120 grams

	½ cup






	Yogurt, low-fat

	120 grams

	½ cup






	Yogurt, whole milk

	120 grams

	½ cup









A TOUGH NUT TO CRACK


Cooking with nuts can be tricky. Their odd, irregular shapes guarantee that they won’t pack neatly into measuring cups, making precise measurement nearly impossible. Our solution: Measuring by weight ensures greater accuracy in baking, and nuts are no exception. Unfortunately, most recipes call for nuts by volume, not weight.


To clear up the guesswork, we’ve compiled the weights of the most commonly used nuts (as well as seeds, including sesame and pumpkin, and peanuts, which are legumes). In our testing, we weighed ½ cup of each variety three times, then averaged those results to arrive at their final weights.


NUTS BY WEIGHT


















	Type

	Weight

	Volume






	Almond, slices

	47 grams

	½ cup






	Almonds, slivered

	65 grams

	½ cup






	Almonds, whole

	74 grams

	½ cup






	Cashews, whole

	65 grams

	½ cup






	Hazelnuts, whole

	65 grams

	½ cup






	Macadamia

	72 grams

	½ cup






	Peanuts, whole

	68 grams

	½ cup






	Pecan, halves

	57 grams

	½ cup






	Pecans, chopped

	57 grams

	½ cup






	Pine nuts

	70 grams

	½ cup






	Pistachios, whole

	73 grams

	½ cup






	Pumpkin seeds (pepitas)

	70 grams

	½ cup






	Sesame seeds

	80 grams

	½ cup






	Sunflower seeds

	72 grams

	½ cup






	Walnuts, chopped

	55 grams

	½ cup






	Walnut, halves

	55 grams

	½ cup






	Walnuts, whole

	55 grams

	½ cup
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TAKING THE MEASURE OF WHOLE SPICES


Whenever possible we prefer to buy whole spices rather than ground. Oxidation can cause store-bought ground spices to lose flavor quickly and can also contribute stale, off flavors to a dish. Whole spices stay fresh longer and pack more flavor, whether used whole or ground as needed. And they can remain fresh stored in a cool, dark cabinet for up to two years (ground spices last about six months, at most).


The only trouble is knowing how much to pulverize when a recipe calls for ground. We hate to be wasteful and grind too much, and few recipes do the conversion for us. So we decided to take the mystery out of this kitchen quandary and suss out equivalencies for 10 common whole and ground spices. Some spices yielded larger volumes when ground because of aeration that occurs during grinding.


WHOLE SPICES BY VOLUME


















	Spice

	Whole

	Ground






	Allspice berries

	1 tablespoon

	3¼ teaspoons






	Aniseed

	1 tablespoon

	1 tablespoon






	Caraway seeds

	1 tablespoon

	1 tablespoon






	Cloves

	1 tablespoon

	1 tablespoon






	Coriander seeds

	1 tablespoon

	2¾ teaspoons






	Fennel seeds

	1 tablespoon

	2¾ teaspoons






	Juniper berries

	1 tablespoon

	3¼ teaspoons






	Nutmeg (grated)

	1 piece

	6¾ teaspoons






	Peppercorns, black

	1 tablespoon

	3½ teaspoons






	Peppercorns, white

	1 tablespoon

	4 teaspoons









KNOW YOUR OVEN TEMPERATURES


Some people are more successful at kitchen improv than others. But cooking well without recipes isn’t so much about innate talent as it is understanding key equipment. And mastering the oven is at the top of the list. Winging it in the kitchen is easier once you familiarize yourself with oven temperature zones.


Once you understand the five basic temperature ranges—and the foods that cook best in them—it’s easier to simply toss a chicken in to roast, bake up a quick bread, crank out some roasted carrots or whip up a pizza for dinner.


And since not all of this is intuitive—for example, a low oven is best for delicate custards, but also for braised meats—we’ve broken down the most common oven recipes into the temperatures ranges where they do best.


LOW (275°F to 325°F)


Baked custards; dried beans; tough, long-cooking roasts; stews and other braises


MODERATE (325°F to 350°F)


Most baked goods (cakes, cookies, muffins, quick breads, etc.)


MEDIUM-HIGH (375°F to 400°F)


Blind-baked pastry, pork loin, well-marbled beef roasts, whole chickens


HOT (425°F to 450°F)


Biscuits and scones, chicken parts, potatoes for roasting, puff pastry


EXTRA-HOT (475°F to 500°F)


Fish fillets, high-moisture yeasted doughs (pizza, flatbreads, etc.), most vegetables for roasting


TEMPING BAKED GOODS


Of the various ways to tell when cooking is complete—visual cues and time are our most common and comfortable choices—we too often overlook the value of temperature.


Internal temperature is less determinative for baking than it is for meat and poultry, but it is yet another useful tool to add to your repertoire.


Bread, for example. Depending on the accuracy of your oven, the interior can overbake before the exterior shows any signs. Cakes face similar problems, in reverse. The high sugar content means the exterior can brown before the interior is cooked.


To arrive at these temperatures, we surveyed other sources, which were scarce and conflicting. So we cooked breads and desserts in our kitchen, then temped them at the moment of perfect doneness.

















	
Enriched American-style breads (such as Parker House rolls)

	195°F






	
Rustic European-style bread (such as crusty French loaves)

	210°F






	
Quick breads and muffins (such as banana bread)

	195°F






	Biscuits

	205°F






	Cheesecake

	(at the center) 150°F






	

	(about 1 inch from the edge) 170°F






	Angel food cake

	205°F






	Chocolate layer cake

	210°F






	Sponge cake

	205°F






	Yellow layer cake

	190°F









For each item, we cite the temperature to which a dish should be brought, then removed from the oven or taken off the heat.


Our preferred tool is an instant digital thermometer. To test the accuracy of yours, fill a glass with ice water, then temp it. It should read 32°F. Or take the temperature of boiling water, which should read 212°F at sea level.


Where to temp a food matters, too. The tip of the thermometer should be at the center of the baked good, which is the last area to cross the finish line. If you wish to avoid puncturing the top crust and leaving a hole, insert the thermometer near the edge, with the stem angled so the tip reaches the center. For sauces and custards cooked on the stove, tip the pan to pool the liquid and temp at the center without touching the bottom of the pan.


SIZING UP BAKING TIMES


Too often, baking recipes call for specific pan sizes a home cook simply doesn’t have. What to do when you want to make mini-loaves out of a recipe intended for a 9-by-5-inch loaf pan? And what about when you want to convert a 9-by-13-inch cake into cupcakes? We wanted some simple guidelines.


So we selected the most popular and basic baked goods—quick bread, pound cake, layer cake and brownies—and baked the same recipe in a variety of appropriate pans. We monitored doneness to calculate variations in timing from pan to pan, and kept our testing focused on times, not oven temperature.


Some conversions were straightforward. A layer cake baked in an 8-inch round rather than the called-for 9-inch required only a minute longer in the oven and resulted in a slightly taller cake. Brownies were also simple. A double batch baked in a 9-by-13-inch pan needed five minutes longer, but didn’t display any other discernible differences.


Conversions for quick bread and pound cake proved trickier. The change in size from a 9-by-5-inch loaf pan to an 8-by-4-inch pan was more drastic, affecting bake time as well as appearance. In the smaller of the two pans, quick breads took considerably longer to bake, browned more deeply and were more domed. Pound cakes acted similarly.


Conversions always involve guesswork, but we did extract a few guiding principles. First, baking in a smaller pan means the depth of the batter will be greater and thus will usually take longer to bake. In a larger pan, the batter will be in a thinner layer and bake more quickly.


Second, if you’re using a different pan, adjust your expectations. Not only will the timing change, but the browning and appearance may vary, too. Cakes and breads baked in mini-loaf pans finished quickly but didn’t brown much (increasing the oven temperature may help).


Finally, a note on pan color and material. In general, dark pans absorb and conduct heat more quickly than light-colored pans, but for these types of basic baked goods, we didn’t observe substantial differences in our testing. We did, however, see a pronounced difference in glass versus metal. Quick breads and cakes didn’t brown well in glass, and had tacky bottoms and sides. If a recipe calls for a baking pan, we advise against using a glass baking dish.


BAKING TIME ADJUSTMENTS
t=baking time specified for a particular recipe






















	 

	9 x 5″ Loaf Pan

	8 x 4″ Loaf Pan

	5¾ x 2″ Loaf Pans*

	Muffin Pan






	Quick bread

	t

	t+7 minutes

	t-7 minutes

	t-28 minutes






	Pound cake

	t

	t+10 minutes

	t-13 minutes

	–






	 

	9” Round Cake Pan

	8” Round Cake Pan

	9 x 13” Baking Pan

	Muffin Pan






	Layer cake

	t

	t+1 minute

	t-1 minute

	t-11 minutes






	 

	8” Square Baking Pan

	9” Square Baking Pan

	9 x 13” Baking Pan**

	 






	Brownies

	t

	t-5 minutes

	t+5 minutes

	 









*(using 3 mini-loaf pans) **(doubling the recipe)
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Savory Kale and Two-Cheese Scones







Start to finish: 1¼ hours (40 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes 12 large scones




When standard breakfast pastries are too sugary, bake a batch of these flavorful savory scones. This is our adaptation of the hearty kale and cheese scones created by Briana Holt, of Tandem Coffee + Bakery in Portland, Maine. Dried currants and a small amount of sugar complement the minerally, vegetal notes of the kale and counterbalance the saltiness of the cheddar and pecorino, while a good dose of black pepper adds an undercurrent of spice. Either lacinato kale (also called dinosaur or Tuscan kale) or curly kale will work; you will need an average-sized bunch to obtain the amount of chopped stemmed leaves for the recipe.







70 grams (½ cup) dried currants


87 grams (4 cups) stemmed and finely chopped lacinato or curly kale (see headnote)


1 tablespoon lemon juice


455 grams (3½ cups) all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting


54 grams (¼ cup) white sugar


4 teaspoons baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


1¼ teaspoons table salt


2 teaspoons ground black pepper


226 grams (16 tablespoons) salted butter, cut into ½-inch pieces and chilled


113 grams (4 ounces) sharp or extra-sharp cheddar cheese, cut into ¼-inch cubes (1 cup)


15 grams (½ ounce) finely grated pecorino Romano cheese (¼ cup)


1½ cups cold buttermilk


1 large egg, beaten


36 grams (¼ cup) raw shelled sunflower seeds









Don’t allow the buttermilk and butter to lose their chill before use. Keeping them cold helps ensure that the dough will remain workable and won’t become unmanageably soft during shaping. When rotating the baking sheets halfway through the baking time, work quickly so the oven doesn’t lose too much heat.


Heat the oven to 375°F with racks in the upper- and lower-middle positions. Line 2 rimmed baking sheets with kitchen parchment. In a small microwave-safe bowl, stir together the currants and 2 tablespoons water. Microwave uncovered on high until warm and plump, about 30 seconds; set aside. In a medium bowl, toss the kale and lemon juice; set aside. In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, salt and pepper.


To a food processor, add about half of the flour mixture and scatter all of the butter over the top. Pulse until the butter is in pieces slightly larger than peas, 10 to 12 pulses. Transfer to the bowl with the remaining flour mixture. Add the currants and any remaining liquid, the cheddar, pecorino and kale. Toss with your hands until well combined. Add about ⅓ of the buttermilk and toss just a few times with your hands, making sure to scrape along the bottom of the bowl, until the liquid is absorbed. Add the remaining buttermilk in 2 more additions, tossing after each. After the final addition of buttermilk, toss until no dry, floury bits remain. The mixture will be quite crumbly and will not form a cohesive dough.


Lightly dust the counter with flour, turn the mixture out onto it, then give it a final toss. Divide it into 2 even piles, gathering each into a mound, then briefly knead each mound; it’s fine if the mixture is still somewhat crumbly. Gather each mound into a ball, then press firmly into a cohesive 5-inch disk about 1½ inches thick. Using a chef’s knife, cut each disk into 6 wedges. Place 6 wedges on each prepared baking sheet, spaced evenly apart. Brush the tops with the beaten egg, then sprinkle with the sunflower seeds, pressing lightly to adhere.


Bake until the scones are deep golden brown, 30 to 35 minutes, switching and rotating the baking sheets halfway through. Cool on the baking sheets on wire racks for 5 minutes, then transfer directly to a rack and cool for at least another 5 minutes. Serve warm or at room temperature.













BAKING BASIC


WHY PREHEATING MATTERS


Though it is possible to bring foods to the correct internal temperature by starting them in a cold oven, there are various reasons to heat it before food goes inside. For one, an initial blast of heat is needed to jump start many reactions critical to a dish’s final texture and flavor. Sugars begin to brown at 338°F, while proteins begin to brown at 284°F. And unlike stovetop cooking, cooking in the oven relies on indirect heat—meaning quite a bit of heat is required to ensure foods reach these temperatures. With baked goods, this immediate heat exposure also is crucial for oven spring, a term used to describe the initial expansion of dough or batter in the oven. And it evaporates moisture in butter, creating a burst of steam that’s responsible for the flaky texture of pie crusts, puff pastry and biscuits.


Most recipes are written to take advantage of these effects, but we ran several tests to nail down the reasons. We found that cold-start cookies baked unevenly (and required a lot of monitoring), while puff pastry turned out unpleasantly pasty. So make sure to read the recipe first and ensure that your oven preheats to the required temperature (and the rack is in the right place) before placing your goods in the oven. Most ovens take 20 to 30 minutes to come to temperature; if you add a baking stone or steel, double that time to accommodate the heat it absorbs.
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Tomato, Feta and Black Olive Quick Bread







Start to finish: 1¼ hours (30 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes one 9-inch loaf




The idea for this savory quick bread with Mediterranean flavors comes from Milk Street Facebook Community members Stephanie Huddleston and Alin Manukyan. Tomato, olives, feta and fresh dill add bursts of boldness, while olive oil and Greek yogurt keep the bread tender and moist. Store leftovers at room temperature in an airtight container or tightly wrapped for a few days. Toasting or rewarming slices will refresh the flavors.







260 grams (2 cups) all-purpose flour


1 tablespoon baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh dill


¼ teaspoon table salt


½ teaspoon ground black pepper


1 ripe medium tomato, stemmed, seeded and chopped


35 grams (¼ cup) pitted Kalamata olives, chopped


113 grams (4 ounces) feta cheese, crumbled (1 cup)


3 large eggs


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


180 grams (¾ cup) plain whole-milk Greek yogurt


2 tablespoons pine nuts









Don’t forget to seed the tomato. This removes excess moisture that otherwise can cause the crumb to be wet and soggy.


Heat the oven to 350°F with a rack in the middle position. Mist a 9-by-5-inch loaf pan with cooking spray, then line it with an 8-by-14-inch piece of kitchen parchment, allowing the excess to overhang the long sides of the pan.


In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, baking soda, dill, salt and pepper. Add the tomato, olives and feta; toss until these ingredients are evenly distributed. In a medium bowl, whisk together the eggs, oil and yogurt. Add the egg mixture to the flour mixture; fold with a silicone spatula until just combined.


Scrape the batter into the prepared pan; smooth the top and sprinkle with the pine nuts. Bake until a toothpick inserted at the center of the loaf comes out with a few moist crumbs attached, 55 to 60 minutes.


Cool in the pan on a wire rack for about 15 minutes. Lift the loaf out of the pan using the parchment and set it directly on the rack. Cool completely.
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Whole-Wheat and Muesli Soda Bread







Start to finish: 1½ hours (25 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes one 9-inch loaf




To make this hearty quick bread, we lean on a combination of whole-wheat and all-purpose flours, but also include muesli; it’s a simple way to include a mix of nuts and other grains. We soak the muesli in buttermilk to hydrate and soften the ingredients. Just about any type of muesli will work, but use one that is not sweetened with added sugar. Bob’s Red Mill, Familia and Alpen are brands that are widely available in supermarkets, but each has a different weight per cup, so it’s best to weigh the muesli. If weighing is not an option, use 1 cup of Bob’s Red Mill, 1¼ cups Familia or 1½ cups Alpen. Baking the loaf in a cast-iron skillet yields a beautifully browned bottom crust, but a parchment-lined baking sheet gets the job done, too, albeit with a slightly lighter crust. The soda bread is best the day it’s baked, but leftovers will keep in an airtight container for up to three days.







2 cups cold buttermilk, plus 2 tablespoons for brushing


130 grams (1 to 1½ cups) no-sugar-added muesli (see headnote), plus 2 tablespoons for sprinkling


280 grams (2 cups) whole-wheat flour


130 grams (1 cup) all-purpose flour


54 grams (¼ cup) packed brown sugar


1½ teaspoons baking soda


1 teaspoon baking powder


½ teaspoon table salt


141 grams (10 tablespoons) salted butter, melted and slightly cooled, divided









Don’t slice the bread while it’s still warm. The texture is best and the loaf is easiest to slice after it has cooled to room temperature.


Heat the oven to 350°F with a rack in the middle position. In a medium bowl, stir together the 2 cups buttermilk and muesli; let stand for 15 minutes to soften. Meanwhile, in a large bowl, whisk together both flours, the sugar, baking soda, baking powder and salt. Brush the bottom and the sides of a 10- or 12-inch cast-iron skillet with 14 grams (1 tablespoon) melted butter.


Whisk 113 grams (8 tablespoons) of the remaining melted butter into the muesli-buttermilk mixture. Add to the dry ingredients. Using a silicone spatula, fold until a rough, shaggy dough forms; it’s fine if the dough still shows some dry, floury patches. Using your hands and working directly in the bowl, gently and lightly fold the dough a few times just until cohesive; do not knead it. Shape the dough into a 6-inch round, then transfer it to the prepared skillet.


Using a serrated knife, score an X into the top of the dough, cutting about ½ inch deep. Brush the surface with 2 tablespoons buttermilk, then sprinkle evenly with the remaining 2 tablespoons muesli. Bake until golden brown and a toothpick inserted into the center comes out clean, 55 to 60 minutes.


Set the skillet on a wire rack and immediately brush the loaf with the remaining 14 grams (1 tablespoon) melted butter. Let cool for about 30 minutes, then transfer the bread directly to the rack and cool completely.











HOW TO MAKE WHOLE-WHEAT AND MUESLI SODA BREAD
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1. In a medium bowl, stir together the buttermilk and muesli; let stand for 15 minutes to soften.
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2. Whisk the melted butter into the muesli mixture, then add to the dry ingredients.
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3. Fold until a rough, shaggy dough forms; it’s fine if the dough still shows some dry, floury patches.
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4. Using your hands, gently and lightly fold the dough a few times just until cohesive; do not knead it.
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5. Shape the dough into a 6-inch round, transfer it to the skillet and score an X into the top, cutting about ½ inch deep.
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6. Brush the surface with buttermilk, then sprinkle with the remaining muesli. Bake for 55 to 60 minutes.
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Popovers







Start to finish: 1 hour 40 minutes (20 minutes active)


Makes 6 large or 10 small popovers




Popovers, which are believed to have originated in New England, are related to England’s Yorkshire pudding and share an almost-identical ingredient list. In testing, we found using low-fat milk yields crispier, airier popovers. Also, having the batter at room temperature promotes a higher rise, so make sure the eggs are at room temperature and the milk is barely warm before mixing. Finally, poking the popovers with a skewer and baking them for another minute allows steam to escape, which helps prevent the pastries from deflating as they cool. This recipe works in a nonstick 6-cup popover pan or you can use a nonstick muffin pan to make 10 smaller popovers; the baking time will be the same.







3 large eggs, room temperature


1½ cups low-fat milk, warmed to about 100°F


195 grams (1½ cups) all-purpose flour, plus more for the pan


1½ teaspoons table salt


2 teaspoons vegetable shortening, melted and slightly cooled, plus unmelted shortening for the pan









Don’t open the oven door to check on the popovers’ progress as they bake. The heat loss may prevent the proper rise or cause already puffed popovers to deflate.


In a large bowl, whisk the eggs until well combined. Gradually whisk in the milk. Add the flour and salt, then whisk until just combined; do not overmix. Whisk in the melted shortening. (If desired, for easy pouring, transfer the batter to a 1-quart liquid measuring cup.) Cover and let stand at room temperature for at least 30 minutes or up to 2 hours.


About 20 minutes before baking, heat the oven to 400°F with a rack in the middle position. Using shortening, lightly coat a 6-cup nonstick popover pan or the 10 outer cups of a 12-cup nonstick standard muffin pan (leave the center 2 cups uncoated, as they will not be used). Dust the cups with flour, then tap out the excess.


Gently stir the batter to recombine, then divide it evenly among the prepared popover or muffin cups. Bake without opening the oven door until the popovers are well risen and deeply browned, about 45 minutes (the timing is the same for large and small popovers). Working quickly, open the oven door and, using a wooden skewer, poke a hole in each popover. Close the oven door and bake for 1 minute.


Remove the pan from the oven. Using tongs, immediately and gently transfer each popover to a wire rack. Serve warm or at room temperature.
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Bolivian-Style Pepper Jack Cornbread







Start to finish: 1¼ hours (20 minutes active)


Servings: 12




Bolivian humintas al horno is not unlike a large, spiced tamale (anise and cinnamon are common) enriched with cheese. Its crumb is moist and dense, and its flavor is savory-sweet. Though traditional recipes might wrap the corn mixture in husks before baking, we opted for the ease of a 9-by-13-inch baking dish. Corn kernels cut from fresh ears work best here. To minimize the mess when cutting, stand the ear in the center of a large bowl. With a long knife, slice downward along the length of the cob, letting the kernels fall into the bowl. If fresh corn isn’t in season, thawed frozen kernels are a fine substitute; drain in a colander before using. Refrigerate leftover cornbread for up to two days. To rewarm, wrap in foil and heat in a 300°F oven for 10 to 15 minutes, or melt a little butter in a nonstick skillet, add slices and heat for one to two minutes per side.







363 grams (2½ cups) fine yellow cornmeal, plus more for the pan


71 grams (⅓ cup) white sugar


2 teaspoons baking powder


¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper


1 tablespoon aniseed


1¼ teaspoons table salt


375 grams (3 cups) corn kernels (cut from 3 to 4 large ears; see headnote)


1 medium red, orange or yellow bell pepper, stemmed, seeded and chopped


1½ cups whole milk


4 large eggs


170 grams (12 tablespoons) salted butter, melted and slightly cooled


227 grams (8 ounces) pepper Jack cheese, cut into ½-inch cubes (2 cups)









Don’t use coarse cornmeal; its texture is too gritty. And don’t overbake this cornbread or it will be crumbly and dry.


Heat the oven to 375°F with a rack in the lower-middle position. Mist a 9-by-13-inch baking pan with cooking spray, dust evenly with cornmeal, then tap out the excess. In a medium bowl, whisk together the cornmeal, sugar, baking powder, cayenne, aniseed and salt. Set aside.


In a blender, combine the corn, bell pepper and milk. Process until very smooth, about 2 minutes, scraping the sides as needed. Transfer to a large bowl and whisk in the eggs and butter. Whisk in the cornmeal mixture until smooth. Pour about half the batter into the prepared pan and spread in an even layer. Sprinkle the cheese on top, then add the remaining batter in an even layer.


Bake until a toothpick inserted at the center comes out clean, 35 to 40 minutes. Cool in the pan on a wire rack for 30 minutes. Serve warm.











HOW TO MAKE BOLIVIAN-STYLE PEPPER JACK CORNBREAD
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1. In a medium bowl, whisk the cornmeal, sugar, baking powder, cayenne, aniseed and salt.
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2. In a blender, puree the corn, bell pepper and milk, then transfer to a bowl. Whisk in the eggs and melted butter.
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3. Add the cornmeal mixture to the wet ingredients, then whisk until smooth.












[image: image]

4. Pour about half the batter into the prepared pan and spread in an even layer.












[image: image]

5. Scatter the cheese cubes evenly over the batter.
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6. Pour the remaining batter evenly over the cheese, then bake at 375°F for 35 to 40 minutes.
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Browned Butter Skillet Cornbread







Start to finish: 30 minutes (15 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes one 10-inch cornbread




This cornbread is made with only cornmeal—no wheat flour—and just 2 teaspoons sugar, so it’s closer in flavor and texture to Southern cornbread than to sweet, cakey-crumbed Northern style. We brown the butter for the batter and for coating the skillet, which brings rich, nutty notes to complement the flavor of the corn. For best flavor, opt for stone-ground fine cornmeal, but standard cornmeal works, too. A cast-iron skillet, 10 inches in diameter, produces a fantastic, deeply browned, crisp bottom crust and nice, straight sides. A conventional skillet (not nonstick) with an oven-safe handle is fine, too, but the bottom of the bread will be lighter in color and not quite as crisp, and the sides will be rounded because of the skillet’s sloped shape. We like to invert the cornbread out of the pan for serving, but if you prefer you can cut wedges right in the skillet, though the bottom will soften slightly as it cools.







326 grams (2¼ cups) fine yellow cornmeal, preferably stone-ground


2 teaspoons white sugar


2 teaspoons baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


½ teaspoon table salt


2 cups buttermilk


2 large eggs


113 grams (8 tablespoons) salted butter, cut into 6 to 8 pieces









Don’t pour the batter into the pan until the skillet has heated a couple of minutes, and be sure to warm the batter until bubbling at the edges before sliding the skillet into the oven. This quickly sets the bottom surface and jumpstarts the baking, which aids with browning and prevents the bread from sticking to the pan come time to serve.


Heat the oven to 450°F with a rack in the middle position. In a large bowl, whisk together the cornmeal, sugar, baking powder, baking soda and salt. In a 1-quart liquid measuring cup or medium bowl, whisk together the buttermilk and eggs.


In a 10-inch cast-iron skillet over medium, heat the butter, stirring, until it begins to smell nutty, about 4 minutes. Pour 6 tablespoons of the butter into the dry ingredients, leaving about 2 tablespoons in the pan; set the skillet off the heat. Whisk the buttermilk-egg mixture into the dry ingredients until smooth.


Return the skillet to medium and cook the remaining butter, stirring, until the milk solids are toasted and browned, about 2 minutes. Coat the sides of the skillet with butter by either swirling the pan or with a brush. Pour in the batter and cook, without stirring, until bubbling at the edges, about 1 minute. Transfer to the oven and bake until light golden brown and a toothpick inserted at the center comes out with few crumbs attached, 15 to 18 minutes.


Transfer the skillet to a wire rack (the handle will be hot). Cool for about 5 minutes, then invert the cornbread onto the rack, removing the pan. Serve warm or at room temperature.













OVER THE TOP




Chipotle-Honey Butter


Start to finish: 10 minutes


Makes about ½ cup






In a medium bowl, combine 113 grams (8 tablespoons) salted butter (room temperature), 2 tablespoons honey, 1 tablespoon minced chipotle chili in adobo sauce plus 2 teaspoons adobo sauce and a pinch of kosher salt. Whip with a hand mixer on medium-high speed, scraping the bowl as needed, until light and fluffy, about 2 minutes. Serve at room temperature.


















OVER THE TOP




Jalapeño-Scallion Butter


Start to finish: 15 minutes


Makes about ½ cup






In a medium bowl, combine 113 grams (8 tablespoons) salted butter (room temperature), 2 scallions (thinly sliced), 1 small jalapeño chili (stemmed, seeded and minced), 1 teaspoon grated lime zest plus 1 teaspoon lime juice, ¼ teaspoon ground black pepper and a pinch of kosher salt. Whip with a hand mixer on medium-high speed, scraping the bowl as needed, until light and fluffy, about 2 minutes. Serve at room temperature.


















BAKING BASIC


CHOOSE BAKEWARE WITH CARE


Not all bakeware is created equal. Indeed, the material a pan is made of affects how the foods in it cook. Metal is a far better conductor of heat than glass, and that means metal pans cook more quickly. Additionally, the color of your pans plays a role, too. Dark-colored metal pans absorb and distribute heat more quickly than light-colored pans. To find out what this means for our baking, we prepared pound cakes using loaf pans made from glass, light-colored aluminum and dark nonstick-coated aluminum. In each case, we used the same recipe, baked it at the same temperature and for the same amount of time. As expected, the cake baked in the glass pan had the lightest crust, with relatively little browning. The dark nonstick pan had the darkest crust, even to the point of overbaking at the edges. The lighter aluminum pan fell somewhere in the middle. Our takeaway: Glass pans run less risk of overbaking, but also make it harder to achieve a rich, dark, flavorfully browned crust. By the same token, when baking with dark nonstick pans—unless you are using a recipe that was specifically designed for this type of bakeware—it’s a good idea to reduce either the temperature or baking time (or both) to prevent tough, overbaked crusts.
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Neapolitan Salami-Provolone Buns







Start to finish: 2 hours (35 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes twelve 3-inch buns




At the tiny Salumeria Pio in Naples, Pio di Benedetto bakes and sells his much-simplified version of a regional favorite, panini napoletani. The richly flavored buns typically are made from yeasted dough layered with meat and cheese, then rolled, sliced and baked. Di Benedetto mixes the meat and cheese right into the dough. Instead of lard, we opt for butter, though you can substitute an equal amount of lard for 4 tablespoons of the butter. In Naples, di Benedetto sells his buns as a breakfast item, but they’re also great served with braised beans or hearty greens. Leftovers keep and reheat well. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to two days; rewarm on a baking sheet tented with foil in a 350°F oven for 15 to 20 minutes.







170 grams (6 ounces) thinly sliced salami, roughly chopped


113 grams (4 ounces) thinly sliced prosciutto, roughly chopped


488 grams (3¾ cups) all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting


1 tablespoon instant yeast


2 teaspoons ground black pepper


170 grams (12 tablespoons) cold salted butter, cut into ½-inch cubes


227 grams (8 ounces) provolone cheese, preferably aged provolone, cut into ¼-inch cubes


1¼ cups warm water (100°F to 110°F)









Don’t finely chop the cured meats. Chop them only roughly so they have presence in the baked breads. After microwaving, be sure to cool the meats to room temperature. If they have any warmth, they will cause the butter to soften, making the dough sticky and difficult to handle.


In a large microwave-safe bowl, combine the salami and prosciutto. Microwave on high, uncovered, until the meats just begin to crisp, about 1 minute, stirring once halfway through. Pour off and discard any fat in the bowl; cool to room temperature.


Line 2 rimmed baking sheets with kitchen parchment. In a food processor, combine the flour, yeast and pepper; pulse until well combined, about 12 pulses. Scatter in the butter, then pulse until the mixture resembles coarse sand, 10 to 12 pulses. Empty the mixture into the large bowl containing the meats, then add the provolone. Using a silicone spatula, fold until the ingredients are evenly distributed. Drizzle the water over the mixture, then fold with the spatula until the mixture comes together in a cohesive, evenly moistened dough.


Using a ½-cup dry measuring cup, scoop the dough into 12 even portions, lightly packing the dough into the cup and placing 6 on each prepared baking sheet, evenly spaced; the dough should easily invert out of the cup in a puck-like shape. Cover each baking sheet with a kitchen towel and let rise at room temperature for 1 hour.


Meanwhile, heat the oven to 425°F with a rack in the middle position. Uncover 1 baking sheet and bake until the buns are golden brown, 25 to 27 minutes. Remove from the oven and, using a wide metal spatula, transfer the buns to a wire rack. Bake the second batch in the same way. Cool to room temperature.
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Colombian Cheese Buns







Start to finish: 1½ hours (30 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes 20 buns




Savory but lightly sweetened and with a moist, chewy crumb, almojábanas are cheesy, bun-shaped breads that we first tasted in Ubaté—Colombia’s center of dairy production. The region boasts an abundance of locally made cheeses, such as cuajada and campesino, two types often used in the making of almojábanas. Cuajada and campesino are high in moisture and low in fat, so despite the impressive amounts we saw mixed into almojábana dough, the baked buns were always soft and airy, never greasy or heavy. To replicate that texture using ingredients readily available in the U.S., we turned to a combination of low-fat cottage cheese, salty cotija and Oaxacan cheese. Cotija is dry and crumbly, whereas queso Oaxaca is creamy and mozzarella-like; both are Mexican cheeses that can be found in Latin American grocery stores, as well as most well-stocked supermarkets. In addition to bread flour, masarepa—the precooked, fine-ground cornmeal used to make arepas—is a key ingredient in many traditional recipes. Though it may look similar to products like masa or masa harina, they are not interchangeable, as they are made from nixtamalized corn, meaning the grain has been treated with an alkali. Corn flour or cornmeal, which are dried and ground but not precooked, won’t do the trick, either. Finally, many cooks also add tapioca starch, also called tapioca flour, which gives the buns their characteristic chewiness; look for it alongside the cornstarch or alternative flours. Store extra buns in an airtight container at room temperature for up to two days; reheat in a 400°F oven for about five minutes before serving.







16-ounce container low-fat small-curd cottage cheese


1 large egg


248 grams (2 cups) tapioca starch (see headnote)


137 grams (1 cup) bread flour


37 grams (¼ cup) white or yellow masarepa (see headnote)


39 grams (3 tablespoons) white sugar


2 teaspoons baking powder


¾ teaspoon table salt


227 grams (8 ounces) queso Oaxaca cheese, shredded (2 cups)


227 grams (8 ounces) cotija cheese, crumbled (2 cups)









Don’t use full-fat cottage cheese; it will cause the buns to spread far too much. Be sure to select the small-curd, low-fat variety with either one or two percent milkfat.


Heat the oven to 375°F with a rack in the middle position. Mist 2 rimmed baking sheets with cooking spray. In a small bowl, whisk together the cottage cheese and egg. In a stand mixer, combine the tapioca starch, bread flour, masarepa, sugar, baking powder and salt; mix with the paddle attachment on low until well combined, about 10 seconds.


Add the cottage cheese mixture, Oaxacan cheese and cotija; mix on low, scraping the bowl and pushing the dough off the attachment as needed, until the dough is curdy and evenly moistened, about 4 minutes. If the dough tries to climb out of the bowl, stop the mixer, push it back down and continue mixing.


Divide the dough into 18 portions (about 80 grams or ¼ cup each), placing them on an unfloured counter. Roll each portion between your hands, forming it into a smooth ball. Arrange 9 dough balls, evenly spaced, on each baking sheet, then lightly press with your hand to slightly flatten.


One baking sheet at a time, bake until golden brown, 25 to 27 minutes. Cool on the baking sheet on a wire rack for about 5 minutes. Transfer directly to the rack and serve barely warm or at room temperature.













BAKING BASIC


WRAP IT UP RIGHT


The main challenge with storing homemade baked goods, like muffins, scones, chewy cookies and quick breads, is preventing them from drying out. But airtight containers aren’t always the best solution. That’s because even inside a sealed container, the baked good is surrounded by air that draws moisture from its surface, which in turn draws out internal moisture. This can result in a gooey outer layer while drying out the inner crumb. Restricting airflow helps solve the evaporation problem.


In testing various storage methods on scones, we found that when storing them at room temperature, individually wrapping the scones tightly in plastic wrap yielded the best texture (performing slightly better than scones wrapped in foil). But even better was wrapping and freezing them. This is because freezing the water molecules locks them inside the baked item, preventing them from redistributing. Even unwrapped frozen scones fared better than the room temperature method, wrapped or otherwise. When thawed at room temperature, plastic-wrapped scones were nearly indistinguishable from freshly baked scones. Freezing works great for storing all kinds of baked goods, including cupcakes, muffins and quick breads. But leave off the frosting, which becomes unpleasantly sticky and runny when thawed.
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Brazilian Cheese Puffs







Start to finish: 40 minutes


Makes 24 puffs




These savory puffs—called pão de queijo—are similar to popovers, with two important differences. Tapioca starch (also called tapioca flour) gives them a unique chewiness, while a generous dose of cheese makes them particularly savory. In Brazil, the cheese of choice is queijo minas curado. We found that more widely available Asiago had just the right balance of salty-sharp flavor to make delicious puffs. Pão de queijo are best eaten within a couple hours of baking, but the puffs can be frozen and reheated in a 350°F oven for five to 10 minutes (do not thaw before reheating). You will need a nonstick 24-cup mini muffin pan for this recipe.







186 grams (1½ cups) tapioca starch


⅔ cup whole milk


⅓ cup grapeseed or other neutral oil


1 large egg


½ teaspoon table salt


½ teaspoon dry mustard


85 grams (3 ounces) Asiago cheese, shredded (1¼ cups)









Don’t forget to stop the blender and scrape the jar as needed when processing the batter. This ensures the tapioca starch that clings to the sides of the jar will be fully incorporated. Don’t worry about over blending. There’s no wheat flour in the batter, so there’s no risk of developing gluten that can toughen the puffs.


Heat the oven to 400°F with a rack in the middle position. Mist a nonstick 24-cup mini muffin pan with cooking spray. In a blender, combine all ingredients. Blend until smooth, about 1 minute, scraping the sides of the blender jar as needed.


Divide the batter among the cups of the prepared muffin pan. Bake until the puffs are well risen and deep golden brown, 20 to 25 minutes. Immediately transfer the puffs from the pan to a wire rack by lifting them out one at a time. Serve warm or room temperature.













VARIATION




Brazilian Cheese Puffs with Gruyère and Chives


Substitute an equal amount of Gruyère cheese for the Asiago. After blending, stir in 2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh chives.
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Herbed Irish Ale Bread with Caraway







Start to finish: 1 hour (20 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes one 9-inch loaf




This quick, easy beer bread is savory with caraway, dill, chives, black pepper and a full bottle of Irish red ale, which lends the loaf yeasty notes and hints of butterscotch. Smithwick’s and Killian’s are commonly available brands in the U.S. If you like the coffee-like bittersweetness of stout, Guinness also works wonderfully. An electric spice grinder is the best way to coarsely grind the caraway; pulse the seeds a few times, but don’t pulverize them to a fine powder. If the butter for brushing the just-baked loaf solidifies upon standing, simply re-melt it a few minutes before removing the bread from the oven. Serve slices with corned beef and cabbage or slathered with softened butter.







260 grams (2 cups) all-purpose flour


60 grams (½ cup) cake flour


1 tablespoon baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


2 tablespoons caraway seeds, coarsely ground (see headnote)


½ teaspoon table salt


1 teaspoon ground black pepper


¼ cup finely chopped fresh dill


¼ cup finely chopped fresh chives


1 tablespoon honey


85 grams (6 tablespoons) salted butter, melted, divided


11.2- or 12-ounce bottle Irish red ale, such as Smithwick’s or Killian’s (see headnote)









Don’t whisk vigorously after adding the beer. Gentle mixing prevents excessive foaming as well as gluten development that toughens the bread. Don’t slice the bread while warm. Like all quick breads, this loaf slices more easily and cleanly after it has cooled to room temperature.


Heat the oven to 375°F with a rack in the middle position. Mist a 9-by-5-inch loaf pan with cooking spray. In a large bowl, whisk together both flours, the baking powder, baking soda, caraway, salt and pepper. Add the dill and chives, then toss until evenly distributed. In a small bowl, combine the honey and 57 grams (4 tablespoons) melted butter; whisk until well combined. Drizzle the mixture into the dry ingredients, then add the beer and, if using an 11.2-ounce bottle, add 1½ tablespoons water. Whisk gently just until evenly moistened; do not overmix. The batter will be thick.


Scrape the batter into the prepared pan and smooth the surface. Brush the top with 14 grams (1 tablespoon) of the remaining melted butter. Bake until golden brown and a toothpick inserted at the center comes out clean, 40 to 45 minutes.


Remove from the oven and immediately brush the top with the remaining 14 grams (1 tablespoon) melted butter. Cool in the pan for about 5 minutes, then invert onto a wire rack. Turn the loaf right side up and cool to room temperature, about 1½ hours.
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Orange-Cranberry Soda Bread with White Chocolate Chunks







Start to finish: 1¼ hours (25 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes one 7½-inch loaf




This is not your traditional Irish soda bread. The crumb is fragrant with orange zest and studded with tangy dried cranberries plus bits of creamy white chocolate that add the perfect amount of sweetness. We adapted the recipe from “Rising Hope” by Rachel Stonehouse and Kaila H. Johnson, both members of the team at London’s Luminary Bakery, a social enterprise that supports disadvantaged women by teaching them baking skills. The bread is the creation of Aine, the former head baker at Luminary Bakery. The rustic loaf is special enough for a holiday breakfast or brunch, but it comes together so quickly and easily that it’s great at any time of year.







210 grams (1½ cups) dried cranberries, roughly chopped


1 tablespoon grated orange zest, plus 2 tablespoons orange juice


1¾ cups cold buttermilk


325 grams (2½ cups) all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting


105 grams (¾ cup) whole-wheat flour


1 teaspoon baking soda


1 teaspoon table salt


113 grams (4 ounces) white chocolate, chopped into ½-inch chunks









Don’t chop the white chocolate into tiny bits. Keep the pieces chunky—roughly ½ inch—otherwise they will simply disappear into the crumb. Also, don’t knead the dough as if it was a yeasted dough. Handle it gently, as if making biscuits or scones. A light, gentle touch helps ensure a tender crumb.


Heat the oven to 400°F with a rack in the middle position. Line a rimmed baking sheet with kitchen parchment. In a medium microwave-safe bowl, stir together the cranberries and orange juice. Microwave, uncovered, on high for 1 minute, stirring once halfway through. Stir again, then set aside until cooled to room temperature. In a liquid measuring cup, stir together the orange zest and buttermilk.


In a large bowl, whisk together both flours, the baking soda and salt. Add the cooled cranberries and the white chocolate; toss until the ingredients are evenly distributed. Make a well in the middle of the mixture and pour in the buttermilk. Using a silicone spatula, fold the buttermilk into the flour mixture until a rough, shaggy dough forms; it’s fine if the dough still shows some dry, floury patches.


Lightly flour the counter and turn the dough out onto it. Using your hands and a metal bench scraper, gently and lightly fold the dough a few times just until cohesive; do not knead it. Shape the dough into a ball and, using the bench scraper to loosen it from the counter, transfer it to the prepared baking sheet. Lightly dust the top with flour. Using a serrated knife, score an X into the top of the dough, cutting about ¾ inch deep.


Bake until the bread is deep golden brown, 35 to 40 minutes; if turned upside down and tapped on the bottom, the loaf should sound hollow. Cool for about 10 minutes on the baking sheet on a wire rack, then transfer the loaf to the rack and cool for at least 1 hour before slicing.
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French Spice Bread (Pain d’Epices)







Start to finish: 1 hour 25 minutes (10 minutes active), plus cooling


Makes one 9-inch loaf




Honey-based spice breads and cakes have been produced in one form or another throughout Europe since the Middle Ages. For good reason: The hygroscopic honey retains moisture, ensuring the breads remain moist during storage. Its antibacterial properties also act as a preservative. Meanwhile, the spices—and therefore the flavor—only improve with time. We wanted a lighter, less sweet alternative to the more common gingerbread, something that tastes as good straight up as it does toasted and topped with butter and marmalade for a quick breakfast or afternoon-coffee accompaniment. This French version is just that. For a fruitier version, add 1 cup golden raisins, chopped dates, figs or dried apricots. Melting the butter in a liquid measuring cup in the microwave, then using the same cup for the honey, made it easy to measure out and add the honey; it slid right out. For maximum spice flavor, we used pepper and three kinds of ginger. If you can’t find crystallized (candied) ginger, just skip it; the cake still will be delicious. And if you can’t find ground mace, substitute ¼ teaspoon each of ground nutmeg and allspice.







133 grams (8 tablespoons) salted butter, melted, plus more for the pan


228 grams (1¾ cups) all-purpose flour, plus more for the pan


100 grams (1 cup) almond flour


1½ teaspoons ground cinnamon


1 teaspoon baking soda


1 teaspoon ground ginger


½ teaspoon ground mace


¼ teaspoon table salt


½ teaspoon ground black pepper


334 grams (1 cup) honey


½ cup whole milk


2 large eggs


2 tablespoons minced crystallized ginger


1 tablespoon finely grated fresh ginger


2 teaspoons grated orange zest









Don’t use baking spray in place of butter. While it’s fine in many situations, butter helps create the dark crust that sets pain d’épices apart from other quick breads. Use melted butter and a pastry brush to coat it liberally over the inside of the pan.


Heat the oven to 325°F with a rack in the upper-middle position. Coat the bottom and sides of a 9-by-5-inch loaf pan with butter. Dust evenly with all-purpose flour, then tap out the excess.


In a medium bowl, whisk together both flours, the cinnamon, baking soda, ground ginger, mace, salt and pepper. In a large bowl, whisk together the butter and honey until smooth. Add the milk, eggs, crystallized ginger, fresh ginger and orange zest; whisk until thoroughly combined.


Add the flour mixture to the wet ingredients and fold only until no dry flour remains. Transfer the batter into the prepared pan, then bake until firm to the touch and a toothpick inserted at the center comes out with a few moist crumbs, 65 to 70 minutes. Let cool in the pan on a wire rack for 10 minutes. Remove from the pan and let cool completely, about 2 hours.













BAKING BASIC


HOW TO GET OUT OF STICKY SITUATIONS


When you need to measure peanut butter, molasses or honey—or any sticky ingredient—don’t settle for losing half of the volume to the measuring cup, and half of your cooking time attempting to scrape it out. Instead, coat the measuring cup with cooking spray first. The ingredient will slide out of the cup easily. With this trick, cleanup becomes a breeze, and you lose no time swiping your spatula around the measuring cup to save any drops of your honey or syrup.
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Rice Flour Drop Biscuits







Start to finish: 50 minutes (15 minutes active)


Makes eight biscuits




Drop biscuits are a breeze to make because the dough is simply scooped and dropped onto a baking sheet—no rolling or cutting required. Thanks to a combination of all-purpose flour and rice flour—the latter does not contain gluten that can toughen—our biscuits have a superbly light, tender crumb to contrast the crisp exteriors. We especially like them made with brown rice flour, as it lends a subtly nutty flavor, but white rice flour works equally well. Bob’s Red Mill and Arrowhead Mills are two brands widely available in supermarkets. Keeping the ingredients cold also helps produce tender biscuits and prevents the dough from becoming unmanageably sticky.







195 grams (1½ cups) all-purpose flour


80 grams (½ cup) rice flour (see headnote)


2 teaspoons white sugar


2½ teaspoons baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


½ teaspoon table salt


85 grams (6 tablespoons) cold salted butter in a single chunk, plus 28 grams (2 tablespoons) salted butter, melted


1 cup cold buttermilk









Don’t use sweet (also called glutinous) rice flour, which is flour made by milling a type of rice that is especially high in starch. It won’t work in this recipe.


In a large bowl, whisk together both flours, the sugar, baking powder, baking soda and salt. Refrigerate the flour mixture while the oven heats. Heat the oven to 450°F with a rack in the middle position. Line a rimmed baking sheet with kitchen parchment.


Remove the flour mixture from the refrigerator. Set a box grater in the bowl and grate the 85 grams (6 tablespoons) cold butter on the large holes. Using your hands and working quickly, toss the butter into the dry ingredients until evenly distributed. Add the buttermilk and, using a silicone spatula, fold it into the flour-butter mixture until evenly moistened and no dry patches remain; the dough will be sticky, with a curdy appearance.


Using a ⅓-cup dry measuring cup, scoop the dough into 8 mounds onto the prepared baking sheet, spacing them evenly; if needed, use a small spatula or spoon to pull the dough out of the cup. Brush the mounds with the melted butter.


Bake until golden brown, 15 to 18 minutes. Cool on the baking sheet on a wire rack for at least 10 minutes, then transfer directly to the rack. Serve warm or at room temperature.













VARIATION






Rice Flour Drop Biscuits with Bacon, Cheddar and Dill


Omit the salt and toss 8 ounces bacon (cooked and chopped), 4 ounces (1 cup) shredded extra-sharp cheddar cheese and 2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh dill into the flour mixture before grating in the butter.
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Toasted Oat and Maple Scones







Start to finish: 1¼ hours (45 minutes active)


Makes 8 scones




These hearty scones get deep, sweet flavor by coating rolled oats in maple syrup before toasting them, resulting in amplified nuttiness and crunch. Processing a portion of the oat mixture with the other dry ingredients distributes the flavor and texture through every bite, while freshly grated nutmeg adds warmth and spice. To balance maple’s sweeter notes, tangy buttermilk moistens and binds the dough and helps thin the simple powdered-sugar glaze. The darker the maple syrup, the better the scones will taste. We recommend seeking out either “dark” or “very dark” syrup for the boldest, richest flavor. If you need to pack or transport the scones, wait for 30 minutes or so to allow the glaze to fully set. These are best the day they’re baked, but stored in an airtight container, extras will keep for up to two days.







FOR THE SCONES:


150 grams (1½ cups) old-fashioned rolled oats


½ cup maple syrup (see headnote), divided


½ cup cold buttermilk


1 large egg


260 grams (2 cups) all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting


71 grams (⅓ cup) white sugar


1 tablespoon baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


½ teaspoon table salt


½ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg


198 grams (14 tablespoons) cold salted butter, cut into 1-tablespoon pieces







FOR THE GLAZE:


28 grams (2 tablespoons) salted butter, melted


124 grams (1 cup) powdered sugar


2 tablespoons maple syrup


1 tablespoon buttermilk, plus more if needed


¼ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg









Don’t bake immediately after cutting the dough into wedges. The scones need at least 15 minutes of chilling first, otherwise they tend to spread and lose their shape in the oven.


Heat the oven to 400°F with a rack in the middle position. Line a rimmed baking sheet with kitchen parchment. In a large bowl, toss the oats with ¼ cup maple syrup until evenly coated. Distribute in an even layer on the baking sheet; reserve the bowl. Bake until golden brown, 7 to 8 minutes, stirring once halfway through. Cool on a wire rack for 10 minutes, then transfer to a small bowl; reserve the baking sheet and parchment. Increase the oven to 450°F.
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