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Would you like to learn to be a better baker?


We know that so many people watch The Great British Bake Off for the tips and techniques you pick up – not only from the judges, but from watching the bakers too. We wanted to distil that knowledge into a library of cookbooks that are specifically designed to take you from novice to expert baker. Individually, each book covers the skills you will want to perfect so that you can master a particular area of baking – everything from cakes to bread, sweet pastries to pies.


We have chosen recipes that are classics of each type, and grouped them together so that they take you on a progression from ‘Easy does it’ through ‘Needs a little skill’ to ‘Up for a challenge’. Put together, the full series of books will give you a comprehensive collection of the best recipes, along with all the advice you need to become a better baker.


The triumphs and lessons of the bakers in the tent show us that not everything works every time. But I hope that with these books as your guide, we have given you a head start towards baking it better every time!


Linda Collister


Series Editor
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Welcome bakers!


Everybody loves chocolate! It is an ingredient that can make all your baking delicious, and there are 40 classic chocolate recipes in this book.


As well as being great bakes, the recipes have been carefully chosen to introduce you to all the key techniques, such as melting, ganache and tempering, that not only set you up to bake well with chocolate, but which you will find invaluable for all baking.


Start with the ‘Easy does it’ section and master the basics with recipes like Brownies and Baked White Chocolate Cheesecake. As you grow in confidence you will feel ready to move to the recipes that ‘Need a little skill’ – a Steamed Chocolate Sponge with Chocolate Custard perhaps, maybe the breakfast favourite, Pains au Chocolat, or an indulgent Baked Chocolate Tart in Chocolate Pastry. The more you bake, the sooner you will be ‘Up for a challenge’, testing your chocolate skills with the Bûche de Noël or wowing with a centrepiece like the Three Colours Chocolate Cake.


The colour strip on the right-hand side of the page tells you at a glance the level of difficulty of the recipe (from one spoon for easy to three spoons for a challenge), and gives you a helpful checklist of the skills and special equipment you will use.


Before you begin, have a look at the Baker’s Guide at the beginning of the book. That will tell you what equipment you need to get started (just a bowl, a spoon and a few baking trays will do!), introduce you to the most important ingredients, and explain some terms and techniques in more detail.


Chocolate has a place in all types of bake, for every time of day. With Bake It Better: Chocolate you’ll see that it is amazing what you can do with a little chocolate and some know-how. So dive in, and get baking!


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


SECTION 1: BAKER’S GUIDE


Read this section before you start baking.


The Baker’s Guide contains key information on ingredients (here), equipment (here) and skills (here) relevant to the recipes in the book.


Refer back the Baker’s Guide when you’re baking if you want a refresher on a particular skill. In the recipes the first mention of each skill is highlighted in bold.


SECTION 2: RECIPES


Colour strips on the right-hand side and 1, 2 or 3 spoons show the level of difficulty of the recipe. Within the colour strips you’ll find helpful information to help you decide what to bake: Hands-on time; Hands-off time; Baking time; Makes/Serves; Special equipment; Method used; Storage.


Refer back to the Baker’s Guide when a skill is highlighted in bold in the recipe if you need a reminder.


Try Something Different options are given where the recipe lends itself to experimenting with other ingredients or decorations.
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BAKE IT BETTER
Baker’s Guide



Ingredients


Equipment


Skills


Help!
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Ingredients


Baking with chocolate can bring you stunning and varied flavours. It is worth knowing a little about this precious ingredient, and some others that you will use alongside it, in order to make the most of its potential and ensure you produce the most delicious bakes every time. This section also includes some guidelines on things to bear in mind when you are buying, storing and using your ingredients.


BUTTER


Most recipes in this book use unsalted butter, which has a lovely rich flavour and gives a more evenly coloured bake because it contains less whey than salted butters. Some salted butters also have a stronger taste that can be overpowering in a sweet bake, but if the urge to bake takes you and you only have salted butter, it’s really not a big problem; just remember not to add any additional salt.


Wrap butter well and store it in the fridge away from strong flavours, or freeze it for up to a month. Always check the recipe in advance and remove the butter from the fridge in plenty of time so that it is the right consistency for your recipe. If you are going to cream the butter then you will need it to be at room temperature; for pastry you may need it fridge cold. In an emergency you can soften diced butter cubes for a few seconds in the microwave, but take care not to soften it too much – using melted butter instead of softened butter may affect the success of your bake.


CHOCOLATE


Chocolate is a wonderfully versatile ingredient that can be used to achieve many different results, whether to flavour a rich icing for a birthday cake, as chunks in a cookie, or as the star ingredient in a molten, dark chocolate fondant.


The chocolate you use can affect the success of your bake, as well as the flavour, so it is worth choosing carefully. For example, the much higher sugar content in white chocolate means that no added sugar is needed in the White Chocolate Cheesecake (see here), which would not be the case in a dark chocolate version of the same recipe. Once you get to know the ways different chocolates behave in recipes you can experiment with the recipes in this book using your favourite types.


One of the most important things to look for in the ingredients list on a bar of chocolate is the percentage. This refers to cocoa solids, which is made up of cocoa mass and cocoa butter and can be anything up to 100 per cent. The remainder of the percentage should only be made up of sugar, milk powder (for a milk chocolate) and possibly lecithin (which helps everything combine together).


To produce the cocoa mass, whole cocoa beans are fermented, dried, roasted and ground. Cocoa butter is the naturally occurring fat in the cocoa bean and usually makes up 40–60 per cent of the bean. Good-quality chocolate won’t contain any other fats. When the cocoa mass is refined further (using a process called conching in which the dried and fermented beans are ground between rollers) to make into chocolate, some chocolate makers do add extra cocoa butter to tweak the taste and texture, so its levels will vary, even within chocolates of the same percentage. These differing cocoa butter contents will affect the way the chocolate melts, and so it’s worth experimenting with different chocolates to find the ones you most like to work with.


The percentage of cocoa solids is not an indication of the chocolate’s quality, but is a guide to its sweetness and intensity of flavour – the lower the percentage the more sugar there is likely to be. It is best to stick roughly to the percentage suggested by a recipe, to get the balance of sweetness right. But you can use a chocolate that is 5 or 10 per cent different if you love it and want to try it in that recipe.


The variety of cocoa, its geographical origin and how it is processed, all play an important part in the final flavour of the chocolate. Tasting different chocolates to find out which you like most is a great way to learn about different varieties. For example, the white Porcelana bean has a simple pure nutty flavour, much like a Macadamia nut, and you can learn to identify these kinds of different qualities as you become more experienced with tasting chocolate.


The top chocolate scientists and connoisseurs have spent the last few years discovering many new varieties, and the list continues to grow. Certain varieties tend to grow well in particular countries and regions – because of climate and geographical preferences – and so it is possible to make some country-wide generalisations: for example, Madagascan chocolate tends to have a red fruit flavour, and much Ecuadorian cacao, particularly Nacional, is also full of fruit flavour notes (see Tasting chocolate, here), which can range from cherries to green bananas, with a fresh green herbal quality. Chocolate from Virunga cacao can be wonderfully complex and smoky, Piura from Peru tends to be more delicate, with yellow fruit flavours, and Grenadan cacao produces chocolate full of lovely round pure chocolate flavour. However, much of the world’s cacao comes from West Africa and is from cocoa varieties that tend to be less complex, but it can be rich and deep in flavour when well handled.


As more is learnt about cocoa, and chocolate makers experiment more widely, it can be seen that not only different countries, but also different regions within countries, and even different plantations, can result in chocolate with very different characteristics. Chocolate makers in Vietnam are discovering a world of different flavours across that one country. Like the study of wine, this is an exciting area of taste, one that is just opening up to us.


Tasting chocolate


As we have just seen, chocolate is an ingredient whose flavours can vary enormously, with the cocoa variety and the many stages of processing each influencing the final chocolate. To appreciate its potential, and to fully recognise its flavour profile (the many flavours within a particular chocolate), it is important to taste it fully and properly. Then you will be able to make informed choices about which chocolates to use in your recipes with which flavour pairings – and, of course, to find and realise which chocolates you most like!


The key is to eat chocolate slowly, allowing it to melt fully in the mouth. This allows time for the cocoa butter in the chocolate to release all the flavours where your taste buds and nose can experience them. If you simply chew and swallow those flavours will be released after the chocolate has reached your throat or stomach, and you will only experience the first flavours, or top notes, of the chocolate (which tend to be the most astringent), and its tannins.


Chocolate has top notes, middle notes and base notes, which can take you on a complete flavour journey from start to finish. Typically the top notes (the first to hit your palate) are the brightest – so green, herbal or bright fruit flavours. The middle notes will be sweetest – toffee, caramel, dried fruit and spicy flavours may come in. The final flavours will be the darkest – cocoa or coffee, and any smokiness. These flavour notes will vary between cocoa varieties, growing locations, chocolate makers, and even between individual harvests or batches of chocolate. Of course there will be times when you just want to munch on some chocolate and won’t need to pay attention to these considerations. But with good-quality chocolate it is worth taking the time to taste fully, to make the most of the chocolate, both to eat and as an ingredient.


How to taste chocolate


1. Look at the chocolate and make a note of what colour it is. The colour can give you information about the chocolate. For example, a very light colour in a high-percentage chocolate may indicate rare white Porcelana beans, or a very dark colour might give an indication that the cocoa beans have been over-roasted or burnt.


2. Smell the chocolate. As so much of the flavour of chocolate is in fine aromas, this can be a first idea of how the chocolate may taste.


3. Break the chocolate. Does it snap? Is it well tempered and well presented? This can be an indication of quality or how well the chocolate has been stored.


4. Put the chocolate in your mouth and allow it to melt fully. If it is a thick piece, or particularly cold, you may wish to break it up a little with your teeth, but then let it fully melt before swallowing.


5. As the chocolate melts make a note of the progression of flavours you experience. You could make notes and build up a library of your knowledge to use when thinking of flavour pairing. Certainly make a note of which chocolates you like, so you can buy them again later.


6. Notice the aftertaste. A fine chocolate will not only have an interesting flavour journey but a long aftertaste.


Choosing chocolate for a recipe


Always use the best quality chocolate that you can, as the quality of ingredients will have a big effect on the outcome of your bake. Start by reading the instructions in the recipe as to the type and percentage of chocolate that is recommended. Then use your experience tasting chocolate to make your choice within that. Consider the amount of chocolate in a recipe: if you are making a very rich Dark Chocolate Ganache tart (see here), for example, using a chocolate with brighter, fruity flavours will make the tart lighter to eat than a very intense chocolate with deep flavours. It’s worth understanding how certain flavour notes pair well with added ingredients, such as raspberries with Madagascan chocolate, which tends to have red fruity notes. (See opposite for more information on how geographical origin can affect the taste.) Many of the recipes in this book have suggestions to help you choose the right chocolate, but there is much more to be learnt and tasted, so do experiment.


Types of chocolate


Dark chocolate should only contain cocoa solids and sugar, although it may contain lecithin, a natural emulsifier that can make the chocolate easier to melt and work with. Dark chocolate is usually between 60 and 100 per cent cocoa solids and is the first choice for most chocolate recipes, such as a flourless chocolate cake or brownie, because it has the purest chocolate taste. It also sets with a firmer texture (because of its lower fat content) and achieves a better shine than milk or white chocolate, which is good to bear in mind when making chocolate shards or other decorations.


Milk chocolate has a creamier taste and texture, as milk powder is added to its other ingredients, cocoa solids and sugar. The cocoa content is traditionally lower than in dark chocolate. The requirement for milk chocolate in Europe is that it has more than 25 per cent cocoa mass; but aim for 35 per cent and above if you can as it will have a much fuller flavour.


High-percentage milk chocolate is also now available and has the intense detailed cocoa flavour of dark chocolate, combined with the mellowness of milk chocolate.


White chocolate doesn’t have any cocoa mass. It contains cocoa butter, milk and sugar, and is traditionally flavoured with vanilla, although you can also now get white chocolate without vanilla, which has a pure, creamy taste.


White chocolate is great for bakers as it has the physical properties of chocolate, but without its taste, which means that it can be combined with a much wider range of flavours than dark chocolate.


Ensure that the white chocolate you use contains no fats other than cocoa butter. Look for chocolate which is at least 35 per cent cocoa butter for a fine quality white chocolate.


Cocoa powder is an unsweetened powder made from cocoa beans, with some of the cocoa butter removed. It is intense in flavour, and adds an excellent chocolate taste to recipes that would not work so well with melted chocolate, such as sweet pastry or light sponge cakes.


Cocoa nibs are small shards of shelled, roasted cocoa beans. As such they are unsweetened, and at 100 per cent cocoa, have a very intense flavour, like cocoa powder. They are an excellent way to bring flavour and texture to both sweet and savoury dishes, such as the Cocoa Nib Soda Bread on here.


Hot chocolate powder is a preparation sold to make it easy to make a hot chocolate drink. It has powdered milk and sugar already added to it, so it is very important not to confuse it with pure cocoa powder when buying or assembling ingredients for your recipes as it will affect the success of your bake. It does have its uses in some baking though, and can be a handy store cupboard ingredient (see Hot Chocolate Cupcakes, here). However, the best hot chocolate drink is made simply by stirring chopped chocolate into hot milk or water until it dissolves.


Storing chocolate


There are two main things to consider when storing chocolate: temperature and proximity to other foods or smells. Chocolate will readily absorb outside aromas, so it is important to keep it in an airtight container or wrapping, so that it doesn’t take on the flavours of strong smelling foods nearby. Chocolate needs to be kept relatively cool too, to avoid the risk of it melting. If it melts it will come ‘out of temper’, which means it will lose its shine and desirable snap. It will also become streaky or show creamy coloured ‘bloom’ and remain soft. This doesn’t mean it has gone bad, but it will remain that way unless it is tempered again.


The fridge is not ideal for chocolate, as it is a moist atmosphere that can spoil the chocolate; 12–16°C (54–60°F) is optimum and many chocolate connoisseurs actually use a wine fridge to store their chocolate. An airtight container in a cool dry place is perfect too. Remember to check with the chocolatier or on the packaging of the chocolate for use-by dates. Most plain bars will last for many months, but filled chocolates and fresh ganaches may have a shelf life of only a week or so.


CREAM


Always use the cream recommended in the recipe – the fat content varies significantly and can have a huge effect on your bake. Single cream has at least 18 per cent butterfat and is good for pouring and certain sauces, but it is not suitable for whipping. Double cream has at least 48 per cent butterfat and whips well when thoroughly chilled. Don’t use the extra-thick double cream labelled ‘for spooning’ as you won’t be able to whip it; nor is it suitable for making ganache. Whipping cream does exactly what it says on the tub. It has at least 35 per cent butterfat and for best results, chill it thoroughly before whipping. If you need to use whipping cream and can only find double cream you can make whipping cream by mixing 3 parts double cream with 1 part full-fat milk.


EGGS


All the recipes in this book use medium-sized eggs (about 62–65g each). When it comes to eggs, size really is important; using a different-sized egg may affect the success of your recipe, by altering the texture and moisture of cake batter, cookie dough or pastry. Meringues, soufflés and custards also rely on specific ratios of egg white or egg yolk with other ingredients. Store eggs in the fridge, pointed-side down, as this protects the yolk from drying out and spoiling. Keep them in the box they came in and in the cooler body of the fridge, not the door, and use by the best before date on the box. Many of the recipes call for either egg whites or egg yolks; you can keep both, covered, in the fridge for 3–4 days. Spare egg whites freeze well for up to a month – just make sure they’re thoroughly defrosted before use. (A good tip is to mark the quantity and date on the container.) Egg yolks should not be frozen. Eggs should be used at room temperature as they will produce a greater volume when beaten, so bring them out of the fridge 30–60 minutes before you want to use them. If you forget to do this you can gently warm them up in a bowl of lukewarm water for 10 minutes.


EXTRACTS AND FLAVOURINGS


Chocolate, and recipes that use chocolate, can be flavoured in any number of ways, from infusing hot cream to make a ganache (see here) to simply adding ground spices to cakes and biscuits.


Vanilla extract is now widely available – try to avoid the cheaper essence, which is a chemical, rather than natural flavouring. Ground and whole spices should be measured carefully and kept in screw-topped jars rather than open packs. Use them when they are fresh and within a few months of opening. Coffee flavour can be added to recipes using instant coffee granules and works wonderfully with chocolate, as in the Coffee Bourbons (here). Other flavours that work well with chocolate include fresh mint, grated orange or lemon zest (use unwaxed lemons) and even fresh chilli.


FLOUR


Poor-quality flour or past-its-best flour can really affect the final taste and texture of your bake, so only use flour when it’s fresh and store it correctly between uses: keep opened packs of flour in tightly sealed storage jars, plastic food boxes or plastic food bags to stop it getting damp. Don’t add new flour to old storage jars, and aim to use it within a month of opening or by its best before date.


Wheat flours are the most commonly used flours in baking and most of the recipes in this book call for plain flour, which is simply flour with nothing else added. It gives a lovely short texture to pastry and, when combined with a raising agent such as baking powder, gives a lightness to biscuits and cakes. Self-raising flour is made from plain flour to which baking powder has been added so that the mixture expands and rises in the oven. You can make your own self-raising flour by adding 4 teaspoons of baking powder to every 225g plain flour. Ground almonds work well with chocolate cakes, adding texture and moistness – and they are also gluten-free – but they can go rancid quite quickly so it’s best to store them in an airtight container and make sure to use them before their best before date.
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