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To my father, Glen Carl Ford-Bodden, who passed away on October 31, 2022, during the writing of this book.


The first loaf of bread I ever baked was a cinnamon raisin loaf for him, and while it underwent zero fermentation and was completely burned, he ate the whole thing and enjoyed it.


I know that he was always so proud of me. I miss you, Pa.
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To my mother, Herling Madrid, who is my biggest fan and biggest supporter. There is no one that I look up to more than you, Ma, and I would have never had the honor of writing this book without all of your continued hard work over the years. To many more sunrises and sunsets together.
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INTRODUCTION



Welcome to the world of pan y dulce—the world of bread and sweetness.


One single book cannot possibly capture the full range and magic of Latin American baking, but it can give an intoxicating taste. Here I’ve done my best to introduce you to my interpretation of the delicious local specialties that express creativity across this richly varied region. Among these 150 or so recipes are baked goods that touch each of the thirty-three countries that are commonly known as comprising Latin America, extending from México to Central and South America and into the Caribbean.


“Latin America” is itself an odd concept that begins to fall apart once you start to think about it. Although it’s a useful term in that it helps understand a group of countries and their people who have many commonalities and shared roots of language and geography, it is also a by-product of colonization and the Atlantic slave trade. Why are these areas considered “Latin”? It’s because of the European languages that came to dominate these lands, alongside their occupiers. That’s why Jamaica is not part of Latin America despite being so close to Cuba, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic in the Caribbean: it was colonized by people who spoke English, not Romance languages.


But for the purposes of this book, Latin America is a world unto itself. When I say Latin American baking, I’m talking about the artisan-style loaves you may know me for, soft sandwich rolls, and classic renditions of loaves that capture a regional expression, like Pan de Cazuela (here) from Oaxaca. In this world of baking you’ll also find empanadas and tortillas in a variety of styles (and you’d better not sleep on my Baleadas, here). Medialunas (here), flaky and sweet. You’ll find cakes from Chocolate Tres Leches de Coco (here) to Chocotorta (here). Cookies from Alfajores (here) to Champurradas (here). Flan de Coco (here). And flatbreads like the Argentinian Fugazzeta (here).


Sharing the stories behind these recipes and how to make them is part of my mission: to expand the common understanding in the United States about what, and who, can make stellar baked goods.


It is impossible for any single culture to be the true or only source of baking expertise. Culinary ideas, ingredients, and traditions flow from culture to culture, changing over time and in response to regional opportunities and requirements. For me, much of the beauty in baking comes from using historically significant ingredients and flavors related to those roots and traditions. The most exciting baking of my life happened while I researched and developed these recipes.


In Latin America, precolonial baking traditions did not use wheat, a crop that was not Indigenous to the region. The domestication of wheat and the baking of wheat bread is believed to have originated in the Fertile Crescent, specifically Ancient Egypt. This practice spread to other parts of the world, which led to European colonizers bringing wheat to the Americas in the 1500s. That resulted in the extraordinary and diverse baked goods you can now find throughout Latin America. Of course, there is more to the story.


One of the first known harvesters of wheat in the Americas was Juan Garrido, who was born in West Africa and made his way to Spain as a young man where he joined the expedition to what was called Hispaniola. Juan Garrido, a name that he took after converting to Catholicism, is thought to be the first known African to arrive in present day North America. After joining Cortés in the siege of Tenochtitlán, he settled as a farmer and began planting wheat. As a byproduct of this, a few different bread varieties were produced and sold by Indigenous women, some with refined white flour and some with wheat bran. The colonizers’ desire to cultivate wheat and make bread the way it was made in Europe was indeed a factor in the development of these early bread-making methods. But baking in México today is by no means a simple reimagining of the European institution.


Over time, Mexican baking has been transformed by an Indigenous cultural mixture. The brief French occupation opened the door to the creation of regional pan dulce, or sweet bread, with some linked to traditions like Pan de Muerto (here) or the Rosca de Reyes (here). Pan dulce has spread widely in Latin America, and every country has versions that are closely tied to its customs, climates, traditions, and the hands of its people. From Shecas (here) with a hint of molasses and anise in Guatemala to the various Semitas (here) of Honduras, there is no shortage of delicious pan dulce.


There is much to explore beyond traditions that include wheat. Ambato, Ecuador, was said to have had some of the most delicious bread tasted by colonists. Indigenous bread was made with yuca and quinoa flours mixed with finely ground white corn. It was said to have texture and flavor on par with what they were accustomed to in Europe. After wheat was introduced, the standard of bread has remained very high in Ambato. Due to complications from the high altitude, bakers in the city developed a rigorous triple-rise process. Today, some of the best bread in Ecuador is still found along the Ambato River.


Many more intriguing stories accompany the recipes in this book. You may not have heard many of them because European baking culture has dominated the food media and our restaurant industry in the United States for quite some time. When new artisanal bakeries open here, they most often focus on selling croissants, baguettes, focaccias, and pizzas. This perpetuates the idea that the gold standard for a successful, experienced baker is to be able to master French and Italian products and techniques. But oddly enough, many of the bakers laboring behind the scenes at successful bakeries in the United States are Hispanic, Black, or both—like me.


Don’t get me wrong: croissants and pizza are dope. But they are just one part of the story. And if you limit your own baking to those traditions, you will miss out on something very special indeed.


Many of the most interesting and delicious baked goods in the world today come from Latin America. Learning about them is exciting. But many of their stories are not straightforward. Some of those items trace their roots back to Indigenous ingredients or traditions; others arose as a complex reaction to the often painful legacy of European colonialism. Others were influenced by West African traditions, as a result of the practice of chattel slavery.


I did not anticipate that my work would become part of an important conversation in the food world about topics such as inclusivity, representation, and diversity—buzz words that simply mean we need more Black, Brown, and Indigenous hands and faces representing the world of artisanal baking. I hope books like this one will help readers recognize the fundamental value and impressiveness of their own cultures and expand the minds of both new and experienced bakers.


When I first visited Honduras as a child, I remember my whole life changing as my palate expanded beyond what I knew from the United States. New colors, aromas, and cooking styles presented themselves before my eyes. My goal with these recipes is for you to experience something similar. Whether you are a seasoned or new baker, I want to open your eyes to the beauty of Latin America. I want your kitchen to fill with joy, happiness, and deliciousness. I hope that this book will help you bake bread and pastries no matter your skill level.


As you bake your way through this book, I hope you will be swept away by the deliciousness of all of Latinoamérica. I wish you a happy journey filled with many delicious bakes with your friends, family, and loved ones.





How to Use This Book Successfully



My aim is to deliver practical baking know-how along with relevant history and cultural insight, so there are occasional essays that explore interesting details about recipes, along with a substantial section at the front of the book about tools, ingredients, and techniques. Novice bakers might want to start with the introductory materials, move on to simpler cookies and yeasted breads, and finally work their way up to hybrid and full sourdough recipes.


The recipe chapters begin with the breads that I believe are truest to their form as a straight dough, meaning there is just one stage of mixing with a form of commercial yeast, or as a hybrid, where I use a preferment (typically sourdough) to enhance the flavor while still using commercial yeast for its contribution to texture. A chapter of pure sourdough recipes follows. I believe these recipes are true to their traditional spirit and essence, from a flavor and texture perspective, while being naturally leavened. Then we explore many, many delicious desserts and pastries from Latin America. And finally, the last recipe chapter shares savory bakes and several delicious gluten-free recipes, an homage to the way Latin America baked before wheat was introduced.


In these recipes I also tried to capture the essence of my background as an Afro-Honduran baker located in the United States, in order to share with you the way I enjoy making each recipe. This means that in some cases, I’ve made a sourdough version of a bread that is traditionally made with commercial yeast, because I prefer that result. If you wish to convert from commercial yeast to sourdough or back, the guide here will show you how.


As a professional baker, I am hopelessly devoted to the practice of measuring my ingredients by weight. While this does require a cheap digital kitchen scale, the practice will give you an instant upgrade from baking volumetrically, by which I mean using measuring cups and tablespoons. But because I realize that not all home bakers are with me yet, I have included conversions by volume. If you have questions about a particular conversion, consult the conversion guide here. Note that gram weights will always deliver the more precise result, so when in doubt, pull out that scale.


Finally, note that when an ingredient is used to taste, I mark it as “al gusto.”
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CH 1



INGREDIENTS AND TOOLS




While ingredients like flour and sugar might seem basic, their history in Latin America is part of a complicated, problematic story. Today, nations in Latin America are often referred to as underdeveloped, but the fact is that they have been overexploited. Lands once lush with resources now see some inhabitants unable to eat or afford the very produce that grows on their native land. The destabilization caused by exporting resources to the rest of the world—rather than use the resources domestically to create a better quality of life for the home populations—has left some Latin American countries in shambles.


Historically, colonizers had a nasty habit of planting things where they did not belong. In Brazil, sugarcane absolutely devastated some of the natural, lush lands filled with orange and mango plantations. In México, maíz and amaranth are native grains, but wheat was planted when the Spaniards arrived. Before the introduction of wheat, cooking and baking largely centered on the available grains, spices, and roots. Yet today, some really great quality wheat exists in Latin America. It has never been a more exciting time to bake in this part of the world.


Let’s take a closer look at some of the main grains, spices, sugars, and roots used in Latin American baking that you can stock your kitchen with.






GRAINS AND ROOTS
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ARROZ (RICE)


In the 1500s, rice arrived in México by way of the Spanish and in Brazil by the Portuguese. Rice is such a versatile grain that you can cook it using a variety of techniques; every culture has a staple rice dish that is dear to its people. From arroz con pollo to pelao guayanés or bolinho de arroz, rice is a daily staple in most of Latin America today, just as it was for our ancestors.


From a baking perspective, rice flour is often used in Western baking to dust proofing baskets, but I love to incorporate small percentages of rice flour into the mix for an extra nutty taste and to soften the dough. Brown rice flour is a great addition when making gluten-free breads, as you will see near the end of chapter 6.


CASSAVA


Cassava, also referred to as yuca, manioc, or tapioca, is easily one of the most important crops in Latin America because of its use by many Indigenous populations. When colonists arrived in the Antilles, they did at first end up eating local cassava-based breads and cakes, but described them as essentially inedible and hard. Cassava is obviously “gluten-free,” which means that the process to get it from the starch stage to an edible stage is much different than what colonists were used to. However, some precolonial cassava-based breads like pão de queijo were improved upon once dairy became available, as it helped soften the texture during the baking process. Today, you can find different versions of cassava in your grocery store, mainly cassava flour or tapioca starch, the difference being that the former incorporates the whole root and the latter is just the starchy part. Keep an eye out for these flours in chapter 6, “Savory and Gluten-Free.”


MAÍZ (CORN)


It is impossible to talk about food in Latin America without talking about the most important ingredient in all the land: maíz. This word, maíz, is a slightly altered version of the word mahiz from the Indigenous, precolonial Taino language. Maíz originated around nine thousand years ago in what is now central México and grew throughout the Americas long before colonists made contact—although the crop as we know it today did not necessarily exist. A wild grass known as teosinte was first encountered by Indigenous people in the region that is now southeast México, and it is believed to be the wild ancestor of corn.


Maíz is commonly consumed in the form of masa. It is made into masa through a process called nixtamalization, which involves cooking corn in a mixture of alkali and water, before grinding it into a wet dough. Today, you can find masa in a dry form called masa harina. In parts of South America, corn is precooked, but not nixtamalized, to form masarepa.


From tortillas in México and arepas in Venezuela, to pan de maíz in República Dominicana, Indigenous corn varieties play a major factor in the cuisine of most Latin American and some Caribbean countries. In this book, look out for the use of both masa harina and masarepa to supplement some recipes, in addition to serving as the major player in some sweet and savory treats. Recently, in New York City, I have been serving a beautiful sourdough loaf that I infuse with freshly made blue corn masa from a local restaurant. This masa is added to a mixture of whole grain flour, water, and sourdough preferment, tossed in roasted corn flour, and then baked on dried corn husks. See here for the recipe—it’s a favorite!


QUIHUICHA/AMARANTO (AMARANTH)


Amaranth, or quihuicha as it is known in the high Andes region of Perú, is an edible seed that originated in South America and is considered one of the healthiest of the Andean superfoods. Sometimes called “mini quinoa,” amaranth contains betacyanin, a rich antioxidant, and is gluten-free. Amaranth is loaded with fiber, antioxidants, all nine vital amino acids, and many proteins not found in other grains. Amaranth is often ground, toasted, or popped. It is used in tortillas, bread, and other baked goods. It features a unique flavor that can overpower a dish on its own. Expect to see a healthy amount of it used throughout the recipes in this book.


QUINOA


Known as the “golden grain of the Andes,” quinoa is referred to as a superfood because it is high in protein, low in fat, and full of vitamins and minerals. Quinoa is native to South America and was first grown around Lake Titicaca near both Perú and Bolivia, then domesticated by Indigenous people throughout the Americas approximately six thousand years ago. Today, Perú is the world’s largest producer of the grain.


Quinoa has a mellow flavor, a unique, crunchy texture with flavor notes that are nutty and earthy. Unlike most grains, quinoa’s germ—a tiny tail it sprouts when cooked—and bran are not discarded. I love to use quinoa cooked and whole in some recipes, as well as adding small percentages of the ground flour into a dough mix. If using whole quinoa, make sure it’s cooked thoroughly, so it doesn’t soak up all the water in your dough!


SORGO (SORGHUM)


Sorghum is a grain that originated in West Africa and arrived to the Americas in the middle of the nineteenth century, although it was initially met with little real interest in terms of cultivation. However, in the 1960s and ’70s, sorghum production in Central America and México began to take off. Several Central American countries use this grain in their cooking practices, although it is often used as animal feed and a secondary crop in case maíz fails. Sorghum is an amazing source of protein, vitamins, niacin, and iron, which makes it valuable in countries where adequate nutrition is a challenge. Sorghum can be ground into flour and used to make a variety of baked goods; it is great for gluten-free baking. I love incorporating the whole cooked grain or toasted ground flour into the mix.


TRIGO (WHEAT)


The initial contact that colonizers had with the soil of the Americas and the Caribbean is believed to have been in the Antilles. Although they carried with them the seeds to plant and cultivate wheat, it was not known whether the crop would survive. The results in the Antilles were quite poor due to the humid, tropical conditions, which is not an ideal climate for wheat to thrive. In areas like México, maíz was the dominant crop, and still is today—however, wheat has become a major part of the average Latin American diet.


Admittedly, wheat itself has struggled to thrive as a crop in much of Latin America. One of the strongest and most popular types of wheat, white Sonoran wheat, is found in northwest México and is believed to be one of the oldest varieties of wheat to have survived in North America. Sonoran wheat was an important factor in the development of the flour tortilla due to its soft, elastic properties, and it plays a key role in baking in this region of North America.


In South America, Argentina’s climate has allowed it to become the largest producer of wheat in the region, which has been a big factor in a surge of artisanal bakeries producing high-quality breads and pastries. Meanwhile, Brazil has been working diligently to develop wheat varieties that can thrive in tropical climates—if successful, Brazil could be a player in the conversations about being one of the world’s largest wheat exporters.


For wheat to become flour, it is harvested and put through several stages of processing before it can end up in your mixing bowl. The berries of wheat are first analyzed and sorted through to remove foreign objects such as sticks, rocks, and debris before being tempered—a process where moisture levels are altered, which affects the grinding consistency. Finally, the grain can be milled and sifted, if desired. The amount of the wheat sifted out will determine the extraction rate of the flour. If you see a flour that is 100 percent extraction, it implies that the flour is composed of the entirety of the wheat berries grinded. An 85 percent extraction flour implies that 15 percent of the weight was sifted out, and so on and so forth.


Another important metric to understand about flour is its protein content and how that affects the baked goods that you make. To keep it simple, the higher the protein content of a flour, the stronger it will be in terms of allowing you to make things that need structure, like bread.


All things considered, Latin America is just one part of the world and you may not be living in it. So what type of wheat should you buy? It largely depends on where you live exactly, but following are general guidelines for the types of wheat that you should be able to find readily available at your local grocery stores and farmers’ markets.


All-purpose Flour


The most common and versatile type of flour you can find is all-purpose flour, but not all of it is made the same. You want to make sure that you are using unbleached and unbromated flour—like the one produced by King Arthur Baking Company—to ensure that you are not consuming any chemicals. Typically, the type of wheat that is milled to make all-purpose flour varies, from hard wheat to a mixture of hard and soft wheats. After the milling process, the bran and germ are removed, leaving only the endosperm, which is what makes the flour lack any color. Once you have a good quality all-purpose flour, the possibilities of what you can make with it are endless.



Bread Flour



Like with all-purpose flour, ensure that you are buying bread flour that is neither bleached nor bromated. The main difference between these two “white” flours is that true bread flour will have a higher protein content, which results in your baked goods having the potential for more rise, structure, and chewiness. These are characteristics that one might want for different types of breads, but not necessarily for cakes or pastries. One thing to note is that I may use all-purpose flour and bread flour rather interchangeably in some bread recipes—I have become quite comfortable baking all types of bread with all-purpose flour, but if you cannot find an all-purpose flour that is strong enough, I would recommend you use bread flour for the bread recipes in this book.


Whole Wheat or Whole Grain Flour


As the name implies, a true whole wheat (or whole grain—I use these terms interchangeably) flour has none of the bran and germ sifted out and, therefore, utilizes the whole grain. This is the most delicious type of flour to bake with because its flavor and nutritional value are intact. I use whole grain flour in various increments for different recipes, but I encourage you to use it as desired and replace percentages of white flour with whole grain when possible. When it comes to feeding your sourdough starter, you definitely want to incorporate whole grain flour to keep it active and vigorous.


Rye Flour


While rye is not wheat, it is in the same family and has very similar functionalities. You can often find a few different types of rye flour, all dependent on how it was milled: light rye has less of the bran and germ intact, whereas whole grain rye flour includes it all. There is also medium rye, which is the middle ground and has characteristics of both light and dark rye. I recommend keeping rye flour in your kitchen, particularly for the maintenance and creation of your sourdough starter, since it is so nutrient-dense and potent. While not indigenous to Latin America, it is a common and commercially available flour that you are bound to come across.


Whole Spelt Flour


Spelt is thought to have been first cultivated in the Middle East and is one of the most widely used ancient grains that you can find today for making bread. Spelt has a weaker protein content than wheat, but offers soft and elastic textures to bread and pastries. When you use whole spelt, you can count on beautiful color and delicious, nutty flavor. Feel free to replace all-purpose flour in 10 percent increments to experiment with spelt.


Pastry and Cake Flour


Pastry flour and cake flour are both low in protein and therefore ideal for making cakes, quick breads, hojaldres, and any other delicate pastry. That said, I have to admit that I rarely keep either of these in stock at home since they are so specific to making certain things, and all-purpose flour does the job just fine. However, if you are making anything in chapter 5, chances are you can sub the all-purpose flour with pastry or cake flour.


SUGARS, SPICES, AND CHOCOLATE
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A lot of pantry items that appear in almost every kitchen, like sugar and chocolate, may seem simple enough. But how often do you stop mid-recipe, hands coated in dough, a baked-goods aroma infusing your kitchen, to think about where these ingredients come from? I’m no historian, but I have been fascinated by the story associated with these baking staples.


ACHIOTE


Also known as annatto, achiote is native to the tropical areas of the Americas and is used to add color to foods. The flavor is deep and earthy, and I like to use it in the dough of pastelitos or empanadas, like Pastelitos de Perro (here) and Empanadas Salteñas (here). You can find it in most grocery stores in both paste and powdered form. One thing to note is that there is no good substitute for achiote, so if you really want to get that flavor, you’ve got to get the real thing! Head on over to a Central American grocery store ASAP.





Sugar, the Double-Edged Machete



Sugar provides much happiness to the modern-day consumer of baked goods. It is an ingredient that is consumed (often excessively) in several forms and is the backbone of countless desserts and pastries around the world. But our obsession with sugar, and all the delicate treats that are born of it, sits alongside the reality of what it took to create the modern multibillion-dollar sugar industry.


I could use this space to write about the different sugars I like to use when I bake, what makes them different in flavor and texture, and more of the usual cookbook ingredient monologue. But the story of sugar is integral in understanding the history of enslaved people in the Americas, and how that ultimately impacted our baking culture. (I will still talk to you about the different sugars that I use in this book, but that will come later. For now, class is in session.)


There is a dark, intense history behind the production of sugar in the Americas as it goes hand in hand with the perpetuation and expansion of slavery and the commodification of African and Indigenous people. Sugarcane production is one of the most laborious agricultural undertakings; there’s a reason Europeans had not really attempted to do it back on their own land. Once they arrived to the “new” lands of the Americas, the colonists ultimately decided to use the labor of enslaved African people to catapult this industry into existence. In Brazil, Guyana, and Cuba, for example, once-fertile lands were devastated, and Indigenous and African lives were destroyed by the creation of sugar plantations.


Over time, Brazil became a major player in the sugar game via the Portuguese influx. They were able to afford more African people to enslave, which transformed the northeast of the land. Cane growers had crews of enslaved African people who would process the cane and deliver it to the mill as a way for the mill owners to cut costs. Today, Brazil is often the largest producer of sugarcane in the world (together with India, another world leader in sugarcane production), turning a treacherous past into a lucrative present and future—but lucrative for whom is something I cannot speak to.


In the late 1800s, there was a historically high number of enslaved people being transported across the Atlantic. Not so coincidentally, this was concurrent with increasingly high demand for sugar in Europe and the United States. Cuba had been doubling its sugar production year after year, and plantation owners were adamant about the continuation of the slave trade. Even after the United States abolished this form of slavery, Cuba continued to enslave African people up until 1886, due to the high demand for, and reliance on, sugar production. This ultimately created a fractured relationship among the ethnicities of people who lived on the island.


When it comes to contemporary sugar use in Latin America, there is a molded version of sugarcane extract that is present at any market you visit. Panela (also known as piloncillo in México because there is a cheese called panela) is made through an artisanal process where sugarcane juice is boiled and poured into molds to cool and harden. It is my favorite form of sugar to use while baking, and it makes a delicious syrup that you will see in some of the recipes in this book. In recipes, panela is usually grated or chopped before use. If grating, use the large holes of a box grater; do not use the finer side, because the small holes make a mushy paste. If you’re measuring volumetrically (instead of by weight), lightly pack the grated panela into a measuring cup. Grating works better for uniform results, but a rough chop is much quicker if you’re pressed for time.


If you don’t have access to panela, you can use other sugars that are typical in baking, like granulated white sugar, light brown sugar, or dark brown sugar. I use these sugars interchangeably, depending on the flavor profile I’m seeking.





ANISE SEED


Anise seed is used around the world to flavor confections, alcohol, savory dishes, and baked goods. Native to Asia and the Middle East, the seed found its way to Latin America and has thrived there. Several recipes in this book include anise seed, not to be confused with star anise, although they both have notes of black licorice. Some of the most iconic baked goods and pastries of Latin America include anise seed, such as pan de muerto, picarones, and shecas. Stock up on anise as you bake your way through this book!


CANELA (CINNAMON)


True cinnamon is native to Sri Lanka, but it is now cultivated in several countries around the world. The Portuguese and Dutch attempted to establish monopolies on the spice within native cinnamon areas, but eventually these monopolies disappeared once cultivation in other parts of the world was known to be possible—for example, cinnamon trees can be successfully grown in South America and the West Indies. Interestingly, Mexican Cinnamon, known as canela, is imported from Sri Lanka, and the flavor profile suits the balance of Mexican cuisine. The versatility of cinnamon extends from savory cooking to sweet baking, and there are many dishes that rely on it.


CHOCOLATE


It’s hard to imagine the world of baking without chocolate. It’s actually hard to imagine the world in general without chocolate. But it is unfortunate that unhealthy, commercialized versions of chocolate take up the most space in our markets and our minds. But exactly where does chocolate come from, and how did it get to be such a widely produced product today? The answer lies in precolonial Mesoamerican civilizations, specifically the Maya and the Olmec.


Etymologists believe the origin of the word chocolate originates from an Aztec word, xocoatl, which roughly translates to “bitter water” and is the word used to describe what they used to make with cacao beans. For a long period of history, cacao beans were used to make drinks with no additional sugar, and the beans themselves are thought to have served as valuable currency. Colonists did not enjoy the version of cacao that was presented to them, so they began to add honey and sugar to the mix. This is the origin of the sugar-laden chocolate industry we know today—along with the work of a Dutch chemist who created a powdered form of chocolate.


When it comes to baking at home, there are several chocolate types that you might encounter at the grocery store. I typically use semisweet chocolate that has roughly 50 percent cacao solid content. Every now and then I’ll use a darker chocolate for a deeper flavor profile, usually around 70 percent, but it really is about personal preference. Both semisweet and dark chocolates are great for the recipes in this book that call for chocolate.


VANILLA


One of the most popular ingredients used in baking around the world is vanilla. It can be used in many forms when you are baking, such as an extract or paste. The initial cultivation of vanilla is believed to have come from the Indigenous Totonac in the region currently known as Veracruz. The Totonac were ultimately conquered by the Aztec and the vanilla game was taken to a new level: vanilla and cocoa together! This combination was the key to making xocolatl, which is similar to what we now know as hot chocolate, and is the reason that Europeans ultimately fell in love with vanilla.


At this point, there was an attempt to transplant vines from México to other tropical areas to see if vanilla could grow there. Ultimately, it was discovered that a particular bee in México is the only one able to pollinate the vanilla orchard; it does not exist anywhere else in the world. But the code was finally cracked by an enslaved boy named Edmond Albius, who created a hand pollination technique that allowed vanilla to flourish in other parts of the world.


If you are in the store and looking for the best type of vanilla to use, you will likely come across several options, and the best options tend to be quite pricey. It’s okay to use a cheaper vanilla extract if needed. But I currently enjoy using a Bourbon vanilla paste—which draws its name from the group of islands that have excellent vanilla growing capabilities and not the whiskey.


OTHER INGREDIENTS
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FATS


Fat can create a rich texture in your bakes, whether by creaming sugar with butter to make cookies or infusing lard into dough for a creamy loaf. In this book you will see lard used frequently, as it is common in Latin America to enrich bakes with animal fat. (If you don’t eat meat, use vegetable oil as a substitute.) Butter is one of the most premium and delicious fats that we have in existence, and you will see quite a bit of it in the enriched sourdough and dessert sections. I always use unsalted butter so that the salt content in the bake can be controlled. Olive oil is also a great fat to use when baking breads as it offers its own flavor when infused into the dough, and it aids in creating a crisp, crackling crust on the exterior of bakes, if desired.


When making bread with a mixer, I like to add fat into the mix after the initial gluten structure has developed and is strong enough to absorb properly without tearing the dough or disrupting the gluten formation process. If mixing by hand, a ratio of half fat up front and half later on, once there is some structure in the mix, is my go-to method, as adding a high percentage of fat by hand into dough can be quite challenging.


MILKS


Throughout this book you’ll see doughs made with milk or coconut milk, as the extra fat content creates a stable environment for dough that’s heavily enriched or laminated with butter. This creates softer, flakier baked goods. If you want a substitute for cow’s milk in a recipe that calls for it, my preference is to use canned full-fat coconut milk. I don’t advise using oat, soy, flax, or other milks that do not tend to have enough fat in them to do the job correctly.


SALT


Salt plays several roles in the baking process, and there are a variety of different salts out there that you can use when baking. When baking bread, the percentage of salt that is added to recipes is typically quite low (usually around 2 percent of the amount of flour used) but it has a tremendous impact on the end product.


These recipes have been tested using Diamond Crystal kosher salt, but you can use sea salt or any fine salt that isn’t iodized. If you use another type of salt, I suggest you weigh it with a scale for consistent salinity, as the same weight of various salts may fill a measuring spoon differently.


WATER


One of the most important ingredients in baking is water, as it is responsible for the distribution of ingredients such as yeast and dictates the fermentation of dough through its temperature. I have baked in many different cities and countries using water straight from the tap, and have found it to make perfectly delicious baked goods. If I’m drinking water somewhere, I always assume that it is good for baking.


While I don’t usually take the temperature of the water when I bake, it is a good idea to do so if you want to have more control and feel more secure as a baker (see the Temperature, Climate, and Altitude section here for more guidance). At the end of the day, I recommend leaning into your intuition and instinct while baking. For example, is it a cold day in your kitchen? If so, use some warm water. What does warm mean? Well, when you touch it, it doesn’t feel too hot and it doesn’t burn you, but it is also not cold. You get the idea.


WEIGHT CONVERSIONS
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As mentioned elsewhere in the book, these recipes were developed using gram weights. Weighing your ingredients is the most precise way to bake. I’ve included volumetric conversions to measuring cups and spoons within each recipe. You can find a chart of all the conversions we made here. In some cases, this means that a cup of flour may be treated as weighing slightly more or less from recipe to recipe, in order to avoid cup measurements that are unwieldy.


Note that the recipes that use preferments, including the sourdough starter, always have you make a little more than the recipe will call for. We use 200 g per cup of sourdough starter as a guide. But as always, if you are concerned about precision, weigh the ingredients!


TOOLS






[image: image]








BAKING PANS


Loaf Pans


Loaf pans (or tins) come in many shapes and sizes and are important for making quick breads and sandwich loaves, or pan de molde. I recommend a loaf pan that measures 9 by 5 inches and is 2.8 inches tall—but you can adapt any recipe to any loaf pan by using your instincts. For example, if you are going to bake a loaf, your dough or batter should fill the pan a little over halfway—not overflowing or close to the top—when you start the proofing process. If you are making a quick bread, such as the bizcocho de naranja, the pan should also be just shy of more than halfway full.


Having these pans is a great way to bake off any dough that might have overproofed in your kitchen or had a shaping issue, because it will hold the dough in place and create a useable shape for your loaf.


Other Baking Pans


I was at a friend’s house once and noticed that he had several types of baking pans: round, square, flat, rimmed… so many it felt like I was in a bakery for a second. I was curious because I didn’t know that he baked. When I asked him what he used the pans for, he responded that he didn’t know, he never used them, and that he doesn’t understand how there could be so many different types of pans for baking. Perhaps you, too, don’t really understand why there are different shapes, sizes, and types of baking pans.


Starting with the basics, a round cake pan is obviously used to bake round cakes. If you get a few of them and put your batter in them, you can make a multilayer cake. I’m not an obsessive cake baker, but the round cake pan is important to me for all the delicious Argentine pizzas in the sourdough chapter of this book. A 12-inch round cake pan works perfectly for making them, but of course there are several sweet treats in this book for which having a round cake pan comes through pretty clutch, like the Quesadilla Hondureña/Salvadoreña (here). Having size options helps. The most common pan diameter is 9 inches.


In general, I like to get baking pans that are not coated with nonstick material. I also like my rimmed sheet pans to be regular-degular. For loaf and cake pans, I do like nonstick. I like the heavier ones because you can slam them down to help release your cakes and loaves.


BAKING STONE OR STEEL


I prefer to bake exclusively on a baking stone or steel in my home oven and not deal with the fuss of cast-iron pots and pans. I’ve made this choice because I’m not too interested in the aesthetic result of my loaves (although to be fair they still come out top-notch). To properly cook many artisanal-style loaves, having that concentration of high heat is important in getting your oven spring (when the dough expands upon contact with heat), and I’ve found that a high-quality stone or steel in a home oven with some ice to create moisture works perfectly fine. I would opt for a stone or steel at least 12 by 12 inches but it really depends on your oven size. A bigger oven means a bigger stone or steel, which means you can really crank things up and get a few loaves in there.


BENCH AND DOUGH SCRAPERS


It was only recently that I realized the difference between a bench and a dough scraper, when my friend Serhan was over and we were making pizza. He asked me for a dough scraper, so I reached into the drawer and pulled out my trusty wooden-handled metal bench scraper. I handed it to him, and he said, “Bryan… that’s a bench scraper. Don’t you have a dough scraper?” Since that day, I have indeed purchased a dough scraper, which is a flexible plastic tool that is used to scrape dough out of mixing bowls effectively so that you don’t leave any dough scraps behind. The bench scraper is critical for different applications, as it is made of metal and typically has a sturdy handle that allows you to divide your dough after it ferments as well as clean off the “bench”—which is probably just your kitchen countertop.


BOWLS AND TUBS


It is ideal to have bowls and tubs to put your dough in after it has been mixed. Bakers have different preferences, but at home I use a large glass mixing bowl so that I can see the activity in the dough as it ferments. In my bakery, glass is not ideal as it can pose danger during production if broken. So at work I use bus tubs, Cambros, or other nonbreakable containers to ferment my doughs. Feel free to use the classic metal mixing bowls that you can find in most stores, but make sure you have something deep enough to fit lots of dough.


DIGITAL SCALE


If you want to bake excellent and delicious things at home, the most important tool in your kitchen is a food scale. You’ve now heard me say this multiple times, but using a scale to weigh your ingredients is going to give you the most accurate measurements when baking. In my opinion it is also way easier to measure by weight than to figure out the different cups and spoons one might need. In any case, I have provided the recipes in this book in gram, and cup, and spoon measures so that no matter your preference, you’ll be able to bake. Just note that the weighed measurements will always be the most accurate since they are the baseline.


FLAX LINEN CLOTH


When it comes to proofing bread, there are several ways you can get it done at home. My preferred method is to use either a cutting board or a flax linen cloth. You can find these online or at a fabric store, and you can cut the cloth to whatever size works for you. The reason I love to use a linen canvas cloth is because it helps the loaf retain its shape and takes up less space in the fridge than having multiple baskets. For example, if I shaped four loaves, I could line a sheet pan with canvas cloth and dust it with wheat bran and place the loaves on the cloth, dividing as I go (see the Techniques section here for some photographs of this). That sheet pan will fit cleanly on one shelf in the fridge with no issues. Additionally, I can size my loaves however I want, and not have the size of a basket dictate my shaping process.


LOADING PEEL


Because I opt to bake with a stone or steel, I need a way to get the dough into the oven while it’s piping hot. A wooden loading peel is the way for me, but if you have a thin wooden cutting board, you can use this, too, with the right technique. I once worked at a bakery where we loaded loaves on upside-down sheet pans when times got tough!


PARCHMENT PAPER


It is important not to put any of your doughs directly on a sheet pan, to prevent them from sticking and burning. The most common solution to this problem is using unbleached parchment paper. You can also use a little bit of baking spray before you put the parchment paper on the pan to help it stay put, but this is mostly effective if you have a convection fan that blows the paper around.


PIPING BAG WITH TIPS


From piping churros into hot oil to filling your alfajores, piping bags and tips help create a stress-free dessert-making experience. That said, if you don’t have these on hand, use a sturdy ziplock bag with a bottom corner carefully cut off.


ROLLING PIN


A good rolling pin goes a long way—whether I am making medialunas or masa hojaldre, a solid pin with handles is the way I like to get down. The heavy weight of the pin means you have to apply less force. There are several rolling pin styles from tapered edges to straight pine. Find one that suits your style and gets you baking often.


SPATULAS


There are several recipes in this book that require the use of a heat resistant spatula. It’s important to have these spatulas to fold batters, stir dulces (jams) while they cook, or even spread frostings on tortas (cakes) and galletas (cookies). For optimal results in spreading batters and frostings, an offset spatula is your best bet.


STAND MIXER


One of the most important tools in my kitchen is a high-quality stand mixer that can mix dough repeatedly without overheating. The mixer I use has a seven-quart bowl and 500 watts of power. If you can’t invest in a high-quality stand mixer, don’t worry! You can use the mixing techniques in the next chapter to get through any of the recipes in this book with just your two hands.


THERMOMETERS


I recommend having a few types of thermometers so that you can make sure you are on top of different temperatures—let’s not forget that temperature is one of the most important variables in baking. I grew up in the South, but if you live in an area with real changes in the seasons, it might be wise to keep a general room thermometer showing the ambient temperature in your kitchen. In terms of baking, it’s important to make sure your stone/steel/cast iron is exactly as hot as it needs to be, so an infrared thermometer gun is helpful. Finally, you’ll be frying a few delicious treats, such as Peruvian picarones, so it is important to have a stick thermometer to make sure the oil temperature is right where it needs to be.
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CH 2



TECHNIQUES




Baking is a combination of technique and intuition. There truly is no right or wrong way to go about baking, but what follows is my roadmap for how I approach the many different steps that you encounter when baking breads, pastries, and savory treats.


I encourage you to take your time and seek to really understand this section, but know that you do not need to master anything here to get started with this book. The best teacher is experience.






LEAVENING
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There are various ways to make baked goods rise, and none of them are right or wrong. In Latin America, commercial yeast is very common and is used for several quintessential breads, like bolillos and pan dulce. In fact, commercial yeast is used all over the world to make lots of spectacular baked goods, and it’s something that I find myself using more often than not.


As a baker, I prefer to use the leavening method that yields the most pleasant result when it comes to taste and texture, given the type of baked good I am making. Sometimes that is a packet of active dry yeast, sometimes that is a preferment (a mixture of water and flour that has already started its fermentation process and is subsequently added into your mix—I’ll get into more detail on this later).


You will find the breads in this book to be a mix of straight doughs (yeast and no preferment), hybrid doughs (using preferments and yeast at the same time), and sourdoughs (meaning there is only a mixture of flour and water with no added commercial yeast). I wrote these recipes based on my personal preference when making each type of bread, while trying to attain a traditional texture and appearance.


YEASTS


Instant Yeast


For the fastest results, turn to instant yeast. This is commercially processed, dried yeast that can be added straight into the flour during the mixing process. There is no need to rehydrate or proof this yeast, making it a convenient option for new bakers or those needing to bake quickly. Instant yeast works well for both sweet and rustic doughs. To store, it must be refrigerated after opening and generally lasts several months in the fridge. You can find instant yeast at most grocery stores.


Active Dry Yeast


Similar to instant yeast, active dry yeast can be found at most grocery stores and provides an easy leavening method for baked goods. The difference is that this type of yeast technically needs to be rehydrated and proofed before it is used (I say technically because I have also had success just throwing active dry yeast into a mix). To rehydrate active dry yeast, whisk a bit of warm water with your desired yeast amount in a small bowl and wait for it to become frothy. Active dry yeast must be refrigerated and, like instant yeast, keeps for several months.
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Fresh Yeast


Fresh yeast is also known as cake yeast and is less commonly found at grocery stores, although bigger specialty stores may carry it. You can find it online but before you order it, be aware that it only lasts for a couple of weeks in your fridge. Fresh yeast is used widely in bakeries because it has advantages when it comes to longer, slower fermentation. The activity of the yeast in this variety lasts longer and, in turn, will assure you get a nice rise at different stages in the dough-making and baking process. I absolutely love using fresh yeast when possible as it creates softer textures in the dough and milkier flavors.


PREFERMENTS


If you are comfortable baking straight, yeasted doughs, you might be craving a little more flavor in your bread. There are several ways to add more complex texture and flavor to your dough, and my favorite approach is a preferment. As the name suggests, this is a mixture of flour, water, and yeast that is fermented ahead of time. Once the mixture reaches its peak, it is added to the final dough mix.


In this book, you will see preferments used with hybrid doughs. This means that the doughs are made using a combination of yeast and a preferment, as opposed to just one or the other. The recipes that use preferments will have the exact measurements specific to that recipe, but here are some simple examples of what a preferment mixture looks like.


Yeasted Preferment, liquid


This preferment is made twelve hours before you intend to start the final dough-mixing process using instant, active dry, or fresh yeast. This is a relatively wet mixture, so do not be concerned if it seems very sticky. Using a yeasted preferment offers a milky, creamy, and slightly tangy flavor profile in bread. It also gives dough a light, airy interior and aids in the development of a nice, crisp crust. For best results, use either all-purpose flour or bread flour.




100 g (¾ c + 1 Tbsp) all-purpose flour


100 g (¼ c + 3 Tbsp) warm water


1 g (¼ tsp) instant yeast (just a pinch)




Combine ingredients in a jar or bowl that has a lid, and mix until it is all incorporated and there is no dry flour left. Cover and let rest in a warm place, ideally between 70° and 80°F, for 12 hours. Use according to the instructions in the recipe.


Yeasted Preferment, stiff


This preferment is made six hours before you intend on starting the final dough-mixing process using instant yeast. This will be a relatively dry mixture, so do not be concerned if it seems a little stiff. This works well when you do not want too high a water content in your dough, while still strengthening the gluten structure as well as offering those creamy, funky flavor notes.




100 g (¾ c + 1 Tbsp) all-purpose flour


50 g (3½ Tbsp) warm water


1 g (¼ tsp) instant yeast




Combine ingredients in a jar or bowl that has a lid, and mix until it is all incorporated and there is no dry flour left.


Cover and let rest in a warm place, ideally about 70°F, for 6 hours.


Use according to the instructions in the recipe.
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Mixing a stiff yeasted preferment








Sourdough Preferment


This is your sourdough starter, which uses no form of commercial yeast in the mixture. Rather, the wild yeasts that exist in the air are harvested and cultivated to create natural fermentation. It will take you roughly five days to get sourdough starter ready to go (see the Temperature, Climate, and Altitude section here for more detail). From there you will need to create the preferment that goes into the final dough mix, which means taking the active starter and adding flour and water to it, and letting it sit for a little while. The specifics vary from recipe to recipe, so check the instructions for the timing on when it will be ready to mix into the dough.


The sourdough starter you will create in this book is made of whole wheat flour with a pinch of amaranth flour—the earthiness of the amaranth will help get things going very quickly and aid in achieving a nice, funky flavor.


Day One: To start making your sourdough, use any cereal bowl or small container with a lid. You don’t need to stress about this. People have been doing this for thousands of years. Make sure that you weigh your container—this will make future feedings easier since you can subtract the container weight at any point in time to know how much your mixture weighs. I typically mix with a fork or with my bare hand, depending on the size of the container.


Mix 25 g (3 Tbsp) whole wheat flour, 5 g (2 tsp) amaranth flour, and 20 g (1½ Tbsp) water. Cover and leave at room temperature for 24 hours. The ideal room temperature is between 72° and 85°F. The ideal water temperature is between 80° and 85°F. By no means do you need to stress out about these temperatures—use them as a guide.


Day Two: You will probably see some sort of activity depending on how warm your kitchen is. The smell of the starter at this point may not be so pleasant, but do not let this concern you. Keep half of the mixture and feed it another 25 g (3 Tbsp) whole wheat flour, 5 g (2 tsp) amaranth, and 20 g (1½ Tbsp) water. Cover and let rest another 24 hours.


Day Three: You may see the markings from a “rise and fall” of the new starter, along with nice bubbles and pockets. This is good. The smell should be getting a bit more bearable. Repeat the Day Two process: keep half the mixture and add 25 g (3 Tbsp) whole wheat flour, 5 g (2 tsp) amaranth, and 20 g (1½ Tbsp) water.


Day Four: There will be a good volume increase and a consistent amount of bubbling and air pockets. You should have a somewhat sweet and sour smell that is pleasant. You’re in the home stretch. Repeat the steps in Day Two one more time.


Day Five: By now, you have a ripe and sweet-smelling sourdough starter. You should see some movement of the bubbles when you move the container and a structure when you stir it. You are now ready to build a sourdough preferment: the sourdough mixture that goes directly into your final dough mix and makes your bread rise. There are many, many ways to build a sourdough preferment, so make sure to read each specific recipe. While each recipe will have a distinct build, here is an example of a reliable feeding.
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Mixing a sourdough preferment











SAMPLE SOURDOUGH PREFERMENT MIX





Mix all ingredients in a container with a fork and let rest at room temperature*. Depending on your climate and room temperature, it should double in size in 3 to 4 hours. You can use it immediately or put it in the fridge and use it later. Pay close attention to the recipe for instructions on when to use the specific build.





* Note that the ambient temperature for both these processes is ideally 72° to 80°F.




50 g (¼ c) mature sourdough starter


75 g (scant ⅔ c) all-purpose flour


25 g (3 Tbsp) whole wheat flour


75 g (¼ c + 1 Tbsp) warm water









SOURDOUGH PREFERMENT—SWEET AND STIFF


When making enriched sourdough bread, it can be important to counterbalance the acidity that builds up in your sourdough starter with a little bit of sugar. This helps neutralize any overly “sour” flavor that might be present in your preferment and allows you to enjoy the sweet and smooth texture of your enriched sourdough bread, for example a concha or a semita.


I usually mix this preferment as a stiffer mixture with a 1-to-1-to-2 ratio (by weight) of starter, water, and flour, plus sugar equal to 15 percent of the flour weight. For example, to 50 g of sourdough I would add 50 g of water, 100 g of flour, and 15 g of sugar.











A Note on Chemical Leaveners


There are other ways to make baked goods rise that do not include any yeast whatsoever. Typically, you’ll see tortas (cakes) and galletas (cookies) made with baking soda or baking powder. These agents utilize carbon dioxide by trapping it into your mixture, which in turn causes doughs and batters to rise in the oven. In this book, you will see the use of these chemical leavening agents specifically in the “Desserts and Pastries” chapter.



CONVERTING BETWEEN YEASTED AND SOURDOUGH RECIPES
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I love to bake with sourdough starter. The depth of flavor that I am able to achieve combined with how fun the overall process is makes me happy. However, many breads and leavened pastries in Latin America are not traditionally made with sourdough. Each recipe in this book is written to include the leavening technique that gives the final bake a texture, color, and flavor that, in my opinion, best suits that particular baked good.


You may not be ready to make something only with sourdough as you are just starting your baking journey. Or you might be an experienced baker and might not want to use commercialized yeasts. So, I believe it is important that you as a baker are able to make any of this book’s bread recipes with your preferred method of leavening. This section will show how I convert recipes to use different types of yeast, regardless of how they are written.


Keep in mind that this is not an exact science, and you must use your intuition to determine how the dough looks and feels when moving on to the next step in your baking process.


These conversions only make sense when measuring by weight.
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COMMERCIAL YEASTS: INSTANT YEAST ↔ ACTIVE DRY YEAST ↔ FRESH YEAST



First, let’s start with a simple conversion between the three types of commercial yeast. They each have different potency but get you to the same place in the end. Use the chart below to make conversions from one to another. Active dry yeast is 25 percent less potent than instant yeast, so you need to use 25 percent more of it. You need to use three times as much fresh yeast as instant yeast.






	INSTANT

	ACTIVE DRY

	FRESH






	3 g

	3.75 g

	9 g






	1 tsp

	1¼ tsp

	1 Tbsp (3 tsp)







SOURDOUGH ↔ COMMERCIAL YEASTS


In addition to converting from one type of yeast to another, you can also replace commercial yeast with sourdough preferments. How much you need of the preferment depends not only on how much flour you have in the recipe, but whether the dough is enriched or not. Enrichment refers to incorporating sugar, fat, eggs, or dairy into the dough.


For non-enriched dough, meaning a dough made primarily of flour, water, and salt, I use the following formula to convert from yeast to sourdough:


(Flour called for in recipe) × 0.2 = amount of sourdough preferment to use.


For example, if the recipe calls for 300 g of flour, use 60 g of sourdough preferment in place of the commercial yeast requested in the recipe.


For enriched dough, the percentage is higher. This is because the enriching items disrupt gluten development and fermentation. For a yeasted enriched dough, I take 35 percent of the flour amount and that is the amount of sweet, stiff preferment I use.


(Flour called for in recipe) × 0.35 = amount of preferment to use.


So the 300 g of flour in an enriched dough would need 105 g of preferment.


To convert from sourdough preferment to commercial instant yeast, I use the following formula:


(Flour called for in recipe) × 0.005 = amount of instant yeast to use.


For instance, if the recipe calls for 300 g of flour, I would use 1.5 g of instant yeast.


Fermentation and proofing times


So, the above solves the issue of how much yeast or sourdough to use. Now it is time to adjust the fermentation and proofing times. You will learn more about what to look for when it comes to initial fermentation and proofing in the next technique section, but following are some general guidelines.


Rustic Sourdough: This typically needs a 4- to 5-hour bulk fermentation, which is the initial rise where the dough rises in bulk. This is then usually followed by a minimum 12-hour cold proof in the refrigerator, ideally around 40°F, or a 3- to 4-hour room temperature proof, in the 75° to 80°F range.


Enriched Sourdough: Any enriched sourdough will benefit from a fermentation in the refrigerator. It typically needs a 4- to 5-hour bulk fermentation at room temperature. That is followed by either an 8- to 12-hour cold fermentation in bulk that is then shaped and proofed at room temperature for 3 more hours, or skip the cold bulk fermentation and immediately divide and shape the dough, followed by proofing at room temperature for 3 hours.


Rustic Yeasted: Typically needs a 2- to 3-hour bulk fermentation at room temperature, followed by shaping and then a 2-hour proof.


Enriched Yeasted: Typically needs a 2- to 3-hour bulk fermentation at room temperature, followed by shaping and then a 2-hour proof.


All these theories are temperature dependent. Later, you will learn about how temperature, climate, and altitude might affect your baking.



MIXING, SHAPING, AND BAKING BREAD
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In the bread chapters of this book, I specify my preferred mixing method for each recipe. Remember that this is just my preference, and you do not need to stress about doing it the way that I prefer. Hand mixing is the oldest bread baking technique out there, and I believe that mixing dough by hand should be the entry point to anyone who wants to bake bread.


If a dough feels too wet, don’t be afraid to get it into your stand mixer with a dough hook attachment, add a little more flour, and get it strengthened. (Working dough activates the gluten, making it “stronger.”) While each recipe gives you specifics on how to bring the dough together, following are some general tips.


I’m going to break this up into two parts: rustic bread, like bolillos or pan chuta, and enriched loaves, like semitas or conchas. Each baked good in this book can be made without the assistance of a machine, as long as you are patient and pay attention to the variables at hand.


RUSTIC BREAD


Hand Mixing


Hand mixing dough is one of the most relaxing things I’ve ever done in my life. From quiet moments in my home kitchen, to adapting to a new climate in the Andes Mountains, to dealing with a broken mixer during an overnight shift at a large bakery, I’ve had plenty of moments to work on my hand-mixing technique.
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Adding the preferment
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Adding flour
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Incorporating flour, preferment, water
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Adding salt
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Squeezing salt
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Kneading








The most basic form of bread that you can make is what I call pan rústico, or rustic bread—essentially any loaf that has only three or four total ingredients, or anything without high percentages of enriching items like milk, eggs, or fat. There are two ways you can start these mixes:




1. In a mixing bowl, add a percentage of the final water amount along with any preferment that is being called for, or


2. Add a percentage of the final water being called for along with the flour amount (no preferment).




First, let’s address why you would want to withhold water from the mix. I typically find it easier to mix by hand if I gradually add the water into the mix over time, as opposed to incorporating it all at once. This will allow for easier initial gluten formation and prevent you from ending up with a soupy mess. For each recipe, pay attention to the amount of water to withhold when starting your mix.


In step 1 above, adding the preferment in the beginning stage means that as soon as the flour is mixed in, your bulk fermentation time has started. In step 2, letting the flour set with the water allows the dough to build up considerable strength before fermentation begins—once you later add the preferment, you can start your timer on fermentation.


Once your initial mix is done and you have let the dough rest, you can start gradually adding in some water, always reserving the last bit of water to add with your salt. Salt competes for hydration and I find that adding it at the end works best for me. When mixing by hand to add water and salt, I squeeze the dough with both hands until the side of my mixing bowl runs clean and you can tell it has been fully absorbed. You do not necessarily want to knead these doughs, as the resting time will help strengthen them.


For rustic doughs that are only slightly enriched with lard or oil, it is best to add the enrichments right before adding the salt or with the salt—by hand, I like to just lather the fat over the surface of the dough and squeeze/turn the dough until it is absorbed and the dough surface smooths out again.


Finalizing the Mix


One of the most important things at the end stage of mixing for me is the transfer of the dough to a clean vessel—a bowl, a tub, a Cambro container. Whatever bowl I mix it in will have clumps of hardened dry dough and flour. The bowl is not oiled so the dough sticks.


I like to transfer the dough to a clean, lightly oiled bowl. It makes it easier to remove the dough for stretches and folds, or to divide it, without sticking to the bowl and ripping up the gluten network.


Depending on the bread and dietary preferences (the oil you use can impact the flavor), I typically have neutral oils like canola, grapeseed, or sunflower on deck. Olive oil can work but know that it will add a slight amount of flavor into your dough. For enriched doughs, I grease my bowl with softened butter. The dough already has butter in it, so why introduce a different fat?


Always cover during the bulk ferment. I use containers that come with lids, but you can use a damp kitchen cloth or plastic wrap. If going into the fridge to ferment overnight, or during the winter, use plastic wrap and seal completely so the cold air does not form a skin on it or dry it out.


Machine Mixing


If you have a reliable stand mixer with at least a six-quart bowl capacity, machine mixing your dough makes life easy. I typically will only mix 1 kilogram of flour at a time with the dough hook, but it gets the entire mixing process done in under 10 minutes. I usually start by adding the preferment, water, and flour in all at once. Unless it is a dough heavy in whole grains, I won’t bother letting the flour and water rest since the machine can strengthen the dough very quickly. After a brief mix on low speed, I’ll slowly add the remaining water and salt, increasing to a high speed at the end until the dough is smooth. Make sure to check each recipe for specific instructions.


Stretching and Folding


If there’s commercial yeast in the dough, I tend not to bother with stretching and folding to help build the gluten network. But natural leavening and wetter doughs (80%+) tend to need some assistance in developing their gluten networks, and that’s where stretches and folds come in handy during bulk fermentation.


For a dough that has no commercial yeast in it, the natural fermentation process takes a long time to build the gluten network. You can strengthen the dough by stretching and folding it into itself. In a bowl, I’ll use one hand to reach toward the bottom of the dough, pull it up as high as I can, without tearing or breaking, and fold it so that the tip of that dough lands on the surface of the rest of the dough. I’ll rotate the bowl and do that about 4 times total around the circumference of the dough. I’ll then cover it again and let it keep fermenting. Depending on the recipe, some breads need more strengthening than others. But the more you do it, in increments of 30 to 45 minutes at room temperature, the stronger your dough becomes. However, you don’t want to do too many folds as this will ultimately just rip up the developing network of gluten.


Shaping


There’s a lot that goes down when it comes to shaping. The objective of shaping is to give the dough structure again, before the bake, but after it’s been cut and divided. One of the most important things that I’ve realized when it comes to shaping is that you really have to allow yourself to become fearless when handling the dough itself. If you are new to baking, it is definitely not something that will happen right away; you will need to develop a little bit of an instinct when it comes to handling dough to shape it.


The more dough you shape, the better you will become. At one bakery I worked in, there were thousands of pieces of bread shaped each shift and it was done at an alarmingly fast pace. My first couple of weeks were terrifying as I didn’t want to make mistakes. I was a decent shaper, but not even close to the speed of my colleagues. Over time, that fear turned to confidence and speed, and I shaped happily ever after. Lucky for you, there is no pressure to perform as a shaper in your home kitchen, so you can take your time and learn at your own speed. Here are some of my favorite shapes, but keep in mind that each recipe will give you guidance on any specific requirements.


One thing to note is the concept of pre-shaping, which is what it sounds like: a shape before the final shape. This step is entirely optional, in my opinion, but can be helpful if you are struggling to attain a nice, tight, uniform shape. After dividing your dough, you can lightly shape it into a round circle, applying only a light amount of tension (enough to smooth out the top of the surface). Let the dough rest and relax for up to 45 minutes before applying the final shape. This allows the dough to relax after being cut, and creates more elasticity within the dough so that shaping, especially a wetter dough, becomes easier.
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Turning dough out after fermentation
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Dividing the dough












[image: image]

Folding both sides in
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Rolling to create tension
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Pinching ends to make final shape








Large Round: For larger rustic breads like Pan Rústico de Sorgo y Amaranto Tostado or Pan Casero (here and here) shaping and proofing in a round shape is one of the easier things you can do. Simply take your dough, flour your work surface, and place the smoother side of the divided dough on the floured work surface. Next, fold multiple sides of the dough into the middle so that the dough starts to take on a round shape around the edges. Flip it upside down so that the smoother part of the dough is on top. Use your hands to tighten the seam on the bottom by pulling it toward you and rotating it. Repeat the tightening process and you now have a round dough shape.


Oval: The most common shape for a rustic loaf of bread is an oval, and there are a few ways you can get there. The most important thing to remember is that you should keep it simple and shape with confidence—flour can be your friend, but too much will prevent the dough from sealing up properly.


Oval shape 1—no preshape: After dividing your dough, do your best to pat it down on a lightly floured work surface and form into triangle shape. Roll the dough into a cylinder and apply tension using your thumbs to seal it up.


Oval Shape 2—preshape: Preshape the dough into a round shape and let it rest until it expands slightly. Flour the top of the dough and flip over. Form into a triangle shape and roll into a cylinder while applying tension using your thumbs.


Proofing


The proofing stage starts after you apply the final shape to your dough, which means it is the second rise that a dough gets (essentially the second stage of fermentation). Before you bake your bread, you want to proof the dough until it is slightly bouncy and has increased in size. If you are proofing your bread at room temperature, you will most likely notice a more significant difference in the size of the dough after it has fully proofed. Conversely, a cold proof (also known as “retarding”) will yield a much less significant size change in the dough, but you will notice it become full, smooth, and slightly bouncy to the touch. The two most important things to take away when it comes to proofing is recognizing when something is either underproofed or overproofed.


Overproofed: As the name implies, the dough has gone over the time needed for a proper bake. The dough will start to collapse immediately if you touch or move it. If it’s increased more than double in size and is difficult to handle, touch, or score, then the dough is most likely overproofed and your bake will turn out flat.


Underproofed: The dough will feel stiff, a little firm, and might not be very bouncy. If you poke the dough, it will bounce all the way back, and will feel heavy and small.
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Proofing dough on a bran-dusted cloth
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Folding the cloth to separate
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Alternatively, proof on a bran-dusted cutting board








Baking


My favorite part of the baking process is, well, baking! You will notice in a lot of the recipes in this book for rustic style breads that I use either a pizza stone, steel, or cast-iron pot to bake bread. Lots of bakers around the world use these tools to make delicious, crunchy breads.


Pizza Stone/Steel: To bake in your home oven on a stone or steel, it is critical that you place it in the oven before you preheat your oven. This ensures that you get the hottest possible surface to load your breads onto and get good oven spring. Additionally, steaming a home oven can be difficult since these ovens are not meant to retain steam the way a professional bread oven does, but some steam is better than none. Steam is important in that it allows the bread to grow without the crust hardening too quickly. To steam a home oven with a pizza stone/steel inside, I typically drop ice onto the stone/steel and load a tray of ice into the bottom of the oven right before loading the bread.


Cast Iron: Baking bread in a cast-iron pot is a tried and true way of making high-quality breads at home. The best type of cast iron to get is a Dutch oven with a lid. Like the pizza stone/steel, preheating this in your oven for a solid hour before baking is the best way to make sure you get fantastic oven spring out of your loaf. The biggest benefit is that the lid creates a steamy environment for your bread, and you don’t have to worry about the steam escaping the oven.


ENRICHED BREAD


Hand Mixing


Enriched doughs are those that contain high amounts of sugars and fats, allowing your bread to have a sweet, soft, and creamy texture. The key to mixing these doughs by hand is knowing when to incorporate the fat, as adding it all at once can impede your gluten development. Combining the flour and water or milk first can help create a strong network at the beginning, then you can add eggs and sugar, squeezing and kneading until incorporated. You’ll want to add your butter in chunks, making sure it is softened. Some of these recipes call for a good amount of butter and I prefer to machine mix them, but you can do it by hand by being patient and knowing what to look for.


First, the dough should always smooth out after you add anything to it and work it for a few minutes. You don’t want to continue adding butter or fat if the dough has not smoothed back out after working it. Second, kneading is your friend for these doughs to kick-start things, and once the butter content makes the dough too sticky to knead, you can stretch it and fold it to create strength. The key here is to keep a bowl of water next to your mixing station so that you can wet your hands and handle the dough without it sticking to you.
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Adding proofed dough to parchment-lined peel
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Scoring
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Loading onto preheated stone or steel








Machine Mixing


The most important part in mixing enriched breads with your stand mixer is making sure you don’t add all the fat at once. If you are mixing a recipe that calls for a lot of butter, for example, I will typically withhold a portion of it and add it at the end of the mix on a higher speed with the salt to finish off the dough. This allows the dough to develop strength without being overloaded by fats or salt, which will compete for hydration and potentially hinder the creation of a strong, smooth dough.


Shaping


Enriched doughs can be sticky if they are heavily enriched with eggs and butter, but most often they are slightly stiffer than rustic doughs. The most common types of shapes for enriched breads are bun-size rounds or cylinders that fit into a loaf pan. Don’t be afraid to flour your work surface when it comes to shaping enriched doughs; this will keep the dough from sticking to your hands. For braided doughs, or doughs with a special shape that need to be elongated, it’s best to divide the dough and let it rest and relax before attempting to lengthen it. The recipes where this is applicable will walk you through those steps when needed.


Baking


Most often, an enriched dough will be baked on either a sheet pan or a loaf pan and at lower temperatures than rustic breads. Since we are not looking for a hardened crust but a more soft and tender bake, high heats are not necessary for enriched breads. These bakes will range anywhere from 350° to 400°F, but make sure you pay attention to each specific recipe for the exact temperature and time.


PASTRY AND DESSERT TECHNIQUES
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MIXING


The primary ingredient when making different types of desserts is flour. There are several different types of flours out there that are highly effective and optimal for baking things like tortas (cakes), bizcochos (quick breads), or galletas (cookies), such as pastry flour and cake flour. These low-protein flours offer a soft tenderness to your baked good, but note that they are not at all necessary and I rarely ever use or keep them in stock in my kitchen or bakery. All-purpose flour, whole wheat flour, and even spelt flour are great options to use to make delicate desserts.


When mixing baked goods, such as galletas (cookies), bizcochos (quick breads), or tortas (cakes), there are times when a recipe will call for you to separate the dry ingredients from the wet ones, which can be critical in terms of managing when the leavening agents activate. Once baking powder or baking soda is added to the wet ingredients, the first part of a chemical reaction occurs and the mixture will begin to bubble. This reaction concludes when the dough is placed in a preheated oven and your mixtures rise or expand.


CREAMING


Several dessert and pastry recipes will call for the butter and sugar to be creamed together before adding eggs and dry ingredients. It’s important not to use cold butter or to microwave butter to soften it. You want to use butter that is at room temperature, soft to the touch, and pliable.


The creaming process creates an aerated mixture that allows your bakes to be light, crisp, and airy. To do this by hand, having a sturdy whisk and mixing bowl is key, although you can also cream fat and sugar together with a spatula. When it is time to add the dry ingredients to the mix, this is best done with a folding motion. When using a stand mixer, it is best to use the paddle attachment.



LAMINATING



Lamination is the process of folding a block of dough together with a block of butter repeatedly until several layers form. This creates light, flaky, and buttery pastries that melt in your mouth. Sounds easy, right? While each recipe in this book that requires lamination will have the exact instructions for you, here are some tips to keep in mind when you need to laminate dough in your kitchen:


Keep a sturdy rolling pin on hand. The heavier your rolling pin, the more success you will have with lamination. I personally do not prefer rolling pins that have handles, so a thick rolling pine is my preferred tool for lamination. If it is too light in weight, you will not be able to press your dough and butter forward efficiently.


Keep your kitchen cool. If you plan to laminate dough, make sure your kitchen is not any warmer than 70°F. However, if your kitchen is too cold, you can see your dough dry out. Finding the temperature sweet spot so that you don’t end up with butter exploding out of your dough is key.


Consistency of butter and dough. The consistency of your dough and butter should be roughly the same, and I have the most success when my butter is pliable enough to bend and wobble without it cracking or smearing onto my hands.


Refrigerating and resting. If you run into trouble while laminating, the fridge is your best friend—but never freeze! The fridge can help things cool down and relax, while the freezer will alter the consistency of the butter and dough differently and you will end up with fragmented pieces of butter inside of your dough.


BAKING AND COOLING


While bake times vary depending on the dessert or pastry, it can be important to understand the type of bakeware that you use. The most effective type of bakeware is made of anodized aluminum, so if possible and you can afford it, aim to stock up on those. But don’t worry, I use whatever is available, especially since I travel so much and stay in places that have all types of bakeware. Things turn out fine as long as you keep an eye on your bakes. For example, if you are using bakeware that is dark in color, know that it will retain much more heat than the lighter counterparts. That will affect the consistency of your bakes since the outside will bake much faster than the middle of your cake or loaf.
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Laminating dough
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TEMPERATURE, CLIMATE, AND ALTITUDE
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One of the most important variables in baking is temperature, and I’m not talking about what you set your oven to. The ambient temperature of your kitchen, plus the temperature of water you use to mix dough and batters, the flour itself, and your city’s climate are all factors that play a part every time you bake. When you’re at a higher altitude, your dough can dry out quickly, and in humid environments, your dough can take on extra moisture. I’ve baked in the rainy mountains of Medellín, the humid Sula Valley of Honduras, the tropics of Panama, and several other parts of Latin America.


Growing up in the US South, I am familiar with making adjustments in my baking due to the fluctuations between altitude and humidity. Admittedly, adapting to the cold is not something that comes naturally to me, but now that I live in New York City, I have managed to figure out the tips and tricks needed to bake successfully in colder, drier environments. Here are the tips I like to keep on hand for myself when dealing with new environments or trying to improve the quality of my bakes in my own environments.


HUMIDITY


Humidity is not something that you feel only when you walk outside. That moisture finds its way inside your kitchen too. Your basic pantry staples, and your doughs and batters themselves, absorb that extra moisture. If you are baking in a humid climate or time of the year and notice your doughs, preferments, and batters feel wet and loose, you can do a couple of things to fix that. First, keep dry ingredients like flour and sugar in the fridge, which will prevent them from absorbing any moisture. Second, when mixing doughs and preferments, you can add 5 to 10 percent less water into your mix, depending on how severely the humidity is affecting them.


ALTITUDE


When I was in Quito, Ecuador, the second highest capital city in the world at 9,350 feet, my eyes were opened to what life in a big city at a high altitude is like. The air is thinner, and evaporation happens much quicker than at sea level. This means that you need more water than usual in your mixes as well as longer bake times. Truthfully, I do not think there is a special formula to figure out exactly how to do this, and each specific environment requires its own testing.


If you are from a high-altitude area, it is likely that you won’t realize these differences as much as someone like myself who is visiting. When consulting for a bakery in Medellín, at an altitude of roughly 5,000 feet, there was a noticeable difference in the dough mixes and bake times, but the air there is not as dry as in a place like Denver. In any case, if you are moving around and end up trying to bake in a high-altitude city, look out for dryness and add a little extra water into your doughs, batters, or preferments.


COLD


Baking in colder temperatures is not my favorite. However, I use a simple approach to solving my issues and I have had much success—except for the time I did a bakery pop-up during a blizzard and it was definitely way too cold in the basement kitchen I was operating in. Proofing and fermentation are usually the problematic areas when dealing with a cold kitchen, so I typically like to create makeshift environments for my dough to rest. I put my fermenting doughs on my countertop in tall, clear plastic bags (usually used for collecting your recycling) along with a pot of boiled water (allowing it to cool slightly, as just-boiled water will let off a lot of steam and add extra moisture to the dough—but that might be necessary depending on how dry your space is. If you have room on your patio, you can cold ferment your dough outside, instead of in your fridge, if you are in the 38° to 45°F range, just for fun.


GENERAL TEMPERATURE GUIDANCE


There is inherent math involved with baking because the process is chemical in nature. However, I like to do some basic things to keep up with my overall environment and make decisions using my intuition and experience as a baker (which is what you will do, too, the more you bake).


In the kitchen, keep a room thermometer so that you can immediately know your ambient temperature. Over time, you’ll just be able to feel it and know what you need to do on any given day. For your mixes, measure your water temperature and make sure you are at an optimal range—too hot (greater than 120°F) and you will kill off your yeasts, and you don’t ever want to do that. I find that between 77° and 82°F is a great temperature range for your water before mixing.
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