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Foreword


Do you remember the first thing you ever baked? Holiday sugar cookies that you cut out and decorated with your mom? Or maybe it was brownies, a project devised by your babysitter to distract you from missing your parents. For me it was shaping biscotti logs with my grandmother.


[image: img]


I have especially fond memories of those lopsided logs, and my sweet tooth has insured that “my life in baked goods” now includes myriad cookies, cakes, and pies, many of which I make again and again. Happily for me, The Little Book of Baking compiles many of these classics—from a downhome deep-dish apple pie to a rich chocolate layer cake—along with new favorite things. The nostalgia-steeped recipe for Hermit Bars was the hit of my son’s school snack repertoire, while the Rich Chocolate Cupcakes got one of his first-grade classmates to declare, “These are the best cupcakes I’ve had in my whole life.” To wow guests with a decadent chocolate dessert, I often serve Warm Chocolate Soufflé Cakes or the Chocolate Caramel Walnut Tart, topped with dollops of whipped cream. And my freezer usually sports a few logs of cookie dough—the Lemon Slice-'n'-Bake cookie dough is a no-brainer, but the double chocolate chip, gingery snickerdoodles, and oatmeal-chocolate cherry doughs are all great freeze-and-bake options, too.


The Little Book of Baking provides you with these yummy recipes and many more, plus tips on making perfect cookies and bars, cakes and cupcakes, pies and tarts that’ll help even a beginner baker turn out irresistible treats. From rolling out delectable piecrust to creating whimsical cupcakes, you will learn to become a better baker. We hope this book will encourage you to enjoy the simple pleasures of baking—and eating the results!


—Susan Westmoreland
Food Director, Good Housekeeping
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Double Fruit Pies





baking basics


Crisp or chewy cookies, pretty frosted cupcakes, luscious pies and tarts—recipes for all of these are at your fingertips in The Little Book of Baking. For best results, before you begin, take a few minutes to peruse the following secrets to successful baking. In addition, see our tips at the beginning of each chapter (BAKE THE BEST COOKIES EVER, PERFECT CAKES, EVERY TIME, and EASY AS PIE).


START WITH THE RIGHT INGREDIENTS


To ensure that your baked goods will taste delicious and have just the right texture, it is important to use the exact ingredients called for and to handle them properly.


* Butter vs. margarine. When a recipe calls for butter or margarine, we prefer salted butter. Do not substitute margarine for butter if a recipe does not list it as an option. For those recipes that do, if you prefer to use margarine, make sure it contains 80 percent fat. Don’t substitute light margarine or vegetable-oil spreads for stick margarine, and don’t use whipped butter, either. Those products contain more water than standard sticks and won’t work in baked goods unless the recipes have been formulated especially for them.


* To soften butter or margarine, let it stand wrapped on a counter or unwrapped in a mixing bowl, at room temperature for an hour. You can speed up the process by cutting it into small pieces first. If you’re in a hurry, the idea of popping cold butter or margarine into the microwave can be tempting, but the Test Kitchen has found that zapping butter either softens it unevenly by creating hot spots, or melts it in a blink. Butter that is melted or nearly melted will be too soft to cream properly, and will affect the texture of the finished baked goods.


* The type of flour is important. Most of these recipes call for all-purpose flour. Occasionally, a recipe will call for cake flour, which is higher in starch and will produce a more tender cake or treat. Cake and all-purpose flours are not interchangeable, so use the type of flour specified in the ingredients list. In either case, make sure the flour you are using is not self-rising.


* Baking soda vs. baking powder. Both products are leavening agents—they make baked goods rise. Baking powder is a premeasured mixture of baking soda and an acid. (It takes twice as much baking powder as baking soda to leaven a product.) Do not substitute baking soda for baking powder or vice versa. Store both products tightly closed in their original box or tin, in a cool, dry place so they stay active. For best results, replace baking soda and baking powder after six months if you haven’t used them up.


* To test whether baking soda is still active, combine a teaspoonful with white vinegar; if it froths up immediately and vigorously, it’s active. To test whether baking powder is still active, stir a teaspoonful into a cup of hot tap water. If the water bubbles vigorously, it’s still fresh. In the case of both baking soda and powder, delayed, little, or no bubbling means the leavener is past its prime.


[image: img]





TOASTING NUTS


An easy way to make your cookies, cakes, and pies taste even better is to toast the nuts called for in the recipe—this makes them more flavorful. Toast nuts whole and let them cool before chopping them, if that’s specified in the recipe. These instructions work for toasting walnuts, pecans, almonds, macadamia nuts, and hazelnuts.


* Preheat the oven to 350°F and position the rack in the middle. (If you aren’t already heating the oven for baking, you can use a toaster oven instead.)


* Spread out the nuts in a single layer on a rimmed baking pan such as a jelly-roll pan.


* Bake until the nuts are lightly browned, 10 to 15 minutes, stirring occasionally so the nuts in the center of the pan circulate to the edges, where they will brown faster.


* Immediately transfer the nuts to a cool platter or baking pan to reduce their temperature and stop the browning. To remove the bitter skins from hazelnuts, see the tip below.


* If you’re toasting just a few nuts, heat them in a dry skillet over low heat for 3 to 5 minutes, stirring frequently.
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Tip Toast hazelnuts as directed above until fragrant and any portions without skin begin to brown. Transfer the nuts to a clean, dry kitchen towel and rub them until the skins come off.





KNOW YOUR CHOCOLATE AND COCOA


Here’s a guide to the types of chocolate you’ll find in our recipes. You don’t have to blow your budget by buying a super-premium brand, but don’t skimp on quality either.


* cocoa powder There are two types of unsweetened cocoa, alkalized (Dutch-processed) and nonalkalized (natural). Dutch-processed cocoa is treated with an alkali to neutralize its acidity, which creates a darker but less intensely flavored cocoa. We use natural cocoa in our recipes. Look closely at the label when buying cocoa; some are alkalized even if the label doesn’t say “Dutchprocessed.” Do not be tempted to substitute instant cocoa mix for unsweetened cocoa.


* unsweetened chocolate This is ground cocoa beans (called chocolate liquor) in solid form with no sugar added. It’s sold in packages of 1-ounce squares.


* bittersweet chocolate Chocolate that has not been sweetened. The higher the level of chocolate liquor it contains, the less sweet it will be. Available in bars, packages of 1-ounce squares, and chips.


* semisweet chocolate This type of chocolate contains more sugar than bittersweet chocolate. It is available in bars, packages of 1-ounce squares, and chips.


* sweet chocolate This dark baking chocolate is usually sold under a brand name (and used to make recipes like our German Chocolate Brownies). Do not confuse it with bitter- or semisweet chocolate. It can be found in the baking aisle in most grocery stores.


* white chocolate Chocolate in name only (it contains no chocolate liquor), white chocolate is vanilla-flavored sweetened cocoa butter (a byproduct of chocolate processing). Although some brands substitute vegetable oil for the cocoa butter, for the best quality, look for a brand that contains cocoa butter.





HANDLING CHOCOLATE


* melting chocolate All types of chocolate should be melted in a double boiler over low heat to prevent scorching. Alternatively, place the chocolate in a microwave-safe bowl and microwave at 50 percent power, stirring at intervals. To speed melting, chop the chocolate into small pieces and stir frequently.


* storing chocolate Store chocolate, well wrapped, in a cool, dark place (65°F is ideal). If storage conditions are too cold, chocolate will “sweat” when brought to room temperature. If conditions are too warm, the cocoa will start to melt, and a gray “bloom” will form on the surface. This doesn’t affect the flavor of the chocolate.
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THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT FOR THE JOB


Below is an overview of basic baking equipment. Read through each recipe to make sure you have the right pans and tools on hand before you begin.


* mixing You may be tempted to stir up your batter or dough with a spoon snatched in haste from your drawer, but using the right mixing equipment makes it easier, particularly if your dough is thick or includes a lot of add-ins like nuts. You’ll appreciate the power of a heavy-duty stand mixer or handheld mixer and a food processor or mini processor. And you definitely need a set of mixing bowls (small, medium, and large); wooden spoons for stirring hot ingredients; and a rubber spatula for scraping down the sides of the bowls. A whisk comes in handy for beating items like eggs and cream.


* baking Use the pan type and dimensions called for in each recipe, whether that’s a cookie sheet, round baking pans for a layer cake, ramekins, or a pie plate. We like heavy-gauge aluminum pans and cookie sheets. Because they are thick, they prevent overbrowning. If your cookie sheets or pans are old and discolored, you can line them with foil to help deflect the heat. You’ll need a cooling rack to ensure good air circulation after your baked goods come out of the oven, and a wide metal spatula for transferring cookies from sheet to rack. For some of our tart recipes, we recommend a tart pan with a removable bottom; it will allow you to easily remove your finished tart from the pan. If you have a standard tart pan, simply slice and serve after cooling.


* decorating Baking supply stores carrying enough decorating supplies to fill every shelf in your kitchen, and it would be a pleasure to own them all! But to doll up the baked goods in this book, here’s all you’ll need: some cookie cutters (heart-shaped if you want to make our Lemon Hearts, a pastry bag and tips (or simply fill a zip-tight bag with frosting, snip off ⅛ inch of one corner, and squeeze), and an offset spatula for frosting cupcakes and cakes.
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GETTING STARTED


Baking is fun, but it also requires careful attention to detail: You have to choose the right pan size, measure accurately, heat the oven to the correct temperature, and remember to remove your treats from the oven at the correct time! Here are four basic rules of baking to help get you on your way:


* Get to know the recipe. Before you start measuring ingredients, read the recipe all the way through. Butter may have to be softened, nuts may need to be toasted, chocolate may need to be melted.


* Gather your ingredients. Assemble everything you need from the pantry and refrigerator, and group them into dry ingredients and wet ingredients. Be sure to soften butter or margarine to room temperature (68° to 70°F) if the recipe calls for it. This can take up to an hour, so plan ahead (see Start with the Right Ingredients for details).


* No swapping. Don’t plan on using a substitute for any of the ingredients unless one is specifically offered in the recipe.


* Measure everything. In baking, adding a pinch of this and a dash of that can lead to disaster. Recipes for baked goods are exact formulas, and what you add—or subtract—can adversely affect the taste and texture of the finished product. For foolproof results, review our instructions for measuring dry and wet ingredients below.


MEASURING BY MEASURE


To get the same results every time you make a recipe, whether you’re baking cookies, cakes, or pies, you must use standard measuring equipment and take the time to measure with care. Even though it worked for Grandma, don’t use tableware teaspoons and tablespoons or coffee or teacups for measuring.


Always use measuring spoons to measure both liquid and dry ingredients. For convenience, measure the dry ingredients first, so the spoons remain dry until it’s time to move on to the wet ingredients. Use stackable dry ingredient cups to measure dry ingredients; clear cups with spouts for liquids. Never use dry-ingredient cups to measure liquid ingredients or liquid-ingredient cups to measure dry ingredients. And always measure ingredients over waxed paper or into an empty bowl, rather than over your bowl of already measured ingredients—just in case there is a spill.


Follow these tips on measuring common baking ingredients:


* baking soda and powder Use a clean, dry measuring spoon and level it off with a spatula or knife.


* flour To measure flour, which tends to pack down in its storage container, stir and then spoon it into a standard-sized dry-ingredient measuring cup. Level the top with a spatula or the back of a knife, scraping the excess into a bowl. Never scoop the flour directly from the canister or package of flour; the flour will become packed down and you’ll end up adding more than is called for. See Measuring Flour, for photos of the process.





MEASURING FLOUR


Step 1 Stir the flour to keep it from packing and scoop it into a standard dry measuring cup.
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Step 2 Level the top of the flour by passing the back of a knife or a metal spatula across the cup to remove excess flour.
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* sugar Just scoop or pour granulated sugar into a dry-ingredient measuring cup, then level the top with the back of a knife. Confectioners’ sugar should be sifted before measuring to break up clumps. Lightly spoon the sifted sugar into the measuring cup and then level. To measure brown sugar, pack it into the measuring cup and then level. Don’t use a larger cup than is needed for the sugar and attempt to eyeball the quantity.


* nuts If the recipe calls for 1 cup walnuts, chopped, measure whole walnuts, then chop them. If it calls for 1 cup chopped walnuts, chop and then measure. The quantities won’t be the same!


* butter, margarine, and vegetable shortening Tablespoons are marked on the wrapper, so you can just cut off the desired amount using a knife. One stick of butter contains 8 tablespoons or ½ cup.


* liquids When measuring liquid ingredients, use a clear measuring cup with a spout. Place the cup on a level surface and bend down so that your eyes are in line with the marks on the cup. For maple syrup, honey, and other sticky liquids, if you lightly oil the measuring cup first, the syrup will pour right out without sticking to it.


* cookie dough For the best results, make all cookies the same size. If you bake a lot, invest in a cookie scoop with a trigger handle for easy release of dough onto the cookie sheet.


MIXING DOUGHS AND BATTERS


How you mix the dough affects the outcome of the finished baked goods.


* Know your electric mixer. If your mixer is a powerful stand type, you may not need to mix the ingredients for the full amount of time indicated in the recipes. If your model has less power or is the hand-held type, you may need to mix longer. To make it easy, recipes describe what the dough or batter should look like when it’s fully mixed, as well as timings to achieve the best results.


* Frequently scrape the side of the bowl. Use a rubber spatula—a metal spoon won’t clean the side as well and could cause airy batters to deflate.


* Overmixing results in tough baked goods. Unless otherwise specified, after adding the flour, mix the dough only until blended.


[image: img]





PICKS AND PANS


Selecting the appropriate pan and greasing it to prevent your baked goods from sticking are among the keys to success. See the Pan Volumes chart for a list of standard pan sizes.


* Use the pan size called for in the recipe. For example, don’t substitute an 8-inch pan for a 9-inch pan or vice versa. The bake time given in each recipe is based on specific bakeware dimensions. Some pans have dimensions printed on the bottom. If yours doesn’t, see Measuring Pans for tips on calculating the volume.


* Prepare the pan before you mix the batter. That way, it’s ready to go when the batter is mixed. If you grease the pan after mixing the batter, the leavening agents might start to work too early, or in the case of egg-rich batters, volume will decrease, which will affect the baked item.


* For best results, grease pans with vegetable shortening. You can also use nonstick cooking spray—spritz lightly so it doesn’t bead up. Greasing with butter creates a nice golden-brown crust, but the baked goods are more likely to stick to the pan. Some recipes for sticky goodies call for lining the pan with parchment paper. For cookies and pastries, reusable silicone baking mats are handy. Just place them on the cookie sheet before scooping the dough; no greasing required—then wash in warm soapy water after using.
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KEEP TABS ON TIME AND TEMPERATURE


You don’t want to either underbake or overbake. This is especially important with cookies, which often are exposed to a high temperature for a short period of time. That’s why it’s crucial to have an accurate gauge of your oven’s temperature. If you aren’t sure whether your oven is properly calibrated, buy a good oven thermometer and place it on the center rack in the center of the oven. Once you’ve set the temperature, allow 15 minutes for the oven to fully preheat, confirm that you’ve reached the desired heat level, make any necessary adjustments, and then put your pan or cookie sheet in the oven.


* Timing is too important to count on your ability to keep an eye on the clock. It’s easy to get distracted, and in baking, just a few minutes can mean the difference between an irresistible golden-brown top and charred baked goods that end up in the trash. A kitchen timer is a worthy investment. Another good investment: two sturdy pot holders. If you use a kitchen towel, you or the towel may get burned.


* Set a kitchen timer for the shortest baking time in the range stated in the recipe. If your baked goods aren’t done at that point, watch them carefully for the remainder of the time to avoid overbaking. Resist the temptation to open the oven door to check on them. The temperature will drop, and they may not rise properly. Rely on an oven light, if you have one, or check again when the treats reach the upper end of the baking time specified in the recipe.
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STORING YOUR BAKED GOODS


To keep your treats fresh, cool them thoroughly, then follow these storage tips.


* cookies and bars Store cookies in airtight containers and remember that not every cookie can survive in a cookie jar: Choose cookies that are sturdy enough to withstand a big cookie pileup without crumbling or smooshing. Most cookies can be stored at room temperature, but to keep them longer, you may wish to freeze them. To do this, place them in airtight containers cushioned with crumpled waxed paper for a secure fit. For decorated cookies, freeze them in a single layer on a cookie sheet until they are hard, then pack them for storage, separating the layers with waxed paper. Store brownies and bar cookies (cut or uncut) in the baking pan, covered with a layer of plastic wrap or foil. You can also freeze them for up to three months. First, wrap the bars in several layers of plastic or foil, then place them in a freezer-weight bag.


* cakes and cupcakes Store sheet cakes in the baking pan covered with a layer of plastic wrap or foil. For layer cakes, you will need a cake keeper for the finished cake. Alternatively, you can hold off on assembly: Wrap the individual layers in plastic, then build and frost the cake when you are ready to serve it. Many cakes are best kept at room temperature, but always refrigerate cheesecakes and cakes that contain fillings or frostings made with whipped cream, cream cheese, sour cream, yogurt, or eggs. For maximum freshness, cupcakes should be stored in an airtight container with a lid. To freeze butter cakes, wrap them in plastic then in heavy-duty foil or a freezer-weight zip-tight bag.


* pies and tarts Fruit pies can be covered and stored overnight at room temperature. For longer storage, refrigerate. Meringue pies are best the day they are made. Pies with cream or custard filling should be refrigerated as soon as they cool. Refrigerate any leftovers.
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