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To our children, William and Bianca, for whom we love to bake.
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INTRODUCTION


In Albanian it is pjekje; Corsican—panatteria; Dutch—bakken; French—caisson; Hungarian—sütés; Italian—cottura al forno; Spanish—horneando; and Welsh—polbi. It doesn’t matter where in the world you are or what language you speak—baking speaks the same language to people everywhere. It brings forth pleasant thoughts, feelings, aromas, and memories. Where music is a universal language, so is baking. The smell of fresh baked bread or sweet pastry is very much the same no matter what household or bakery you are in across our globe. Yet—where did this unique form of cooking begin? What was the genesis of this global culinary art form?


A BRIEF HISTORY OF HOME BAKING


Baking began thousands of years ago with a recorded date of home ovens being used by Egyptians around 6500 BC. Ancient hieroglyphs depict images of grains being harvested and milled and then formed into loaves of bread. During this time, the Egyptian people were baking unleavened goods, as the introduction of yeast is not recorded until 2600 BC. Baking was such a revered skill that, during the discovery of ancient tombs, archaeologists found pieces of sour dough bread with the deceased. It is said that bread was put in the deceased’s tomb so that the person would not go hungry in their afterlife. The art of creating a stock of sour dough to then start new doughs was probably why Egyptians baked more than fifty different types of bread.


During the Roman Empire, around 300 BC, baking became common in many households. But there was a dividing line between the rich and poor. The rich could afford to bake breads and pastries in ovens with chimneys while the poor could only bake black bread. Grains were milled and baking became such a popular activity that the goddess of bread baking, Fornax, was celebrated each year with a festival. When the Roman Empire spread throughout Asia and Europe, so did the trade of baking.




During the Middle Ages, baking guilds formed. This signified the more sophisticated art of bread baking. Yet, sweeter goods were not produced until the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries. Then, the expensive ingredients of spices and sugar and dried fruits were incorporated into pastries, iced cakes, and pies.


As time and advancements progressed into eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, so flourished the art of baking. Baking became common in households and its simplicity was spurred by the addition of baking powder to give baked products a double boost in the leavening process. Today, not only can one find boxed and prepared products to complete at home, but numerous baked delicacies are pre-made and flash frozen to simply reheat at home. We are fortunate to have a plethora of choices when it comes to baked goods.


With this book, we hope to share with you the option of baking from scratch to give you and your family the joys of baking through the day!
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CREATING THE BAKING SPACE AT HOME


Some of my earliest baking memories are when I watched (and later helped) my mother as she masterfully whizzed around the kitchen with a metal bowl cradled in one arm, beating a cake batter with a wooden spoon, while creating one baked good after the other. Our kitchen was not a large one, yet the aromas of fresh baked cookies, breads, and birthday and holiday treats filled the entire house. I often reflect on this memory whenever I glance around my kitchen and think, “I could use more space here . . . or there.” It reminds me that genuine home-baked goods can be made in almost any size space. Whether your baking space is small or spacious, here are some tips and advice for creating your own baking “crib.”


The overall key to an efficient baking kitchen is organization. By keeping your baking tools and accessories in one area, you won’t be dashing throughout the kitchen while prepping your baked goods.




	Make room for your prep. Create prep stations for each phase of the recipes. One area can be set aside for mixing with room for the mixer and a place to set measured ingredients and rest scrapers or other tools used during mixing. If you are starting from scratch, or redesigning your kitchen, including a kitchen island as part of your baker’s kitchen is ideal.


	
Have another area set aside for bakers’ racks. Ideally, there should be a spot to rest hot cookie sheets or pie pans when they come out of the oven. The area should be deep—i.e., far away from a child’s or pet’s curious reach.



	Plenty of countertop space will make your work go quicker. Even if you must clear off a space before you begin a recipe, give yourself plenty of room for the prep, production, cleanup, and a final resting spot for your work. If you can install a custom countertop to match your height for kneading bread, that would be great. If you plan on kneading lots of breads, it’ll be more efficient to have a counter that is a bit lower for this task. On the other hand, if you don’t have other visitors or children in your kitchen when you are kneading dough, you can temporarily use an apple box or step stool to gain height when working with dough. Just be sure to move the box out of the way when your kneading is done. The ideal countertop material for working with bread, rolling doughs, or melted chocolate is marble. When marble is chilled, it helps keep dough from sticking to the surface, especially when you don’t want to add extra flour to the dough.


	All tools and accessories should be readily accessible. Use sliding drawers and cabinet corner lazy susans for storage of nesting bowls and measuring cups, stackable sheet pans, and other baking tools to make prep for recipes as efficient as possible.


	Before moving into our current home, I checked out the number of electrical outlets in the kitchen. I even made sure that we had some outlets on different breakers! There may come a time when you will need to use your mixer, toast some nuts in an air fryer, process ingredients in a food processor, and make hot water in your coffee machine. If you don’t have some outlets on different breakers, you may trip a breaker from time to time.


	
Anti-fatigue mats come in handy. If you have a sturdy (i.e., tile, stone, or concrete) kitchen floor, having an anti-fatigue mat or two really helps relieve stress from working long hours. I keep one in front of my ovens, one in front of my baking workspace, and another in front of my sinks. They not only provide foot, knee, and/or back pain relief, but also are easy to clean after catching dropped ingredients.
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ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS & STOCKING THE PANTRY


Here is a listing of some necessary ingredients in a baker’s pantry. It’s not all-inclusive, but it covers the important items commonly used in baking:




Baking Powder and Baking Soda. Baking powder is a leavener that makes cakes, bread, and cookies rise. Double-acting baking powder works, as its name implies, twice. It first gives off carbon-dioxide gas when it is mixed with liquid, then it reacts a second time when placed in the oven. Baking powder loses some power after three months. Replace it every three months. Baking soda is another leavener that works when combined with an acidic food product. Carbon dioxide gas is produced from a combination of baking soda and ingredients like buttermilk, cream of tartar, honey, chocolate, and fruit.


Chocolate. It’s no wonder chocolate was once used as currency for trade, was a drink of the gods, and a medicine to cure ailments. Cacao beans are harvested, dried, cleaned, roasted, and winnowed (when the bean shells are separated from the “nib” or meat inside). Then they are crushed and heated and cacao butter is extracted. This chocolate liquor is then transformed into many different types of chocolate.


Unsweetened chocolate is often in a small brick of chocolate liquor that has been compressed and solidified. It is usually about 45 percent cocoa butter.


Semisweet chocolate has some sugar added to chocolate liquor that is then solidified.




Chocolate chips are semisweet chocolate bits that can be substituted for semi-sweet chocolate using the same weight.


Store chocolate in a cool place—not the refrigerator. If chocolate is stored in a place that is too warm, some of the oils may rise to the surface or “fat bloom.” These grayish white areas are okay, and the chocolate is still usable.


Cocoa powder. Unsweetened cocoa powder undergoes more processing where, during the final extraction, more cocoa butter is removed. The resulting chocolate liquor is then transformed into a fine powder. Dutch process cocoa has been treated with alkali to lessen the bite or bitter taste.


Cinnamon. The bark of a tree, cinnamon is most often available in ground form but is also in stick form. Ground cinnamon is used in cookies, breads, cakes, and pies. Stick cinnamon is used in hot drinks and sugar syrups.


Cornstarch. Cornstarch is derived from corn and is used as a thickening agent. Cornstarch, a.k.a. corn flour, should be stored in a cool, dry place. It is used often in fruit pies, tarts, and sauces. The resulting thickened mixture often has a silky texture and translucent sheen.


Cream. There are several types of cream used in baking and readily available in most stores.


Heavy cream is the richest cream available and is often called whipping cream. This is the ideal cream to use when making your own whipped cream.


Light cream has a lower butterfat content and will not whip but will help thicken sauces.


Half-and-half is half milk and half cream and can be used like light cream. It will not whip.


Sour cream is cream that has been thickened with a lactic acid–producing bacteria. The result is the thick product that will keep in your refrigerator for about ten to fourteen days.
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Eggs. Eggs are a common ingredient in baking, adding flavor, richness, texture, and structure. Eggs are available in a variety of sizes and, for consistency, the recipes in my book call for large eggs. Egg cartons are dated with a three-digit code where 001 is January and 365 is the last day in December. Some egg cartons also have a Best By date. The fresher the egg, the better the protein-based, structural quality of the eggs. Do not store eggs in the door of a refrigerator. The storage areas in the door are often a bit warmer than the main shelves of the refrigerator. Ideal egg storage temperature is 40°F.


Extracts. Vanilla is the most used extract in baking. For many bakers, it is difficult to distinguish the difference between pure vanilla and synthetic vanilla in the final products. However, when feasible, use the “pure” extracts, as these have the most genuine flavors. Pure vanilla extract is made from vanilla beans soaked in an alcohol solution. Brands of extracts will slightly vary in their flavor; select the one you like best.


Butter. Nearly all my recipes call for butter. While any brand butter will work for the recipes, butter with a higher fat content (i.e., 82 or 88 percent) will have more flavor, particularly in recipes like buttercream frosting. Should you use salted or unsalted butter? In most recipes, using either is simply a matter of taste. However, you can be safe with using unsalted for nearly all recipes for its sweet and delicate flavor.


Flour. This is the basis for nearly all the recipes in this book and baking in general. Yet there are a variety of flours available and, with the purpose of making “baking your way through the day” simple, here is an explanation of the flours I use in this book.


All-Purpose Flour. All-purpose flour is, as its name suggests, used for most recipes in one’s kitchen. It is made from several hard- and soft-wheat flours yielding a protein content between 10 and 12 percent. The protein content of the flours determines the gluten strength. The gluten sheets in dough are then expanded by the by-products of yeast. All-purpose flour varieties include bleached and unbleached. I prefer to work with the unbleached flours but have not really had a noticeable taste difference when working with bleached.
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Bread Flour. Flour with a protein content higher than 12 percent is bread flour. The proteins develop strong gluten in the dough for excellent flavor, chewy texture, and crisp crusts in breads.


Whole Wheat Flour. As its name suggests, whole wheat flour is made from the entire (or whole) wheat berry: the outer bran, the germ, and the heart of the berry (endosperm). In contrast, all-purpose flour is made from just the inside or endosperm. Whole wheat flours are heartier and have a nuttier flavor. They also don’t store as well at room temperature for long periods. Normal storage should be in an airtight container in a cool and dark place. But, if you aren’t going to use all your whole wheat flour within a month or so, store it in the freezer.


Yeast. Yeast is a living fungus that “comes alive” when combined with flour and liquid. It reacts with the starch in flour by converting it to sugar, followed by carbon dioxide gas and alcohol. In breads, the bubbles get captured by the dough in the gluten, making the bread rise. The ideal temperature for yeast to become active in water is between 105˚F and 115˚F. If the water temperature reaches 120˚F, the yeast will start to die. I like to work with instant or “rapid-rise” yeast, which usually comes in a packet of three with each envelope containing 2¼ teaspoons of yeast.


Honey. Honey varies in flavor and strength depending on where the bees have been when they were gathering their pollen. Whenever I travel, I look for local honey to use in my baking. Generally, the darker the honey, the stronger the flavor. Honey is sweeter than sugar, so it cannot be substituted in equal amounts. If your honey begins to crystallize, remove the jar lid, and heat the jar in the microwave in 10-second bursts until it begins to liquify.




Sugar. Sugar serves as a sweetener and tenderizer, and it turns baked goods into delicious products with a beautiful golden-brown exterior.


Granulated sugar is the most common sugar used in all my recipes.


Confectioners’ sugar is powdered granulated sugar used in uncooked frostings and for dusting cakes and cookies.


Brown sugar is granulated sugar flavored with molasses. Dark brown sugar has more molasses and a stronger flavor than light brown sugar. Both these sugars need to be stored in airtight containers to retain their moistness. To measure brown sugar, pack it tightly into the measuring cup.


Maple Syrup. Pure maple syrup is available in various grades. Grade A is made earlier in the season and is lighter in color with a more delicate flavor. Grade B is made later in the season and has a stronger flavor. This is the grade that is used most often in baking. Store maple syrup in the refrigerator.





IMPORTANT EQUIPMENT, TOOLS & ACCESSORIES


Purchase the best equipment you can. After all, you will be using some of it for quite a long time. The most useful tools in the baking kitchen are your hands. They will do most of the kneading, crimping, fluting, pressing, and patting. After that, kitchen tools become an extension of your hands. As your baking experiences progress, you will learn to make do and improvise with kitchen tools. Instead of buying a double boiler, you can use a metal mixing bowl over a pot of simmering water or use an inverted short cocktail glass as a cookie cutter. There’s usually always something in the kitchen (or in the house) that will work in a fix.


Cake Rack. Wire racks are made for air to circulate around the baked product so that it cools evenly. It’s nice to have at least two—perhaps even one that is round.


Dough Scraper. This handy tool is a must for all bread makers. It looks like a paint scraper but wider. You’ll love how it helps lift, turn, and cut dough—so, the bigger the better. It also serves as a handy cutting board scraper.
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Grater. You will need a box grater for smaller amounts of food that won’t grate properly with the blades of a food processor. The four-sided box grater can be used for fruits, cheeses, and vegetables. A one-sided grater is nice to have, as you can place it over a bowl and grate directly into it.


Kitchen Scissors. This is one tool that I have multiples of in my kitchen. I use it to cut parchment paper, fruits, vegetables, trim pie dough, open packaged food, and more.


Knives. In addition to our standard complement of kitchen knives, bakers should have a chef’s knife, paring knife, and serrated bread knife. The chef’s knife will take care of chopping nuts and fruits and cutting dough. For smaller jobs like peeling fruits, the paring knife comes in handy. Fresh baked bread is sliced perfectly with a well-made serrated bread knife.


Measuring Cups. You will need two sets: one for dry ingredients and one for liquid ingredients. For a set of dry measuring cups, make sure it includes a ¼ cup, ½ cup, ⅓ cup, and 1 cup. For liquid measuring cups, use the glass Pyrex-type brand that can hold hot ingredients. I think 1-cup and 2-cup sizes are necessary, and a 4-cup is a plus to have.


Measuring Spoons. I recommend having at least two sets in your kitchen. This way you don’t have to rinse or wash as you work with a recipe. I also like the sets where each measurement is its own separate spoon. The sets should have ¼, ½, 1 teaspoon, and 1 tablespoon.


Mixing Bowls. A good set or two with various sizes will help you breeze through recipes. Each set should contain small (3–4 cups), medium (8–10 cups), large (about 5 quarts), and one extra-large (7–8 quarts). The bowls can be metal, plastic, ceramic, or glass. A set that includes a spout on one edge is nice to have for pouring batters.
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Oven Thermometer. Each one of my ovens has its own thermometer that stands on the oven rack. Some ovens run hot or cold, so it is crucial to know the exact temperature of your oven, especially when you are baking a product for more than 30 minutes.


Pastry Brushes. I have two pastry brushes in my kitchen to use for brushing egg whites on pastries, buttering pans, applying glazes, and even removing crumbs from the tops of topped-off cakes. A good set is between 1 and 3 inches wide.


Rolling Pins. While I have had several rolling pins over the years, I have now narrowed it down to two. One wooden pin, the smaller one, has a roller about 10 inches long. I use this for pie crusts, biscuit, and cookie doughs. The larger one is about 15 inches long and is heavy. I use this rolling pin for working with doughs that should not be overworked: croissants, Danishes, and puff pastry.


Strainer. A small one strains fresh citrus juices, lightly dusts cake pans with flour, and gently sprinkles pastries with confectioners’ sugar. A larger strainer sifts flour and other dry ingredients quickly and easily. These simple tools are a snap to clean in no time.


Work Surface. Find a dedicated smooth, flat surface for working with dough, kneading, and chopping ingredients. A marble slab is ideal for doughs that need to stay cool like puff pastry, croissants, and Danishes. Having two options for work surfaces when baking can save time, as you won’t need to clean a board before moving along to the next step in a recipe.


BAKING BASICS & PROPER AT-HOME TECHNIQUES


The Recipes. Always read the recipe all the way through before starting. This way, you can assess the equipment and ingredients needed and an approximate time for the prep and the total baking time.




Set Aside Enough Time. After reading through the recipe, you’ll be able to figure out how much time will be needed to gather your prep tools, ingredients, and time for not only baking but also cooling. I like to think of baking as a science versus cooking as an art. Science is precise while art styles vary. So, give yourself the appropriate amount of time to be precise in your baking. You’ll be glad you did.


Wash. Keep your hands, tools, and equipment clean. Wash hands frequently or, as I prefer, wear food service gloves. Not only do food service gloves keep your hands free of sticky dough, but they also come in handy (no pun intended) if you must quickly answer the phone or open the front door—simply take off the gloves. Clean your baking tools as you go. This helps keep your kitchen organized and lessens the clean-up chore at the end of the recipe.


Gather Ingredients. Before starting a recipe, I gather all ingredients on my baking countertop. If I will be baking first thing in the morning, I often put out the baking ingredients and the corresponding measuring tools and mixing bowls the night before. This way, these few steps are out of the way when I start at the crack-o-dawn!




INGREDIENT TIPS


Don’t measure ingredients over the mixing bowl. Place a flexible cutting board on the countertop and then measure your ingredients over that. Since baking is much more of a precise procedure, accidentally adding too much of one ingredient can have a detrimental effect on the final product. Measure ingredients off to one side and then add them to the mixing bowl.


Use butter when it is called for. Don’t substitute a spread or reduced-fat product for butter. Use only oils when they are specified, as well.




Don’t sift dry ingredients. Most flours have already been sifted, so there is no need for the additional step unless it is stated. Use a wire whisk to mix dry ingredients before slowly incorporating them with wet ingredients.


Temperature of ingredients. In general, it is best to have all ingredients at room temperature prior to starting a recipe. This includes eggs, butter, cream, and milk. When whipping egg whites, make sure the bowl is clean and dry and the egg whites are at room temperature. They will whip up and stiffen better than if they are cold. On the other hand, to whip up heavy cream, it works best when the bowl, beaters, and cream are chilled. My routine is to put the beaters, mixing bowl, and cream in the freezer for several minutes before I begin whipping.





Kitchen Temperature. Doughs with yeast are sensitive to the temperature of the environment in which they are placed to rise. Yeast doughs will rise swiftly in a warm, draft-free area. If the dough is in a cool area, it will take longer . . . sometimes overnight.


Kneading. Here are some basic kneading guidelines: Once the dough has come together firmly in a ball and leaves the sides of the bowl cleanly, turn it out of the bowl onto a clean, lightly floured work surface. Knead for 10 minutes—or whatever time is specified in the recipe. To knead, first stretch the dough away from you. Then gather it back into a ball. Turn the dough about a quarter turn and repeat the process of pulling it away from you then back into a ball. Repeat this until you have turned/kneaded the dough for the indicated amount of time. The average kneading time is about 10 minutes. The texture of the dough will change as it is kneaded to where it will become smooth and elastic. When the kneading is done, place the dough in a clean oiled bowl and lightly oil the top of the dough ball. Cover the bowl with a damp kitchen towel (cotton—not terry cloth).
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You can test if the dough has risen properly by lightly pressing a finger into the top of the risen dough (usually 1 to 1½ hours in a 70˚F kitchen). It’s ready if the dough does not spring back. The rising time is important to keep an eye on. If a dough has not risen enough, the bread will be dense and thick. If the dough has risen too much, there is a risk that the dough will collapse in on itself while it is baking.


Oven Temperature. In yeast doughs, the purpose of a hot oven (400˚F) is to kill the yeast activity. So, make sure the oven has been preheated properly to not only stop/kill the yeast fermentation but to also give the bread a crispy crust. For pastries, bake them in the center of a preheated oven. Avoid opening the door before they are done. When done, test them visually or by careful touch and continue baking if necessary.
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