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FOREWORD
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My sister was not supposed to be a baker.

She was supposed to pursue a career in some art-related profession—possibly a curator or an art historian or art publisher. She even worked for a time at an art institute, so everyone in the family was a bit taken aback when Margaret left that job to work as an apprentice baker in a fancy food shop in Manhattan.

I guess we shouldn’t have been surprised. Margaret would spend endless hours with our grandmother making cookies, jelly rolls, and something Grandma always referred to as “those bars you love,” a three-layered affair with a plain cookie base, chocolate chip middle, and coconut on top. We both liked these bars, but neither Margaret nor I were entirely sure why Grandma had determined that these were my favorite. I might point out here that Grandma never asked me if I wanted to bake anything with her. (She did, however, allow me once to help her make chopped chicken liver, and to this day I can’t chop an onion without thinking of that experience.)

One of the things that impresses me most about my sister’s baking is her commitment to excellence. “Good enough” is never good enough for Margaret. Recipes that call for butter get butter, not lower cost margarine. There’s a right way to make her signature rugelach dough, and a wrong way. It’s always the right way for Margaret.

At the same time Margaret never gives me the impression that baking is a magical art to be mastered only by a select few. One time I needed to bring a dessert to a party, and I asked Margaret what I should make. She sent me the recipe for her remarkably simple carrot cake. I followed her directions, and produced a dessert that was sublime, quite to the astonishment of my friends. I’d say that even a clod in the kitchen like me can get it right with Margaret’s directions.

But if baking is straightforward, it is still not something to be trifled with. Hedge fund managers or TV celebrities who decide to try a new challenge by becoming bakers drive my sister nuts. When they produce glitzy cookbooks sharing their newly discovered secrets, Margaret just shakes her head. For my sister, baking always presents new challenges—maybe making her own sourdough starter and creating magnificent rolls, maybe concocting a recipe for whoopee pies—but baking is never a “new challenge.” It’s the only challenge.

I’m so proud of my sister’s success as a baker, and so happy this book will let her share her years of baking wisdom with others. You can decide for yourself if her coconut bars deserve the title of “those bars you love.” But if they don’t do that for you, that’s okay—another recipe in this book certainly will.

—Joe Palca, science correspondent for NPR

(and Margaret’s brother)
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INTRODUCTION
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I have an early memory as a little girl standing on a chair in my Grandma’s tiny kitchen in her beautiful New York City apartment. This extraordinary woman was an accomplished pianist, an art collector, well read, a plant lover, as well as a natural born baker—a talent she liked to share with me. I couldn’t wait for our dates. Often, she would let me watch her make blintzes, and her yeast coffee cake was celebrated but too complicated for an afternoon visit, so we usually stuck to chocolate chip cookies (pg. 10) and Santa Snacks (pg. 13)—licking of little fingers was always compulsory. Her old hands never lost their skill.

My next excursion into the food world took place in high school. As seniors, we were given a six-week work period to explore different professions, so our families opened their offices and businesses and shared them with the class. I wanted to work in a restaurant and was lucky enough to find a spot in one of the most elegant French restaurants in New York: Le Pavillon. The pastry chef known as Willy took me under his wing, shared his techniques, and introduced me to the walk-in refrigerator. I had never seen so many quarts of heavy cream. After separating eggs for hours and hours, Willy would reward me with a small version of that night’s special dessert—once a Grand Marnier soufflé. The best part of the job was taking home samples. Even my Grandma was impressed.
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Willy and me at Le Pavillon

After my taste of French cuisine in New York, I was anxious to see the real thing so I persuaded my parents to send me to Paris the summer before college. Paris, what a wonderful city to be in if you love food—and pastry. For two months, I studied French at the Alliance Francais and cooking at École de Cuisine Le Pot au Feu.

Then came college and the trauma of the newly independent years. I was laid off from my first job at the American Federation of Arts and thought now what? Could I possibly be a baker, what I really yearned for? It began to take shape in my mind. I had a notion that to be professional I had to create a product most people wouldn’t make at home. I decided on the madeleine, a small shell-shaped sponge cake made famous by Marcel Proust. It turned out to be a temperamental little so-and-so with clarified butter, well-sifted flour, and everything at just the right temperature. I tested every version of the recipe I could find until I arrived at the perfect madeleine. My father, my champion who believed I could do anything, offered to be my sales agent but I was much too scared. Off he went anyway to deliver my samples to Joel Dean, the owner of the then-brand-new and elegant Dean & DeLuca in Soho. Mr. Dean loved it and ordered six dozen.

Quick recognition was good for my ego, but it takes a lot of madeleines to pay the rent so I went to work at a fancy gourmet shop on the Upper East Side of Manhattan called Fraser Morris Fine Foods, but only part-time. I apprenticed myself to Russell Carr, the pastry chef for the Chelsea Baking Company. After finishing my morning shift at Fraser Morris, I would head downtown to work with Russell. He taught me how to roll and make pie dough and various fillings. He was also a masterful decorator—he could make icing roses the size of a pin. His techniques were an inspiration to me.

When the owners of Fraser Morris saw how serious I was about baking, they allowed me to sell some of my baked goods in the shop. Pretty soon, because of their success, they asked me to be full-time baker for the shop. and put a professional kitchen at my disposal—I couldn’t have been happier! For three years I baked nonstop, winning the hearts of the Upper East Side neighborhood.

With this invaluable experience under my belt, I felt that it was time to be my own boss, so I left Fraser Morris and went back to baking at home in Manhattan. A friend recommended some coffee shops on Court Street in Brooklyn that might be prospective customers, so in 1984 with sample products under my arm, I took the #2 train to Borough Hall in Brooklyn, walked down Court Street, and found not only new customers but a lifestyle that suited me. I persuaded my family to rent a large Brooklyn brownstone and converted the entire basement into a huge kitchen.
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The house was on a quiet street and the smells from the rugelach we baked were irresistible to the neighbors. We soon had friends. By coincidence there was a restaurant supply factory at the end of the block. The factory workers would hang around my door looking longingly at the cookies. My reward for the samples I gave them was a huge oval metal cookie platter I use to this day. And so my bakery became a reality. I called it Margaret Palca Bakes so there would be no question about what I do or who I am.

When the original Brooklyn brownstone was no longer available, my husband and I packed up our equipment, daughters, and cats and moved westward across the vast plains of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway (BQE) into no-man’s-land. This no-man’s-land is now known as Brooklyn’s exclusive Columbia Street Waterfront District, but this was not the case in 1989. With rundown buildings, huge vacant lots inhabited by rats and garbage, we were pioneers, but the poor condition of the neighborhood made it possible for us to afford a house with a perfect view of the Manhattan skyline from the third story window. Plus, the first floor of the house was a commercial space—perfect for a bakery. My former boss at Fraser Morris gave me all the bakery equipment that was no longer in use after my departure. What a windfall. Two mixers, bowls, sheet pans and racks, the works (and all free) and we were really in business.

For almost eight years I baked in this house. We sold hundreds of pounds of rugelach per week; we couldn’t roll it fast enough. Our customers were all the major food shops in Manhattan: Balducci’s, Dean & DeLuca, Jefferson Market, Citarella Gourmet Market, Garden of Eden Marketplace, Amish Market, Mangia, Fairway Market, and lots of smaller cafés. My father was very proud. Rugelach was no longer our only attraction. We added a whole repertoire of baked goods and were constantly coming up with new recipes and filling requests for loaf cakes, fruit tarts, red velvet cupcakes, cream cheese brownies, pecan bars, and more.
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Marty Markowitz and me at Margaret Palca Bakes

As with our first Brooklyn neighborhood, we made our presence felt in this neighborhood, too. Marty Markowitz, Brooklyn Borough President, gave me a certificate from his office declaring an official Margaret Palca Bakes day. The men in the “social club” across the street didn’t know what to make of me. “No Italian cannolis?” We put an espresso machine in the tiny café in front of our kitchen so that my “mini-mob” could have a place to sit with espresso—and rugelach.

In 1989, food writer Ed Levine “discovered” me. His article about his search for the best rugelach appeared in the New York Times—and I was featured! It is a truly exciting and flattering experience to open the newspaper and see a picture of yourself. Not to mention the extraordinary reach of the New York Times. The phone rang for days and from places as far away as Minnesota.
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New York Times feature, November 12, 1997

We were bursting at the seams until it came time to expand once more to our present location. The landlord was thrilled to rent me the space when we first moved in—it had been vacant for a long time. We are now on Columbia Street in Brooklyn with a huge kitchen, bakery, and small café facing the street. I’m able to accommodate more equipment (with my own walk-in refrigerator!) plus more man power than I’ve ever had before. By now I am known in the neighborhood. Our café attracts old friends and newcomers alike. I’ve made birthday cakes for children who are now asking me to bake their wedding cakes.
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The café in front of the bakery needed a range of new food offerings besides baked goods. Sandwiches, for instance. But what bread to use? A baker faced with this dilemma has to roll up her sleeves and create her own rolls (with some help from Nancy Silverton of La Brea Bakery and Amy from Amy’s Bread by my side). I am now a bread baker and the mother of a sour dough starter, scientific wonder child.

For as long as I’ve been baking, I am still learning. Food trends change and you have to accommodate. There are now chia and flax seeds in my whole wheat bread. Who would have thought that roasted kale bread crumbs would catch on? How do you make breakfast oatmeal so delicious you can’t wait to eat it? Bake it with lots of dried fruits and nuts—and keep it gluten-free in the bargain. This book is a kind of cooking memoir—a chronological guide to my baking career and all the recipes that led me to Margaret Palca Bakes. The index will guide you in a more traditional way. I’m pleased to share these baking secrets with you along with everything else I’ve learned over my thirty-five-year culinary journey.


BASIC EQUIPMENT
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[image: images]   Measuring spoons

[image: images]   Liquid and dry measuring cups (preferably not made of glass)

[image: images]   Spatulas

[image: images]   Large and small rubber spatulas

[image: images]   A flat metal spatula and an offset metal spatula

[image: images]   Large plastic bowl scraper

[image: images]   Dough hook, paddle, and whisk attachments for your mixer

[image: images]   Food Processor

[image: images]   Metal bowls of many sizes (plus one bigger than you think you’ll ever use)

[image: images]   Heavy bottomed cookie sheets and baking pans

[image: images]   Parchment paper and pan release spray (this is indispensable)

[image: images]   Rolling pins (match the size of your pin to the size of the work space)

[image: images]   A traditional rolling pin (good for sugar and gingerbread dough)

[image: images]   A French tapered wooden pin (good for rolling pie dough and rugelach rounds)

[image: images]   Sturdy pot holders

[image: images]   Pastry bags and couplers with various sized tips

[image: images]   Food coloring, decorations, and sprinkles

[image: images]   Space in your refrigerator and freezer

[image: images]   A digital food scale (can be useful, but not essential)
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Helpful Hints

Read each recipe carefully before you start. It’s important to have all the ingredients, but you can make some substitutions. You can use brown sugar in place of granulated sugar by adding an extra ¼ cup of brown sugar. You can create buttermilk out of whole milk by adding 1 tablespoon of lemon juice to 1 cup of whole milk. You can also substitute sour cream for buttermilk in the exact amounts.

Plan in advance. Many ingredients must be used at room temperature. Some need to be kept chilled. This is indicated in every recipe.

Don’t leave the room while you’re baking. Your oven may not bake evenly and you might need to move the pan to a higher or lower rack during baking. I give an average range of baking times but it is advisable to check the oven often.

General Observations

Baking is messy work. You wash your hands every five minutes (forget beautiful nails), you dirty a lot of equipment, and the equipment you dirty won’t always fit in the dishwasher. One great advantage of being a professional baker is … someone else washes the dishes.

Rolling dough takes practice. Overworked dough, rolled, and rerolled will be tough. It is better to settle for an imperfect round than to reroll it.

Always make rugelach on a cool, dry day. The cooler the room the better.

Pie dough is a fragile dough. Do not reroll it or the crust will be too doughy. Throw away the scraps of leftover dough when rolling pie or tart shells.

Scraps of sugar and linzer dough can be reused.

Be very gentle with yeast dough. If you are having a hard time forming rolls, let the dough rest. Leave it for ten minutes on the floured work table and drape a piece of plastic wrap over it. It will be easy to form again. This will take practice. The bread will taste delicious even if it doesn’t look perfect. You can mist the rolls while they’re baking. Halfway through baking I spray the rolls with water to create steam to give them somewhat more of a crust.

Using a pastry bag also requires practice. Some people get the feel of the bag right away and others find the icing coming out of the top. The pastry bag can get clogged, but running the tip under very hot water while you squeeze the bag usually does the trick. If not, take off the tip of the bag and wash it. You must stir the icing well before filling the pastry bag.

A Final Thought

I have always tried not to be wasteful of ingredients or even the finished product. I don’t believe in disposable pans or pastry bags. I try to recycle my garbage bags from one bread baking to the next. If you have made too large a batch of baked goods, find someone you can share with.




CHAPTER ONE

WHAT I LEARNED FROM GRANDMA
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CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES

SANTA SNACKS OR MAGIC BARS



CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES
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I love chocolate chip cookies. I believe a chocolate chip cookie a day keeps the doctor away. I loved making chocolate chip cookies with my grandma and eating the delicious batter—I couldn’t wait for the cookies to come out of the oven. If you feel the same way about chocolate chip cookies, I recommend making enough dough to bake a batch of cookies plus extra to store in the refrigerator for later so that whenever you need a cookie, it is only a few minutes away.

MAKES 24–30 COOKIES

1 cup unsalted butter at room temperature

¾ cup granulated sugar

¾ cup brown sugar

2 extra-large eggs

½ tsp. pure vanilla extract

2 cups all-purpose flour

1 tsp. baking soda

¼ tsp. salt

⅓ cup chopped walnuts

2 cups semi-sweet chocolate chips

Preheat oven to 350°F. Spray a cookie sheet or line it with parchment paper. In the bowl of an electric mixer beat the butter and sugars at medium speed until well combined. Break the eggs into a cup and add them to the mixer followed by the vanilla. Measure the flour, baking soda, and salt into a small bowl and add to the mixer, beating on low speed until the flour is combined. Add the walnuts and chocolate chips and mix until combined. If the dough is very soft, chill it for 30 minutes. Form the dough into balls about the size of a ping pong ball. Eight should fit on a 10 x 15-inch cookie sheet and give the cookies room to spread. Bake for 10 to 12 minutes or until cookies are lightly brown. Remove from oven and allow the cookies to cool so you don’t burn your mouth! Use all the dough or place in a plastic container. Store in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks or in the freezer for up to 3 months.
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SANTA SNACKS OR MAGIC BARS
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These delicious bars were always our favorites to make because we loved nibbling on the ingredients as we added them. We made them all year round (despite their name).

MAKES 9 BARS

½ cup unsalted butter, melted

1 cup flaked coconut

1 cup graham cracker crumbs

1 cup semi-sweet chocolate chips

1 cup chopped nuts

1 (15 oz.) can sweetened condensed milk

Preheat oven to 350° F. Spray a 9 x 9 x 2-inch baking pan. Combine butter, coconut, and graham cracker crumbs in baking pan. Press lightly. Cover with a layer of semi-sweet chocolate chips. Sprinkle with a layer of chopped nuts. Drizzle sweetened condensed milk evenly over the surface. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes or until lightly brown and bubbly on top. Cool completely before cutting.
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CHAPTER TWO

MY FIRST PRODUCT
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MADELEINES



MADELEINES
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I wanted to be a professional baker, but I only had a home oven at my disposal. I needed to think hard about what product would be my introduction. I came up with madeleines because I had inherited several madeleine pans and loved how they looked, so I set out to perfect the recipe. I was fortunate to have a father who didn’t mind testing my unsuccessful first attempts of batches that were too dry, too hard, too rubbery! Until finally a perfect, delicate madeleine came to life. Keep in mind that you must eat them fast; their delicate cake quality is fleeting—like the madeleine business.

MAKES 24 MADELEINES

2 extra-large eggs

⅓ cup granulated sugar

Rind of ½ a lemon

1 tsp. pure vanilla extract

5 tbsp. unsalted melted butter, clarified*

½ cup all-purpose flour

Preheat oven to 350°F. Spray two madeleine pans. In the bowl of an electric mixer beat eggs and sugar until light and fluffy, add the lemon rind, and vanilla and beat to combine. Remove the bowl from the machine. Add butter and flour alternately and fold them in gently with a rubber spatula so you do not deflate the eggs. No flour lumps or butter lines should be visible. With a spoon, fill the madeleine pans and place them in the oven. Bake 5 to 7 minutes. You must watch carefully as they bake very fast and you do not want them to brown. Allow to cool for a few minutes. It is easier to remove them from the pan when they are still slightly warm. Lift the madeleine pan on its side and with a small knife loosen the madeleine at the base of the shell. It should fall out. Allow to cool completely on a metal rack. Sprinkle with confectioners’ sugar and eat within 24 hours.
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