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INTRODUCTION


Why Baking 9-1-1? What should I hope to get out of this book?

THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU, the home baker.

As a professional baker, I am a magnet for baking questions. When I made cookies for Manhattan boutiques and stayed to help sell them, customers wanted to know how to make a chocolate chip cookie that was thick and chewy. As I distributed gourmet foods to specialty stores in the Northeast, shoppers would constantly stop me just to ask a “quick question” about their cheesecake that would always crack or their bread that wouldn’t rise. Inevitably, we’d swap more than a few tidbits of advice. Sometimes when I’m picking up items in the baking section of the grocery store, shoppers ask me about ingredients. They must think that anyone who would fill her cart with fifty pounds each of flour and sugar, or ten boxes of chocolate squares, must know about baking.

Part science, part nuance, and a lot of art, baking leaves people stumped. Yet, there’s such an upside—impressive desserts, breads that rise like the summer moon, and pastries as flaky as anything you’d find in Paris—that I understand why people go in search of help as if they were seeking the Holy Grail. In my many incarnations—as baking mix company proprietor, specialty food salesperson, obsessive home baker, and founder of www.baking911.com— I have answered more than 75,000 questions. The best questions were the perplexing ones that left me performing kitchen chemistry and testing recipes.

However, when I didn’t have time to experiment or couldn’t conjure an answer, I didn’t know where to direct bakers. Common baking questions such as “When a recipe indicates, ‘1 cup flour, sifted,’ do I sift first and then measure or vice versa?” (page 33), “What is ‘room temperature’ butter?” (page 14) “Can I use ingredients right from the refrigerator instead of waiting for them to come to room temperature?” “What is the best way to store what I make?” and others confound bakers endlessly because answers to these questions aren’t written down anywhere! When I looked in my collection of over 200 cookbooks, sometimes I couldn’t find anything more than a recipe with little information for the home baker.

So, I decided to create my own source. I wanted to give you something that would fit on your kitchen counter, a manageable tome you could depend on for easy reference, that you would reach for as quickly as your favorite pan. I believed answers to more than 130 questions I was asked most frequently would assist any baker, from novice to professional. To accompany my answers I developed forty recipes for the baked goods people most like to make, because I discovered that many recipes aren’t tailored toward getting you the result you want. My recipes are designed to help you circumvent the problems that leave you with disappointing outcomes. Some recipes took months to develop and refine, and don’t appear on my website—this book is their debut!

My favorite saying is “the recipe rules!” A recipe is a blueprint, ensuring you will get a specific outcome. In essence, you can’t get thick chocolate chip cookie unless you have a recipe written to make one. Yes, techniques help, such as chilling the dough or avoiding placing cookie dough on a warm baking sheet, but the ultimate DNA of a cookie comes from its recipe.

My goal in solving problems was to keep the baked goods as close as possible to the color, texture, smell, and other qualities people most adore. I also explain why things happen the way they do so you can predict and avoid disappointment when baking other recipes.

MY PROMISES TO YOU

There’s nothing more frustrating than hearing someone make empty promises about baking, which, again, is all about the odd combination of science, nuance, and art, which are ethereal and unpredictable. When I sat down to write this book, I vowed the following:

• To never say “It is quick and easy,” because baking isn’t: especially when you’re learning how to bake or making a recipe for the first time. Baking becomes easier with practice (and with this book, even if you just bake for the holidays), but it isn’t automatically a breeze.

• To never use the word “perfect.” Baking is a creative process in which there are hundreds of variables at play at once. It is not a realm in which you should strive for perfection. However, I will show you tips and tricks that will minimize mishaps.

• To always explain why something happened the way it did. Recipes leave out explanations and can simply say: “Prepare pan;” “Cream butter with sugar;” “Whip egg whites;” “Take it from the oven when done.” If you know why to do something you can apply that knowledge to all areas of baking and cooking.

• To avoid funny-sounding or obscure ingredients. I worked hard to develop recipes that use common ingredients, with familiar mixing and baking techniques.

• To avoid recipe variables that make you play chemist: Recipes that suggest “If you add two tablespoons of flour you will get a puffy cookie” or “More chocolate makes for a fudgier brownie” are vague and invite disappointment.

• To not be vague: If you understand what you are doing, baking will make much more sense and become easier. I have set out to give ample and detailed explanations throughout the book.

PERFECTION IS HIGHLY OVERRATED

The most common question I get is, “What did I do wrong?” Perfection is the theme of all the e-mail I receive: “I want my recipe to turn out flawlessly because the relatives are coming for Christmas, and I haven’t baked all year!” “I want to surprise my new husband with a cheesecake, but I’ve never made one before.” “I want to make cupcakes that are richer than anyone has ever had for my son’s birthday.”

My answers and recipes will help anxiety-ridden bakers, but the best advice I give is simple: Worrying is a waste of time. Be yourself and do what you can do—and always pat yourself on the back for trying to make something homemade. The thought, effort, and love you put into your recipes are always revealed at the table.

If you do end up with something subpar, do what I do: serve it as is or have an extra dessert on hand, either from the store or one you baked from a cake mix and stored in the freezer for emergencies. Don’t say a word; cover it with whipped cream. I always say: “Whipped cream hides most baking sins!” Or serve a bowl of ice cream and some fresh fruit.

TAKE MY SUGGESTIONS BUT TRUST YOURSELF

The suggestions in Baking 9-1-1 reflect my observations, what I have learned from others, and what I have gleaned from experimentation. My family always jokes that as long as I’m baking and cooking, they’ll never eat anything twice. If you have a way to bake that works for you, then stick with it (as long as safety concerns are followed) and see if my tips help you to improve upon what you know.

WHAT’S THE BEST WAY TO USE THIS BOOK?

Whether you’re a novice or experienced, an everyday baker or holidays-only, I think you will find ideas and recipes here that will work their way into your baking practice and canon of favorite things to make. Of course you can use this book in any way that suits you, but here’s what I recommend:

• Explore the first three chapters, either skimming if you’re experienced or reading intently if you’re a novice. You’ll find essential background on some of what you’ll be doing as you bake, whether with my recipes or with others.

• Move on to the chapters that have baked goods that interest you—cakes, cookies, pastry, pies, chocolate, breads, and quick breads. Each chapter explains the interplay of ingredients, essential methods, and tips. Avoid making substitutions, unless you’ve fully considered their impact and compensated for it.

WHAT IF I STILL HAVE QUESTIONS?

You can ask me baking questions any time. Just go to www.baking911.com, click on “Ask Sarah,” and post your question.

I hope these questions, answers, and recipes help make you a supremely confident baker, and a successful one. Enjoy the fruits of your labor of love!

Happy Baking!
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SARAH’S KITCHEN PANTRY


So, what’s in your kitchen, Sarah? … the inside story on equipment I can’t live (or at least bake) without.

THE BAKER MUST WORK within the parameters of a recipe to produce a baked good that will rise, set, and taste the way he or she intends. Important in your ability to achieve that is having the right equipment and an accurate oven, and by avoiding overmixing or overbaking. Recipes don’t have to be followed dead on, but if you stray by more than about 20 percent, you risk disappointment. Keep in mind, too, that not all recipes work in the first place, and it’s hard to tell that in advance!

WHAT EVERY BAKER SHOULD HAVE

Nested metal dry measuring cups: Measure dry ingredients, solid fats, brown sugar, peanut butter, honey, molasses, corn syrup, sour cream, yogurt, applesauce, and flaked coconut. I use them in sets in ⅛, ¼, ⅓, ½ and 1 cup sizes.

Heatproof glass measuring cups for liquid ingredients: Measure all liquids such as water, milk, buttermilk, and oil, in amounts at or above ¼ cup; for less than ¼ cup use measuring spoons. I have the basic 1-, 4-, and 8-cup sizes. Larger sizes (4-cup or more) are perfect to use as mixing bowls as well.

Measuring spoons: They come in different sizes. They are used to measure both dry and liquid ingredients. Don’t try to measure with spoons meant for table use.

Ruler and tape measure: I always keep a ruler and a tape measure in my kitchen drawer and use them all the time. They measure the size of pans and parchment paper, cookie dough, pie crusts, ready-made pastry, etc. A ruler is handy when scoring dough; place it on the dough as a guide for the knife. A recipe will bake more evenly if divided equally.

Welcome to my kitchen:

“It’s an avalanche,” I yelled on a hot summer day many years ago as I opened the door to my large closet-like pantry. As the shelf inside gave way, out came bags and boxes of ingredients and pots and pans galore and things that I didn’t even remember owning. It was then I decided to make some changes. It was either remodel the kitchen or clean out the closet. Luckily for my marriage I chose the latter.

My goal was to keep only the essentials I needed for cooking and baking so that I would not have to wear a bicycle helmet every time I opened that door. I share with you my findings.

Because I bake (and cook) all the time not only for my family but also to develop recipes, I have several sets of everything listed here, especially measuring cups and spoons. I have been collecting kitchen stuff for years. My kitchen is small by suburban standards, but everything is within reach, making it extremely efficient.

This is a small sampling of what I have on hand to bake almost anything. Of course, I occasionally go to the store for something special.

Happy baking,

Sarah

Scale: When more than doubling a recipe, I recommend weighing dry ingredients to ensure accuracy. Make sure the scale measures up to several pounds in ¼ -ounce (5-gram) increments.

Thermometers: These come in different types for different purposes. They are essential to accurate baking and chocolate work. When you get a new thermometer, always place in it boiling water for about five minutes to test whether or not it reads 212 degrees F C(100 degrees C) at the boiling point. This way you will know your exact thermometer reading, and you can make adjustments if necessary or return it.

• Instant read thermometer: A small and thin thermometer with a gauge or digital readout on top. I use mine all the time to check the doneness of breads, temperature of ingredients, and the temperature of the warm water used to dissolve yeast. You’ll notice that chefs have them clipped on their jackets all the time.

• Candy or deep-fat thermometer: A handy kitchen gadget necessary for testing temperature when making candy, syrups, jams, jellies, and when deep-frying, in order to get the food to exactly the right temperature.

• Mercury-gauge chocolate thermometer: Used when melting and tempering chocolate; is the most accurate thermometer for these purposes. Don’t use a candy thermometer because the temperature gauge does not register low enough.

• Oven thermometer: Essential to baking. Ovens can be off by as much as 50 degrees F and the thermometer helps you to adjust the heat for proper baking.

Sarah Says: Every baker has—or develops—preferences about specific makes or equipment. But if you’re just beginning to bake, I recommend trying out equipment that seems solid and well made, but is not necessarily the most expensive. Timer: This is essential to help you keep track of baking times. I also use mine to keep track of mixing times. You can use the timer from the microwave or stove or get a freestanding one.

WOULDN’T-WANT-TO-BAKE-WITHOUT-IT EQUIPMENT

BAKING PANS

Always use the size and type specified in a recipe. If you don’t have the correct pan size, you can substitute one for another, but the ideal pan substitution is one that keeps close to the same batter volume and depth of the original. Heavyweight, dull aluminum pans with straight edges are the best to use. If your budget is limited, here is one place to splurge for a really good set.

For pies, I prefer heatproof glass pie plates. They distribute the heat better than metal ones, and you can look underneath to see how the crust is browning. I also prefer heatproof glass pans for fruit-based desserts, but you can use nonstick metal ones, too.

QUESTION: I just purchased a set of nonstick pans. Do I have to grease them?

ANSWER: Yes. Think of nonstick pan as “less-stick,” as baking recipes still stick to them. Spray with vegetable oil or grease with butter or shortening. For cakes that are hard to unmold such as Bundt cakes, flour the pan, as well. Or, if you want to apply an extra thick layer of grease in the pan, grease the pan as you normally would, pop it in the freezer for 5 to 10 minutes to set, and then apply a second coating. Let it sit at room temperature before filling.

Sarah Says: For years I baked with pans purchased from the grocery store, and they were fine. Just recently, I purchased a heavier set and I like it better. To verify the size you have:

• Check the bottom of the pan and see if the manufacturer has marked it for you.

• If it is a baking pan such as cake pan, measure the length and width at the inside edges across the top.

• To find the volume measure tap water in a measuring cup and pour into the pan. Fill it to the brim. Note how much water you used.

• Saucepans and skillets should be measured from outside edges across the top.

• Depth is always measured on the outside, vertically from the bottom of the pan to the top edge.

BAKING (COOKIE) SHEETS

When I was invited to tour Land O’Lakes Headquarters in Minneapolis, I witnessed the making of chocolate chip cookies in their test kitchen. The goal was to test three different types of cookie sheets. The winner: non-insulated, nonstick, shiny aluminum pans with rims. The cookies were lightly and evenly browned around the edges, with a hint of browning on top. They spread the least and baked the fastest. Insulated sheets were far inferior for baking cookies evenly.

Sarah Says: Using a metal spatula, always scrape the crumbs from your baking sheets between batches. Or, line with parchment if you prefer a quick and easy clean-up. If you like to use insulated ones and can’t buy them, double up your current pans: put one on top of another to create “padding” against the oven heat. Be careful when taking the top sheet out of the oven—leave the bottom one in the oven and just take out the top one holding the cookies.

BOWLS

You’ve just got to have them. What kind and how many:

• Mixing bowls: I prefer nested metal ones because they are light and can be banged around more without getting hurt, but heatproof glass bowls work well, too.

Sarah Says: The amount of water in the lower part of the double boiler has to be watched. It can quickly evaporate, even if kept at a simmer, causing both the bottom pan and the recipe to burn.

• Heatproof glass custard cups: great for melting butter and chocolate in the microwave and for holding premeasured ingredients.

CUTTING BOARDS

I use plastic cutting boards, separated by the food types I cut on them. Wooden boards can hold oils and odors that food will absorb.

DOUBLE BOILERS

Used as an indirect heating method, a double boiler is basically two pots that stack one on top of the other, where the bottom pot holds boiling water and the top one holds the food. The steam from the hot water beneath gently heats the contents in the pot above with a cushion of air in between. It is used when making delicate custards, melting chocolate (page 166) or cooking meringue icing (page 55), to provide gentle cooking heat.

If you don’t have a double boiler, you can take a heavy-bottomed saucepan and fit a stainless steel or heatproof glass bowl tightly over it. I prefer a glass bowl because it retains the heat more evenly, which is good for chocolate work.

Never let the top of your double boiler touch the water below. Boiling water is 212 degrees F; that’s too hot and is considered direct heat.

ELECTRIC MIXERS

These can be either stand or handheld. I have both a KitchenAid Heavy Duty stand and Cuisinart handheld mixers. If you are a beginner, start with a handheld mixer.

Stand mixers are more powerful and quicker than handheld, so be sure not to overmix your dough or batter.

MIXING SPOONS

I recommend both wooden and heatproof spoons for hot mixtures. Stainless steel cooks’ spoons work well for all others. Do not use wooden when melting chocolate (page 166); it absorbs moisture and may cause chocolate to seize.

MUFFIN TINS

Muffin tin measurements will vary. Use a size closest to the ones listed. They come in 6- or 12-muffin sizes. Fill about ½ to ¾ full depending on the recipe. Muffin top tins are filled to the rim:

• Standard muffin cup is approximately 2½ inches in diameter and holds ¼ to ⅓ cup of batter.

• Giant, jumbo, or Texas-size muffin cup is approximately 3½ inches in diameter and holds 1 cup of batter.

• Miniature muffin cup is approximately 1½ to 2 inches in diameter and holds about 1 tablespoon batter.

• Muffin top cup is approximately 4 inches in diameter but only ½ inch deep. Holds ½ cup batter.

PAPERS AND FOIL

• Parchment paper: I use parchment paper, also called baking paper, frequently because it is nonstick and allows me to remove the baked recipe from its pan more easily.

• Waxed paper: Waxed paper is essentially tissue paper that’s coated with paraffin on both sides, supposedly making it greaseproof and moisture proof. It lets liquids soak through eventually, tears easily, and the wax will start to melt unless it’s completely covered and protected from the heat. Many bakers use it to line the bottom of a batter-filled cake or brownie pan, but I prefer parchment.

• Aluminum foil: There is no difference between the shiny and dull sides—I called the manufacturer and asked. It doesn’t matter “which side is up.”

PIE AND TART PANS

Standard pie pans are 8 or 9 inches in diameter and 1¼ inches deep. The two sizes are interchangeable. Deep-dish pies are baked in larger pans with deeper sides or baking pans or casserole dishes. Larger or deeper pans require additional dough and filling.

Standard tart pans are round, with a 9- or 10-inch diameter and 1-inch deep fluted sides and a removable bottom. I prefer tin-plated tart pans to black steel ones; they are easier to maintain and do not rust. Tarts are also baked in metal rings placed directly on a baking sheet.

ROLLING PINS

Both straight wooden and straight stainless steel pins are highly recommended. Never wash your hardwood pin; wipe it thoroughly with a damp cloth after each use.

SHEET (JELLY ROLL) PANS

There are two types of sheet pans, one for commercial use, and the other that can fit in a home oven. You’ll see both types for sale. Home sizes:

10½ - by 15½ - by 1-inch

12½ - by 17½ - by 1-inch

SPATULAS AND SCRAPERS

• Rubber spatula: I have them in multiple sizes. I mostly use them to scrape ingredients off the sides of bowls during mixing, for folding ingredients into a dough or spreading batter evenly in a pan.

• Offset spatula: the true spatula. A long metal blade with a rounded tip and straight edges, bent at an angle to be lower than but parallel to the handle; used to flip and transfer foods, lift edges to look underneath, and level dry ingredients for proper measuring. I also use it to loosen the sides of baked goods from the pan because it’s thin and relatively sharp.

• Icing spatula: I like to use a 10-inch spatula for icing cakes. An icing spatula can be straight or offset, and only about 1 inch wide.

• Metal Spatula. A versatile utensil for flipping pancakes, removing cookies or corn bread from baking pans, and serving cake squares. The sharper the edge, the better.

• Bench or dough scraper: Used to scrape and lift dough from flat surfaces, for example pastry or cookie dough. A bench scraper is a small, rectangular (3 by 6-inch or 4 by 6-inch) stainless steel somewhat dull blade with a handle, available in cookware stores. If you can’t find one, go to any paint or hardware store and pick up a 5- or 6-inch wide Sheetrock broad knife.

STRAINERS

Strainers and sieves are bowl-shaped utensils with a perforated or mesh bottom and sometimes a handle, used to separate solids from liquids and to sift dry ingredients. I have from small to large.

WHISKS

A whisk has strands of looped wire attached to a long handle. I use a flat, straight whisk for making smooth sauces or cooked fillings because it can get into the corners of the pan. Balloon whisks are used for whipping and folding delicate ingredients by hand. I also have piano whisks in several sizes that I use to mix sauces or light batters as well as to do quick whisking.

WIRE CAKE OR COOLING RACKS

Essential. They are used to cool baked goods. Mine have a 3-inch clearance between the rack and the countertop; it prevents condensation from forming. The general rule is to remove the pan with its contents to the wire cake rack for 10 minutes before unmolding. This will help prevent the recipe from cracking or breaking because it’s too hot. However, if you leave most baked goods in the pan too long after baking, they will sweat on the bottom and become nearly impossible to remove neatly from the pan.

For glazing baked goods I use a ¾-inch-high rack set in a parchment- or waxed paper—lined sheet pan.
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INGREDIENTS


What do ingredients contribute to your recipe?

A RECIPE IS ONLY AS GOOD as the ingredients that are used to make it. If you put top quality ingredients into your recipe, you’ll get a top quality baked good. Use only the freshest and best that you can buy. Use real chocolate when making chocolate confections. Those chocolate-flavored morsels may be cheaper, but that’s exactly how they taste. The same is true for almost every ingredient. This is the place to splurge.

Wheat flour, sugar, fat, eggs, liquid, leavening, and salt are the basic ingredients used in batters and doughs. The quality of home-baked products depends on the proportions of ingredients, how they are measured, mixed, at what temperature, and in which type of pan and for how long they are baked. These relationships affect the color, flavor, texture, shape, and volume of the finished product.

Use the ingredients your recipe specifies. I’m taking a strong position in making this statement. Remember, baking a recipe successfully is all about the balance among ingredients. If you substitute beyond what the recipe calls for, you can throw off its delicate balance. Even a seemingly simple substitution of a different kind of flour, sugar, or fat can do that.

In general, ingredients can be divided into two types, sometimes overlapping: “tougheners/strengtheners” (flour, whole eggs, egg whites, and milk) are essentially what hold the recipe together, while “tenderizers/weakeners” (fat, sugar, egg yolks, and acid such as lemon juice or cream of tartar), do the opposite: they actually soften the structure. In order for a recipe to bake with all of the qualities we like—creamy, moist, chewy, dense—there needs to be a balance between the two types. If one is increased, decreased, or substituted for, the other must be adjusted to compensate. Having the right types and proportions of flour, eggs, sugar, and fat makes all the difference.

THE TEMPERATURE OF INGREDIENTS

Old-fashioned recipes were hand-mixed, hence the need for warmer ingredients so they’d mix faster. Today, we use electric mixers most of the time and they warm the ingredients. This may sound blasphemous, but I think the whole room temperature thing is old-fashioned. I usually use ingredients cold from the refrigerator except for temperature-sensitive ingredients such as chocolate. In the case of creaming butter and sugar, cold butter will take longer to get to the right consistency before you can add the sugar, but it will get there. You may have some textural differences in your final product, but with electric mixers these differences are minimized.

For recipes other than chocolate ones, I seldom have time to let my eggs and dairy come to room temperature; I always use them right from the refrigerator. I always thought I was doing something wrong and “breaking the rules,” but I didn’t see any difference in how recipes came out. I’ve decided to “come out of the pantry” and share my experience with you. In my recipes, I indicate room temperature to avoid confusion.

Here is my spiel on temperature: Unless a recipe says “chilled,” “cold,” or “warm,” or specifies a temperature in degrees, the implication is to use room temperature ingredients.

METHODS FOR ROOM TEMPERATURE INGREDIENTS (68 TO 70 DEGREES F)

BUTTER

Don’t let butter get too soft or melt (unless specified). If it does, get another cold stick from the refrigerator. It warms as you work with it.

Your butter is at room temperature when:

1. you hold the wrapped butter in your hand and press it gently between your thumb and index finger, they leave an indentation. The butter should still be firm;

2. you can bend a stick of butter slightly with your hands. Again, it should still feel firm;

3. the butter has a shiny surface but doesn’t appear greasy;

4. an instant read thermometer inserted in the center of the stick of butter reads 65 to 68 degrees F. This is the most accurate test.

You can melt butter in a microwave. Unwrap, cut, and place it in a microwave-safe container such as a custard cup, and microwave 1 stick (8 tablespoons or ½ cup) at 100 percent power for one minute. Use less time for smaller amounts such as 30 to 45 seconds when melting 3 to 4 tablespoons (¼ cup or ½ stick butter). Watch carefully so it doesn’t burn! (Note: lower wattage ovens may need more time.) If you melt butter on top of the stove use low heat and watch carefully while stirring frequently. Remove from the heat immediately when just melted.

Sarah Says: If you want to use room temperature ingredients, let them sit out, well covered on a countertop, until they reach 65 to 68 degrees F, which is considered to be fine for room temperature. Nothing that is usually refrigerated (eggs, milk, butter) should stay out for more than two hours.EGGS

Put whole, uncracked eggs in their shells in a bowl of medium-warm tap water for ten to fifteen minutes only. Set a kitchen timer to help you keep track of the time. Turn the eggs in the water with a spoon during that time. If the egg shells are still cold to the touch, repeat for two minutes. Dry them with a towel before cracking.

CREAM CHEESE

You can soften Philadelphia Brand cream cheese by letting it stand for no more than 1 to 2 hours at room temperature. If you can’t wait, place a single unwrapped package on a microwavable plate. Microwave on HIGH for 15 seconds. Add 15 seconds for each additional package of cream cheese. Or beat the cream cheese in a stand mixer on low speed with the paddle attachment.

MILK

For 1½ cups, microwave in a microwave-safe bowl at 50 percent power for 1 minute.

STORING INGREDIENTS

Once you’ve invested in those top quality ingredients, you need to ensure they remain in top form by storing them properly. Here are three basic guidelines to storage:

• Items that must be refrigerated, such as eggs and dairy products, should be kept cold throughout storage, and used quickly.

Sarah Says: Some ingredients do have to be on the warm side of room temperature in order to incorporate—melted chocolate and butter, or other hot ingredients. When folding one batter into another, it’s best to have both at the same temperature.

• Items that don’t require refrigeration, such as spices, white flour, and baking powder, are still perishable.

• Even non-refrigerated items should be kept away from heat.

Flour doesn’t keep forever and is more susceptible to spoilage than you might think. If flour is stored improperly or for too long—especially whole-wheat flour—it can develop a rancid flavor. The fat from the germ in whole grain flour can rot over time, and you can tell by smelling it. Store white flours in a dark, cool pantry in an airtight container; don’t refrigerate or freeze. Whole-wheat flour can also be stored this way, but I like to freeze mine for a longer shelf life.

Leaveners such as baking powder and baking soda should be stored in a cool, dry place; the pantry is fine. Refrigerating them is not a good idea, since they can absorb moisture and odors. Store dehydrated yeast in a cool, dark pantry or in the freezer (it keeps longer frozen, sometimes a year after its expiration date). Store fresh yeast in the refrigerator.

Fats go rancid easily if they are not stored properly. Keep butter in the refrigerator, and oils in a cool, dark pantry. Solid shortening, which is hydrogenated to give it a longer shelf life, can be stored at room temperature. If you have an excess of butter, it freezes nicely.

Store sweeteners, whether crystalline or liquid, in airtight containers in a cool, dark pantry. This is especially important for brown sugar, which dries out quickly and hardens. Salt should be stored in a cool, dark, dry place.

Eggs should be stored in their original carton in the coldest part of the refrigerator. All other dairy products should be kept refrigerated, although unopened cans of evaporated or condensed milk may be kept in the pantry. Cream cheese can pick up odors easily if not in its original closed package, so wrap it tightly in plastic wrap.

Store chocolate and cocoa powder in a cool, dry place. In very hot weather, or if your kitchen is always warm, you can keep chocolate in the freezer. Make sure it is well-wrapped.

Store nuts in the freezer, so they won’t turn rancid quickly.

Check expiration or “use by” dates on ingredients, and discard expired ones. Make it a practice to check the dates on leavening, such as yeast, baking powder, and baking soda, and anything perishable such as dairy. Make sure any fats, such as butter or oils, are not rancid; smell, and discard if any are. I always say, “When in doubt, throw it out.”

EXPLORING INGREDIENTS IN DEPTH

Each ingredient in a recipe contributes something important to the final baked good, and works in conjunction with every other.

WHEAT FLOUR

Wheat flour provides the structure in baked goods from both its gluten-forming proteins, glutenin and gliadin, and its starches. Wheat is the only grain that contains significant amounts of gluten-forming proteins and for that reason is the only type of flour that can be truly leavened. When wheat flour is stirred, mixed, beaten, kneaded, or otherwise manipulated with moisture, the glutenin and gliadin proteins hydrate and form gluten strands, much like rubber bands, that connect and cross-connect. Gluten gives dough elasticity, strength, structure, and gas-retaining properties. Baking “sets” this framework. Starches begin to gelatinize (absorb water and set from the heat of the oven) between 140 and 158 degrees F (the exact temperature depends on the specific starch). During baking, the stretched gluten becomes rigid as the moisture evaporates from the heat, and sets the structure. Other ingredients also play a role.

QUESTION: What’s the difference between unbleached flour and bleached?

ANSWER: One main difference between unbleached and bleached flour is the color; flour is off-white and becomes pure white when the carotenoid (yellow) pigments are bleached. If a recipe doesn’t specify, you can use either one, but where a whiter color is desired, use the bleached one. For those looking for untreated flour, note that unbleached flour can still be treated with maturing agents and chemical dough improvers. See page 181 for more on flours in bread.

QUESTION: Which grains can I consider using in a bread recipe? How much should I add?

ANSWER: “Whole grain flours” come from many sources in addition to grains; legumes, starchy vegetables, nuts, and carob. I like barley flour (gives breads a cake-like texture and pleasant sweetness), potato flour (mild potato taste; softness and tenderness), kamut (nutty flavor), amaranth (smooth textured breads), spelt (exceptional protein and fiber profile), soy (slightly sweet, pleasant flavor), millet (nut-like, slightly sweet flavor), rice (brown rice flour gives bread a moist, smooth texture), plus triticale, oat flour, sweet chesnut, teff—the list goes on and on. They all contain some protein, but not enough to develop gluten for a bread loaf, so they must be mixed with wheat flour except for especial baking, where other ingredients are added. Generally, I recommend adding no more than 25 percent of the weight of the flour in whole grains unless there are special instructions that go along with using a particular grain.

Sarah Says: For a cake or any batter or dough containing baking powder and/or baking soda, don’t let it sit more than 10 to 15 minutes after moistening and before baking. That’s why you want the oven preheated and ready to go. I’d say a lot of the leavener’s zip is gone after 30 minutes.

There are many types of wheat flour. The primary determinant of outcome is the amount of gluten, protein, and fiber the flour has. If the recipe just says “flour” or “white flour,” it means all-purpose, the most common type. I like to use unbleached all-purpose flour, but you can substitute bleached.

Flour is measured by spooning flour into a dry measuring cup, filling it, and leveling to top.

LEAVENERS

Leaveners contribute airiness, color, texture, and flavor.

BAKING SODA AND BAKING POWDER

Chemical leaveners create carbon dioxide (CO2) when activated. They expand the air bubbles beaten into the batter; they do not create new ones. Double acting baking powder is a blend of acid (aluminum pyrophosphate), baking soda (sodium or potassium bicarbonate, both alkaline) and a carrier (cornstarch). Baking soda (sodium bicarbonate) is generally used when there is an acidic ingredient in the recipe such as vinegar, lemon juice, sour milk, or buttermilk. The acid might be hidden in honey or molasses. When baking soda comes in contact with an acidic ingredient and is moistened, the alkali-acid combination creates carbon dioxide.

Self-rising flour has the salt and leavening agent already added: 1 cup of self-rising flour equals 1 cup of cake or all-purpose flour plus 1¼ teaspoons baking powder and a pinch of salt.

Sarah Says: The culprit of failed cakes is often expired baking powder or baking soda. To determine if they are still active, perform these tests:

Baking powder test: stir a teaspoonful into ½ cup of hot water. It should bubble vigorously.

Baking soda test: Place a couple tablespoons of white vinegar in a small cup, add 1 teaspoon of baking soda, and stand back. If it froths like mad, it’s good.

YEAST

Yeast is a living microorganism that is destroyed by heat. As yeast grows and multiplies, it releases carbon dioxide gas, which causes the dough to rise. Its action is affected by the addition or deletion of other ingredients such as salt and sugar. (See information on yeast in bread baking, page 185). Packaged or baker’s yeast: Active dry yeast, instant active dry, and bread machine yeast are available as dehydrated granules in packets. Fresh yeast is found in the refrigerator section of your supermarket.

STARTERS

Before this yeast was available, bakers developed a wild or natural leaven called a sourdough from a highly fermented mixture of water and wheat flour. Now, with added yeast this is called a sponge, page 205.

FATS

Fat, in the form of solid shortening, or butter, or in the liquid form of vegetable or olive oil, contributes tenderness, the perception of moistness, and a smooth feel on the palate to baked goods. Butter is 81 percent fat and 19 percent water. Fats such as butter and oil enhance the flavors of other ingredients, too. When creamed with sugar, solid fat plays a role in leavening. Fats can go rancid easily, so smell them before using.

QUESTION: There are so many types of yeast in the grocery store. I often don’t know what to choose. Please help.

ANSWER: For homemade yeast bread recipes I recommend using active dry yeast because it’s reliable, easy to find, and easy to use. Fresh yeast gives the strongest yeast taste, but it expires quickly. A newer product, instant active dry yeast, is blended in with the flour, I use it with my bread machine recipes; not my loaves made by hand; it doesn’t impart as much flavor.

QUESTION: How do I substitute one kind of yeast for another?

ANSWER: Here is a guideline, but equivalencies may vary, so follow the package instructions:

One (¼-ounce) packet of active dry yeast, or one (0.6-ounce) compressed fresh yeast cake equals 2¼ teaspoons dry yeast (active dry, instant active dry, bread machine).

QUESTION: Does yeast expire?

ANSWER: Yes, packaged yeast will literally expire because it is a living organism. It has an expiration date printed on its package. Fresh yeast has a shelf life of 2 to 3 weeks in the refrigerator. If you store dry yeast in the freezer, it will keep well beyond its expiration date, for about a year if unopened. But if you keep it that long or are unsure if it’s still active, I suggest testing it before use.

1. Fill a 1-cup measure to the ½ cup level with warm water at 100 to 110 degrees F as measured with an instant read thermometer. (If you place a few drops of water on the inside of your wrist, it should feel comfortable.)

2. Stir in 1 teaspoon sugar (whether called for in the recipe or not) and sprinkle the yeast evenly over the surface. After a few minutes, whisk in the yeast until it has fully absorbed the water.

3. Let the yeast mixture sit for another 2 to 3 minutes. Tiny bubbles should begin to appear on the surface and it should smell yeasty. At the end of 10 minutes, it should bubble to the top of the cup and have a rounded crown. The froth will deflate when stirred. Adjust the recipe for the yeast, water, and sugar used in the test.

Shortening is 100 percent fat and is solid at room temperature. It is hydrogenated to give it a longer shelf life. The process of hydrogenation also raises the melting point somewhat. Shortening comes in both cans and sticks.

In baked goods such as muffins, reducing the amount of fat in a recipe results in a tougher product because gluten develops more freely. Another tenderizing agent such as sugar can be added or increased to tenderize in place of the fat.

QUESTION: I have only salted butter and my recipe calls for unsalted. Can I use it?

ANSWER: Yes. Salted butter has only ⅛ teaspoon salt per stick (½ cup), which won’t have an impact on your recipe. Do not use the soft butter in tubs. Unsalted butter tends to be fresher than salted; salt is a preservative.

SWEETENERS

In addition to providing sweetness, sugar:

• tenderizes;

• helps attract and retain moisture;

• can cause spreading during baking (as with cookies);

• in large amounts, slows yeast fermentation; in very sweet dough the rising time is longer. It can also kill the yeast by taking water away from it;

• helps with browning.

Crystalline sugars such as granulated (regular or superfine), brown sugar, and confectioners’ (also known as powdered or 10X), and liquid sugars such as honey, corn syrup, and molasses, are staples in just about everyone’s kitchen. Knowing which type to use can be confusing. When a recipe calls simply for “sugar,” it is safe to assume that granulated table sugar is intended.

QUESTION: During storage my brown sugar turned hard as a rock. Can it be saved?

ANSWER: Yes. Air hardens brown sugar by evaporating the water from it. To soften: Place what you need in a microwave-safe container. Cover loosely with a damp paper towel. Microwave on HIGH, checking the sugar every 30 seconds, and cool. Caution: It gets really hot. Then measure.

To keep sugar from hardening in the first place place it in a resealable plastic bag, place the filled bag in an airtight container, and store in a cool, dry place or freeze. To use frozen sugar thaw it at room temperature. Gently stir immediately when thawed.

A crystalline sugar cannot be easily exchanged for a liquid one, although superfine may be substituted for regular white sugar.

Fructose, such as honey, attracts more water than sugar; therefore, fructose-sweetened products tend to be moist. Honey, brown sugar, and molasses are acidic so the leaveners may need to be adjusted.

EGGS

When a recipe says “eggs” it means fresh large Grade A eggs that have been refrigerated. Make sure they aren’t cracked. If they have to be separated first (page 37), a recipe should specify that in the ingredients list—for example “xx large egg whites” or “xx large egg yolks” or “xx separated eggs.”

QUESTION: I have read in recipes that I can use egg white powder and meringue powder. What are they, and how do I used them?

ANSWER: Egg white powder is just that: dried egg whites. Meringue powder is dried egg whites with sugar, cream of tartar, and cornstarch, so you may not need to add the sugar called for in a meringue recipe. Both dried egg whites and meringue powder are pasteurized and completely safe from harmful bacteria (Salmonella). I store opened meringue powder in the refrigerator. Opened egg white powder can be stored in the pantry. They can be used in any recipe calling for raw egg whites such as foam cakes (page 64), meringue (page 36), and royal icing. To figure out how much you need, look on the container: it should direct you as to how much to use to equal the amount of raw egg whites. The usual measurements are: two teaspoon of egg white powder mixed with two tablespooons of warm water equals one large egg white; two teaspoons of meringue powder mixed with two tablespoons of warm water equals one large egg white.

These powders often clump when you dissolve them. To avoid clumping, put the appropriate amount of warm water in a bowl, sprinkle the powder over the surface of the water, and let it sit for about 5 minutes, stirring once. Break up any clumps with your fingertips. Then whisk to combine.

Refrigerate any unused rehydrated powder. If it has clumped you’ll have to break up the clumps before using it. If the clumps won’t break up, unfortunately you’ll have to start over again because they won’t dissolve during baking!

QUESTION: Sometimes I find recipes which call only for egg whites, such as an angel food cake. I really don’t know what to do with the left over egg yolks and I don’t like to waste. Any suggestion?

ANSWER: I hate to throw anything out myself. You can freeze yolks for later use. Beat the egg yolks lightly, then add sugar or salt, depending on whether you intend to use them in a sweet or savory recipe. Per ¼ cup egg yolks, about 3 to 4 yolks (1 egg yolk equals 1 tablespoon), mix in 1½ teaspoons of sugar or corn syrup or ⅛ teaspoon of salt. Store the extra egg yolks in the freezer in an airtight plastic container, clearly marked with the date and number of yolks. Some cooks freeze one egg yolk per cavity in an ice cube tray, and then transfer these to a plastic, airtight bag where they will keep for one year. To use, thaw in the refrigerator, then mix well. Use within three days. They will not look the same as fresh egg yolks, but they work just as well.

Egg whites and whole eggs can be frozen in the same manner as yolks except that there’s no need to add anything.

See page 54 for help on dividing whole eggs when cutting a recipe.

Safe food handling alert: Before you start handling eggs, always wash your hands thoroughly with hot, soapy water. After contact with raw eggs, wash your hands, cooking utensils, and countertops immediately with hot, soapy water. The American Egg Board (www.aeb.org) recommends briefly rinsing eggs and drying before cracking them.

DAIRY

Milk contains proteins (as do eggs and flour) that contribute to the structure of baked goods by setting or coagulating from the oven’s heat. Dairy also adds moisture. Some dairy products, such as buttermilk, sour cream, or cream cheese, add richness and flavor; cakes made with them keep well. The acid in buttermilk and sour cream tenderizes the gluten in the recipe, producing a fine crumb. Sour cream and cream cheese add richness, making recipes that call for them super moist, almost springy. Cream is the high-fat component of milk; the more fat a recipe contains, the richer the outcome.
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