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  Introduction

  The idea of putting alcohol into baked goods is nothing new. In fact, cultures have been merging the two together for decades; one example is rum cake. What is new is the manipulation of alcohol into sugary goods that crosses the lines between safe and sober.

  Traditionally, alcohol is used in the cooking or baking process prior to adding heat. That means when the temperature rises, the actual alcohol content evaporates and you are left with the gentle fragrance and taste of what was once intoxicating. This way, those under the legal age limit for alcohol consumption can enjoy the dessert, but adults might still want the effects of alcohol in their sweets, and that’s where our story begins . . .

  Who wants to eat a cupcake where the alcohol was baked out, or whose flambé seared off their eyebrows along with their liquor? There is no point in being an adult if you can’t indulge in all the things we worked so hard to enjoy . . . After all, we did have to wait an agonizing twenty-one years before being legally allowed to even taste the stuff!

  In this book, we take the liquor out of the martini glass and put it into all its different forms so that we can enjoy every last drop. I will teach you simple tricks, give you creative ideas, and offer lots of guidance so that you can easily recreate these recipes in your own home.

  But first, we have to start with the basics . . .
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  The Basics of Baking with Alcohol

  You can’t cook with your favorite bottle of liquor without first knowing the facts. A great rule of thumb is that if you run into a snag, come back to this portion and re-read it. You will most likely figure out your mistake.

  Rule #1: Never add heat to your alcoholic confection!

  Alcohol starts to boil at 172°F, but it will start to evaporate the minute it hits a heat source that is less than 20°F below the boiling point. In fact, alcohol begins to evaporate the minute it meets air, just like water except a little bit faster. There are a few variables that will affect the rate of evaporation including, airflow, temperature (humidity levels), and exposed surface area.

  An open bottle of liquor on your counter won’t evaporate as quickly as it would if it was poured onto a baking sheet. Likewise, dry air will also speed up the process as opposed to more humid conditions. And if you put a flame to it, you’ll say good-bye to that alcohol quicker than you can say “I need another cocktail!”

  Depending on who you talk to, some may argue that cooking alcohol still doesn’t burn off all the alcohol content completely. While this may be true to some sort of scientific extent, there will still be more alcohol in your vanilla extract than there will be left in your dessert. Besides, when it comes down to it, it doesn’t take a scientist to be able to detect that there really is or isn’t alcohol left in your dessert . . . So let’s just leave that argument for the tastebuds to decide.

  I noticed throughout my baking career that I very rarely had a thermometer on hand, let alone the time to be trying to figure out at what point the alcohol was too hot, or when it was boiling . . . the hell with all that!

  So that is how I developed rule number one.

  Rule #2: Stick with what you like. You will be much happier with the outcome.

  We will also get into all the different varieties and forms of alcohol.

  We have:

  •   Liquor

  •   Liqueurs

  •   Wine

  •   Beer

  Actually, if you talked to a pro, they would tell you there are only three classifications: beer, wine, and spirit, but the only thing we are professional at is the consumption so we can veer a bit on this one, right?

  I like to break it down into categories because sugar and water are the biggest differences in these categories and those two ingredients just so happen to be big players in the world of baking.

  Let’s go over the literal definitions:

  Liquor: Hard liquor, or spirit, is an alcoholic beverage that is produced by distillation of a mixture produced by alcoholic fermentation. (The higher the alcohol content, the “harder” the spirit.)

  Liqueurs: An alcoholic beverage made from a distilled spirit that is flavored with fruits, herbs, spices, creams, flowers, or nuts, and bottled with added sugar or another sweetener.(Not to be confused with the growing popularity of flavored spirits, like marshmallow vodka. It’s a common misconception that the greatest difference is in the alcohol content, but you can find liqueurs upwards of 55 proof. The rule of thumb in distinguishing between the two is that liqueurs are syrupy in consistency and often too sweet or concentrated to drink straight up, not that that has stopped anybody from trying, but liqueurs are typically meant to be mixed with other alcoholic liquids.)

  Wine: An alcoholic beverage made from the natural fermentation of grapes or other fruits.

  (I know, I just said that liquor is an alcoholic beverage created by fermentation, but liquors are distilled, and wines and beers are not, and unlike liqueurs, which can still produce a pretty high alcohol content, wine and beer are typically less than 10 percent alcohol by volume.)

  Beer: An alcoholic beverage produced by saccharification of starch and fermentation of sugar.

  (Don’t be embarrassed . . . my spell check didn’t even know what saccharification was until I added it to my dictionary. It’s when a carbohydrate is broken down into its component sugar molecule by hydrolysis. You know, like sucrose being broken down into glucose and fructose.)

  I don’t feel it’s necessary to go into great detail about the fruits, vegetables, and grains that are used to make alcohol, but it’s certainly something you will want to research, especially if you are working with a gluten-free diet, and for sugar-free desserts as well.

  Here is a brief rundown of the most popular ingredients used to make some of your favorite beverages:

  •   Barley

  •   Rye

  •   Corn

  •   Wheat

  •   Rice

  •   Grapes

  •   Apples

  •   Pears

  •   Plums

  •   Bananas

  •   Ginger

  •   Potatoes

  •   Sugar Cane

  •   Honey

  •   Milk

  •   Sugar

  It will save you lots of time and money to choose one or two of your favorite alcohols and stick with them during each round of baking. There are just some things that don’t go well together, and if you don’t care for beer out of a can, you most likely won’t like it in a cupcake.

  Rule #3: Alcohol burns sugar (though you will still taste the sugar). So find a happy medium if you plan on exploring new confections.

  You will need to understand how sugar and alcohol react together. Alcohol burns—it literally, makes your mouth feel like it’s on fire. So I am sure you can imagine that it does quite a number on sugar.

  Too much alcohol and it will “eat” its way through your confection. But of course, not enough and you may as well have not added any at all.

  A pretty easy way to tell if you have added too much alcohol is if your solid confection (frosting, pudding, etc.) becomes soupy and unstable. At this point, there is no turning back. The alcohol already has started a reaction with the sugar, and your best bet is just to start from scratch. Don’t worry if this happens to you . . . just grab your cocktail, take a sip, and try again!


  Tools

  These are the basics to getting started with these recipes, and a reference guide in case you come across something that is listed in a recipe that you are unfamiliar with.

  Though some of these tools are pretty basic and obvious, there are others that I am suggesting are not necessary to buy, especially if you don’t plan on baking too often. If you want the best possible outcome, and most professional-looking bakery, investing in the right tools is essential, and maybe watch a few video tutorials online that will help you learn the crafts of frosting cupcakes.

    1. Patience. Okay, this may be silly, but one of my biggest mistakes when I started baking at a young age was thinking that I could skip a few steps, or do things “my own way” because I was too impatient to read the directions thoroughly and carefully. Baking is chemistry, and one little slipup can ruin all the time and money you have already put into your recipe. Just take your time, make sure you don’t cut corners, and only swap out ingredients if the recipe says so.
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