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    Baking has always been the center of my world. My great-grandmother Nana Mary was an amazing baker and dreamed of one day opening her own bakery. She worked tirelessly in bakeries all over New York City, learning everything that she could from as many people as possible. Sadly, the day for her to open her own shop never came, but she did pass her love of baking all the way down to my mother—her granddaughter—and then eventually down to me.

I grew up baking with my mom, and dessert was always the part of the meal that I looked forward to most, no matter what the occasion. I was twelve years old when I knew that I wanted to pursue baking as a career. I was fascinated with all the baking shows on the Food Network, and when Ace of Cakes came out, I knew I wanted to go to the Culinary Institute of America just like Duff Goldman had. I even started my own cake company, Elana’s Cakery, where I baked cakes for neighbors and friends. I applied to the Culinary Institute of America in New York as soon as I graduated from high school, making it my one and only option for college. Now I get to live my passion every day, and I couldn’t imagine my life any other way.

Both of my parents grew up in Jewish families on Long Island, and while I was born in New Jersey, my family moved to Southern California when I was just four years old. With my curly dark hair and boisterous family, I stuck out like a sore thumb in a sea of straight blond hair. We traveled back to New York often, though, and it was on those trips that I was introduced to and fell in love with the classic baked goods that Nana Mary had been baking all those years ago.

One day, my mom came across a box filled with Nana Mary’s old recipes all written on small index cards. As we sifted through the dozens and dozens of recipes, memories flooded back of all the times we would bake together, and I decided to shift my focus to reinventing some of those recipes. I felt somehow drawn to babka, and I began to think of new and exciting ways to present the delicious, twisted loaf. How could we make this bread more exciting and make it an everyday item rather than the holiday-specific bread that it has always been? I started to brainstorm, and the list of flavor combinations, both sweet and savory, grew. In this book you’ll find the culmination of that work, with both the classic babkas that I grew up eating and those for any occasion.
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History of Babka

The babka we know today is a far cry from the ones that my grandmother, mother, and I grew up eating. Most Jewish bakeries keep parve, meaning they make their baked goods dairy-free so that they can be eaten after a meal containing meat to abide by kashrut (kosher law). Not being able to use dairy products in baked goods requires the substitution of margarine or vegetable shortening, which I personally find results in a denser and drier final product.

Babka originated in Eastern Europe and was brought to the United States somewhere between the late 1800s and early 1900s. At first, it was made by simply taking leftover challah dough and spreading chocolate or whatever other topping might be available. Most people knew babka as something that was eaten during the holidays more out of tradition than the desire for a tasty treat. Over time, though—starting with the famous Seinfeld episode in which Elaine decides that cinnamon babka is “the lesser babka”—a shift began to occur. In 2013, Breads Bakery in New York City showcased their updated take on babka. New York magazine deemed them the best babka in New York City, and with the help of social media, the rest is history.





How to Navigate This Book

I have divided this book into different sections, so you have everything you need in one place. I highly recommend reading through the equipment and pantry list as it is so important to have your mise en place together before you begin.
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THE DOUGH


This section covers everything you need to know about the base of a babka. There are a few different options; each mix-in recipe calls for a certain type of dough, but feel free to color outside the lines here and go with a dough that sounds great to you. There is also a recipe for Butter Blocked Dough. This is a delicious option if you have the time for it. Just like making croissants, this is a lengthy process but so worth the buttery outcome.




SWEET INSPIRATIONS

All the sweet fillings as well as any tweaks to the base dough recipes are in this section. Once you have your dough ready, this is your next step. Be sure to glance over the recipe you decide to make before you prepare your dough as some of the fillings require cooling time.




SWEET FINAL TOUCHES

Here you will find the basic recipes that are used multiple times throughout this book. These are your basics, such as whipped cream and glazes.




SAVORY INSPIRATIONS

This is where you will find all the fun savory combinations, such as bacon jam paired with caramelized onions and beer jam. As with the sweet inspirations, this is the next stop after you’ve made your dough.




SAVORY FINAL TOUCHES

As with the sweet final touches, these are recipes called for frequently for savory babkas, such as garlic butter or caramelized onions.







Recommended Equipment


STAND MIXER

Can babka dough be mixed by hand? Yes, of course! Will your muscles thank you if you use a mixer instead? Most definitely. I recommend a 5- or 7-quart stand mixer with a dough hook attachment. This will make mixing easier, faster, and more consistent, and will create the desired gluten formation that makes babka so delicious and pillowy soft.




ROLLING PIN, PREFERABLY WOODEN

Nana Mary passed down her rolling pin to her daughter, then to my mother, and my mother passed it down to me. There is even a small “M” that she engraved on one end. This particular “rolling pin” was actually at one point a table leg that my great-grandfather cut and sanded down for her, and it works perfectly. So, don’t get caught up in finding the perfect rolling pin. Any will do with a little bit of practice. Maybe you’ve got a table somewhere that really doesn’t need that fourth leg (just remove any paint or varnish before use).




DIGITAL SCALE

Accurately measuring your ingredients (especially in baking) is vital to guaranteeing consistency and quality. If I were to say 1 cup of flour, is that packed down or not? Leveled with the top or just eyeballed? Conversely, 100 grams of flour is the same every time you measure it on a scale. You can get a digital scale on Amazon or at a local grocery store. It will change the outcome of your baked goods for the better!





LOAF PAN


Babkas can be baked in all shapes and sizes, and we’ll get into that later. The traditional way is in an 8½ × 4½-inch loaf pan, so that it can be sliced evenly for serving. The taller sides of these pans also help to guide the babka into the right shape as it bakes. The recipes in this book are scaled to fit that size pan, so measure yours before you bake to determine whether or not you need to adjust your ingredient quantities.




RULER

Eyeballing doesn’t really ever work out well for me, so I use a 12-inch ruler to ensure that my babka dough has been rolled out to the correct size and thickness before I add my fillings.




DOUGH/BOWL SCRAPER

One of my favorite kitchen tools! This flexible piece of plastic will aid you in getting the dough cleanly out of the bowl onto a work surface, and you can also use it to spread fillings onto the babka dough. This is a common method in commercial baking operations.




BENCH SCRAPER/BENCH KNIFE

The bench scraper is a rectangular piece of metal with a handle on one side typically used to clean a work surface of flour, dough, and any other ingredients before you add water and scrub to avoid creating a paste that will just leave you with a bigger mess. It can also be used to trim the tails off the babka dough once you’ve rolled it out.
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RUBBER SPATULAS


The flexibility of a rubber spatula helps to ensure that you can get every last bit of an ingredient out of the container. They also come in handy for scraping down the side of a mixing bowl to ensure that all of the ingredients are being properly incorporated.




METAL OFFSET SPATULAS

For spreading babka filling onto the dough, the offset’s angle helps you spread more evenly without poking any holes in the dough or dragging your knuckles through the filling.




PASTRY BRUSH

While these come in two options, I prefer the silicone brushes as the traditional pastry brush tends to start shedding bristles over time and you will inevitably end up with some in your food. I use this brush for soaking my babka after it comes out of the oven with either simple syrup or olive oil.




MIXING BOWLS

I prefer a metal mixing bowl, but my mom prefers glass. Either option is fine; it is really up to you and what you are most comfortable using. Get a variety of sizes for measuring out ingredients as well as mixing fillings and glazes.




SAUCEPANS

In this book you will probably only need a small and medium saucepan. I like stainless steel ones with a heavy bottom, as that helps to prevent scalding.





SKILLETS


A small skillet will be perfect for the few items that are toasted or sautéed in this book.




WIRE COOLING RACKS

After the babka has cooled in the pan for 30 minutes, I like to take it out and let it finish cooling on a wire rack. This allows the hot air to flow out the bottom and sides of the babka, cooling it faster and more evenly.




SMALL KITCHEN TORCH

This comes in handy with the toasted marshmallow cream for the S’mores babka as you can torch the marshmallow while whipping to get that campfire taste. There are also so many other fun cooking and baking uses for a torch.




FOOD PROCESSOR

Instead of chopping away, most items can be put into a food processor to speed along the process. If using a small food processor, do not overrun it and try to fill it to the top; instead process everything in smaller amounts.




BLENDER

For two of the savory babkas you will need a blender to create a silky-smooth puree. I prefer Vitamix, which is the brand you will find in most professional kitchens.




PROBE THERMOMETER

While many cooks and bakers eyeball doneness for their food, the only way to be absolutely sure that a babka is done is by taking the internal temperature of the center of the loaf while it is in the oven.
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Pantry List


BUTTER

I use unsalted European butter to bake all my babkas. Many bakers prefer European butters as they have a higher fat content than American butters, making baked goods more flavorful and giving a slightly creamier final texture. My personal favorite brand is Plugrà, which can be found in many grocery stores. If you can’t find it, look for brands such as Kerrygold or any other higher fat content European butter.




ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR

All these recipes were developed using King Arthur’s all-purpose flour with a protein content of 11.7%. If you plan to use locally milled flour, please note that you may need to adjust the ratio of wet to dry as the absorption rate of hyperfresh flours tends to be higher. Here in Central Texas, I love using Barton Springs Mill all-purpose flour, which is a blend of hard red and soft white wheats. When I use this flour, I generally increase the amount of milk that I am mixing into the dough by 10 percent to 15 percent.


Favorite Flour

Over the past decade, locally milled flours have become more prominent both in restaurants and home kitchens. I’m a huge believer in supporting local and using products that have been minimally processed. This is why I love both Barton Springs Mill as my local flour and King Arthur as a commercial and readily available flour. Both brands process their wheat as little as possible, and the quality shines through.







YEAST


Active dry yeast is generally the most readily available and easy to use, so that’s what you’ll find in all the following dough recipes. If you can only find instant (fast-acting) yeast, simply use 25 percent less by weight than what the recipe calls for. No need to adjust the method, just follow the instructions as written.




VANILLA

Most people don’t know this, but vanilla is one of the most chemically complex spices in the world with more than 250 different taste and aroma compounds. In short, vanilla is anything but plain. While vanilla extract and imitation vanilla are both readily available and inexpensive relative to whole vanilla beans or paste, the difference in taste is profound. This is an ingredient whose quality I never sacrifice, and I encourage you to do the same whenever possible. As a quick and easy conversion if you have whole vanilla beans, 1 vanilla bean equals 2 teaspoons of extract or paste.




CHOCOLATE/COCOA POWDER

Chocolate has always been at the center of my universe even when I was a little kid. Please believe me when I say that the chocolate and cocoa powder you use makes a huge difference. While it’s a splurge compared to Hershey’s or Ghirardelli, I highly recommend Valrhona and Cacao Barry brands.
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