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Introduction


What an amazing journey I have had since winning The American Baking Competition! One of my favorite sayings is “You Will . . . When You Believe.” As I sit down to write this introduction, I cannot help but be overwhelmed with emotion, gratitude, and pleasure. I feel quite fortunate to have had such an experience, but it didn’t come easily. When I decided to challenge myself through competitive cooking, the first door did not open, nor the second, or even the third. I tried out for several other shows before auditioning for The American Baking Competition. I’ll tell you that I had my doubts, and in fact, the day before the audition I decided not to compete. My past experiences discouraged me, and I wasn’t ready to get the rejection stamp again. And then my wife stepped in and said, “You can do this! You absolutely are competing, so get in that kitchen and whip up your cheesecake!” The rest, as they say, is history.


I have spent the better part of this last year traveling around the country, doing cooking demonstrations, making TV appearances, and having the time of my life! Along the way, I have met so many amazing, inspiring people, and I feel like I have learned as much from them as they have, hopefully, learned from me.


During my travels, I have noticed that I’m frequently asked this question: “What does it take to become a great baker?” Well, my answer is this: Because baking is both an art and a skill, you should be willing to make mistakes. Making mistakes is a part of the learning and creative process, and working through the setbacks will only help you succeed in the long run. Excellence evolves over time, so don’t be afraid of failing. Practice, practice, practice techniques and try different methods until you find what works best and gives you the results you’re striving for. Have fun and let the time you spend baking be the best part of your day. You deserve it!


I remember when I first got married and I really started to turn up the heat on my culinary skills and prowess. I was invited to a dinner party and the hosts requested that I bring a banana cream pie. Because it’s one of my very favorite desserts, and one that I’ve made about a million times, I was thrilled! When I finished making the pie, I thought the consistency of the filling was a little strange, but I just told myself, “Oh, it just has to set.” Right? Well, I was completely wrong. When we got to the party, I cut into the pie and as my knife sliced through something that was much closer to the consistency of soup, I realized it definitely was not set. Not only that, but the flavor? Well, let’s just say it was not what I would call sweet. And then it hit me like a brick—I FORGOT THE SUGAR! WOW, talk about embarrassing! The moral of the story is that you live and you learn. Now, whenever I make that banana cream pie, guess what I bring out first? Yep, the sugar! So it goes to show that practice makes perfect, and it’s all about having fun and learning in the kitchen—mistakes are simply a part of the process.


I’m the ultimate foodie and home entertainer—as a matter of fact, I’ve been called The Male Martha Stewart by almost everyone who knows me. I am very particular about working neatly and staying organized, and to the surprise of many, I clean my kitchen counter periodically with a vacuum! My wife appreciates my obsessions in the kitchen and wisely watches from afar as I get into the “cooking zone,” as she calls it. Of course, family is my inspiration, so once I’m out of the “zone,” all are invited to share in the fruits of my labor.


I have been baking, cooking, and designing festive and one-of-a-kind culinary experiences for my family and friends for more than twenty years. I am constantly striving to be innovative and create new and amazing meals and party themes. My complete obsession with food, and with baking in particular, started when I was young as I watched, listened, and learned from my mother and grandmothers. They were always in the kitchen creating the most delicious food, and I would be on their heels—first observing and eating, then getting in on the cooking action as I got older. In fact, in grade school I entered my first baking competition. The theme was “The First Thanksgiving Meal,” and each student had to come up with a dish that reflected the food served at that first harvest gathering in the 1600s. Even at such a young age, I had a love for baking because of my mother and grandmothers and I was super eager to participate. I decided to make a pumpkin cake, and to my huge surprise, I won first place!


I continued to hone my baking and cooking skills over the years, really kicking it into gear after getting married and becoming a dad. It was with strong encouragement from my family and friends that I entered The American Baking Competition, but it was my skill, perseverance, and confidence that led me to fight through the harder moments and ultimately be named America’s Best Amateur Baker! Living this life of cooking, traveling, and teaching others has been a dream of mine since I was a little boy, and I made that dream become a reality. Believing in myself and practicing my craft with passion have paid off, and I am so thankful for all that has come from this experience. I feel that if you possess the ability to believe in yourself, you can conquer your fears and make anything happen.


DURING THE PROCESS of writing this book, I had the opportunity to learn something pretty amazing about my family history that I didn’t know before. My great-grandma Mae Griffin owned a bakery in downtown Chicago in the late 1800s and early 1900s. When my grandpa Griffin was twelve, he started working in the bakery with his mom, initially delivering baked goods to the locals on his bicycle and eventually graduating to become a baker in his own right. I was astounded and thrilled to learn that I come from a long line of bakers, but it helps me make sense of this deep passion and dedication I have for the art.


Just like my ancestors, I find that the ultimate way to express appreciation for my family and friends is by offering them the best food made with love. Now I have the opportunity to share some of my favorite kitchen creations with a whole new audience. This book is a culmination of a lifelong passion for baking that started in my childhood and has now opened up a new path in my life. It is NEVER too late to follow your dreams. Live well. Love much. Smile often. Take risks. And cook and bake your #@% off!





A Few Words of Wisdom Before You Start Baking . . .


It is very important to read a recipe completely BEFORE you start baking, as some steps may require equipment that you need to dig up from the depths of your pantry. Also, there may be time requirements that you will want to prepare for, like if little Sally needs to be picked up from soccer 20 minutes into your apple pie’s baking time, or you need to run to the dry cleaner’s before they close for the weekend right when your cakes have gone into the oven. Be prepared and know what kind of time you have before you start—it will make a difference in your final product.


You will also want to get all of your ingredients ready to roll before you start cooking. This is known as mise en place, which is French for “put in its place.” Preheat your oven to avoid delays and to ensure accuracy, as most doughs and batters will turn out much better if they bake at the right temperature.


As you are baking, be aware of sights and smells, and trust your instincts. In other words, “use the force.” If something smells like it’s burning, it probably is. If your yeast-and-water mixture isn’t getting foamy, maybe the water was not warm enough to activate the yeast. Don’t be afraid to start over if you make a mistake or if something seems wrong—it’s the best way to learn and become the best baker you can be. Rome wasn’t built in a day . . . and neither was America’s Best Amateur Baker. I’ve certainly made my fair share of mistakes, but passion and dedication push me to try again and learn from the missteps. Trust me when I say, it’s worth it!



BASIC BAKING TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT


There are a few basic tools that you should have on hand to get started with the recipes in this book. Of course you will not need all of the equipment in this list, but having at least a few of these on hand will make the process much easier.


• Baking pans, rimmed and rimless


• Dry measuring cups for ingredients such as sugar, flour, and cocoa powder


• Liquid measuring cups for ingredients such as milk, water, and syrups


• Measuring spoons


• Standing electric mixer with paddle, whisk, and dough hook attachments for cake batters, cookie dough, bread dough, whipping cream, etc.


• Hand mixer for mixing, beating, and whipping


• Food processor for chopping and combining


• Scale for weighing


• Offset spatula for frosting and spreading batters and doughs


• Rubber spatula for scraping, mixing, and folding


• Wooden spoon for stirring


• Whisk for sifting and whisking


• Sieve for sifting


• Parchment paper, aluminum foil, and plastic wrap


• Pie weights (dry beans or rice work as weights, too!)


• Mixing bowls in various sizes


• Wire racks for cooling


• Rolling pin


• Ruler


• Pastry brush


• Microplane or grater for grating citrus zests and nutmeg



MEASURING AND WEIGHING


In baking, accurate measuring and weighing of ingredients is extremely important and learning the basics will help you throughout your process. Here are a few tips:


• Measure dry ingredients in dry measure cups as opposed to liquid measure cups. Scoop ingredients such as sugar, or fluff and spoon ingredients such as flour or confectioners’ sugar into your measuring cup, then use the flat side of a knife to level it off.


• Measure wet ingredients such as milk, water, citrus juices, and syrups in liquid measuring cups. Place the measuring cup on a flat, level surface and then pour in the ingredient, keeping a keen eye on the liquid level.


• For ingredients that should be measured by weight, use a scale. Simple as that!


DRY MEASURE






	Cup


	Tablespoon


	Teaspoon







	1C


	16T


	48t







	3/4C


	12T


	36t







	2/3C


	10T + 2t


	32t







	1/2C


	8T


	24t







	1/3C


	5T + 1t


	16t







	1/4C


	4T


	12t







	1/8C


	2T


	6t







	1/16C


	1T


	3t








LIQUID MEASURE






	Cups


	FL Ounces


	Tablespoons


	ML







	1C


	8oz


	16T


	237mL







	3/4C


	6oz


	12T


	177mL







	2/3C


	5.3oz


	10T + 2t


	158mL







	1/2C


	4oz


	8T


	113mL







	1/3C


	2.7oz


	5T + 1t


	79mL







	1/4C


	2oz


	4T


	59mL







	1/8C


	1oz


	2T


	30mL







	1/16C


	.5oz


	1T


	15mL








WEIGHT






	Ounces


	Grams


	Pounds







	8oz


	227g


	.50lbs







	7oz


	198g


	.44lbs







	6oz


	170g


	.38lbs







	5oz


	142g


	.31lbs







	4oz


	113g


	.25lbs







	3oz


	85g


	.19lbs







	2oz


	57g


	.13lbs







	1oz


	28g


	.06lbs







	.5oz


	14g


	.03lbs









PREPARING PANS AND BAKING SHEETS


Prepare your pans so that your baked goods do not stick or burn. There are several ways you can do this.


Line your baking pans and baking sheets with parchment paper or a nonstick baking mat if you have one. Use butter, oil, or nonstick baking spray to coat the bottom and sides of the pan, then dust it with flour, sugar, or cocoa powder (depending on the recipe), shake it to evenly coat the bottom and sides, and tap out the excess. For cakes, grease the pan with butter, oil, or nonstick baking spray, then cut out a circle of parchment paper to fit the bottom of the cake pan (this will make it easier to release the cake from the pan). If using a parchment round, make sure you grease it and dust it with flour as well.


When making recipes such as macarons (pages 108, 111, and 113) and Orange-Almond Dacquoise that require precise measurements, trace the desired shape onto parchment paper with a pencil, flip the paper, then follow the outlines when piping or filling with batter.



INGREDIENTS


I’m often asked about baking ingredients and whether they should be cold or at room temperature. Almost all ingredients that you are going to bake with should be room temperature. The only time you will not use an ingredient at room temperature is when making things such as piecrust, puff pastry, and croissants. For these recipes the butter should be cold to ensure even distribution throughout the dough. Ingredients will be listed as “cold” in these instances.


It’s important to always use the highest quality ingredients available. Here are some tips to keep in mind when shopping:


• EGGS: I like to use large brown organic eggs because the yolk is richer and stands up better to the baking process. Make sure you look at expiration dates as expired eggs could cause issues with taste and health.


• BUTTER: Butter should be unsalted unless otherwise noted, and look for a butter that has a higher fat content (sometimes labeled “European style”), which will give you the best taste. The difference is that standard grocery store butter has around 81% fat content, while European-style butter has about 83% or higher.


• SUGARS: Use granulated sugar unless otherwise noted, as it blends well and dissolves fast. If you would like to try other sugars, such as raw or turbinado sugar, in place of granulated, do your research first—it may impact the flavor and consistency of your baked goods.


• FLOUR: There are many varieties of flour. Most of the recipes in this book call for all-purpose unbleached flour. If you want to substitute, again, do your research first. Flour can also become stale, which will affect the quality of your baked goods, so make sure you use the freshest flour available.


• FRESH FRUITS: Make sure you buy organic fruits when available and keep seasonality in mind. The fruits will be sweeter and your desserts will have a much higher quality.


• SALT: Unless otherwise stated in the recipe, I use fine sea salt for baking. It disperses easily into baked goods and also has a clean taste and accentuates the other ingredients without overpowering.


• SPICES: Spices tend to go stale if left in the cupboard too long. If you do not know how old a particular spice is, discard it. Whenever possible, use freshly ground or grated whole spices for a deeper and more intense flavor.


• FLAVORINGS AND EXTRACTS: These come in many forms such as extracts, liqueurs, and even citrus. You can flavor your baked goods with everything from extracts, like the familiar vanilla and almond, to liqueurs to fresh citrus juices and zest. Make sure you stay away from anything artificial, as it will deeply impact your final product.


• FATS: Fats, such as butter and oil, are what give your baked goods tenderness and a moist texture, so always choose high quality products to ensure high quality desserts.


• DAIRY: Dairy also provides some fat and moisture. Make sure you use the freshest available and check expiration dates.


• LEAVENING AGENTS: Active dry yeast is used to leaven many breads and doughs, and should be proofed in warm water (between 110 and 115°F). It is important to use a thermometer to determine the water temperature, as yeast will not activate in cold water and may die if the water is too hot. Most quick breads do not contain yeast, but utilize other leavening agents such as baking powder and baking soda. Baking soda is used when the recipe calls for acidic ingredients such as buttermilk, sour cream, and citrus. A chemical reaction occurs that helps the dough rise by way of carbon dioxide interacting with the acid in the liquid.



BASIC TIPS AND TECHNIQUES FOR BAKING


Creaming Butter and Sugar


Creaming—or beating together—butter and sugar until light and fluffy ensures the right amount of air is incorporated throughout the mixture and leads to an even distribution of fat and sugar. This means your baked goods will rise properly and have a light texture. Make sure that your butter is at room temperature so that it can blend well with the sugar. Squeeze the side of the butter gently to test for “room temperature” quality. It should be easy to dent, but not melted or runny. If the butter is too cold and you’re in a pinch, microwave it in 5 to 8 second increments to achieve a pliable butter.


Place the room temperature butter and the sugar in the bowl of a standing mixer fitted with the paddle attachment and beat them together with the mixer on medium speed until light and fluffy. This should take somewhere between 3 and 5 minutes. (Alternatively, place the ingredients in a bowl and beat them with a hand mixer.) Use a flexible rubber spatula to periodically scrape down the sides of the bowl and then return the mixer to medium speed to make sure the mixture is fully incorporated.


Combining Sugar and Egg Yolks


Combining sugar and egg yolks is best done with a sturdy bowl and a whisk. This is a method of incorporating air into your baked goods. You will know the mixture is ready when the color is pale yellow, which means the sugar has dissolved. When you lift the whisk out of the bowl, the mixture should fall back into the bowl in “ribbons.”



Folding Ingredients


Folding ingredients, especially egg whites, can be tricky for even the best of bakers. This will definitely take some practice, but when done correctly, the technique will create light, airy batter that will give your desserts perfect texture. Here are some things to keep in mind: You will want to use a pliable rubber spatula and make light strokes so that you do not deflate the batter. When you start to fold, run the spatula along the side and down to the bottom of the bowl, then gently bring the mixture up and over itself. Continue with the folding process, rotating the bowl a quarter turn each time, until there are almost no streaks in the batter.
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