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BOOK REVIEW

Baking from the pros

New volumes offer both homey and stylish sweets

By T. Susan Chang, Globe Correspondent, 11/12/2003

("Bittersweet: Recipes and Tales from a Chocolate Life"; By Alice Medrich; Artisan, 365 pp., $35)

("HomeBaking: The Artful Mix of Flour and Tradition Around the World"; By Jeffrey

Alford, Naomi Duguid; Artisan, 448 pp., $40)

("The King Arthur Flour Baker's Companion: The All-Purpose Baking Cookbook"; The

Countryman Press, 640 pp., $35)

("A Passion for Desserts"; By Emily Luchetti; Chronicle Books, 192 pp., $35)

("The Secrets of Baking: Simple Techniques for Sophisticated Desserts"; By Sherry

Yard; Houghton Mifflin Co., 448 pp., $35.95)

The first frosts are sweeping across New England. And on cold afternoons, it's powerfully
comforting to turn on the oven, haul out a bag of flour, and plunge into the season's new
baking books. This year's crop has substance and style, holding forth the promise of
glamorous desserts. There are also plenty of homespun goodies, so you can still bake
the old-fashioned way and lick the mixing bowl afterwards.

Emily Luchetti's "A Passion for Desserts" is decidedly upmarket (napoleons, souffles,
sabayons), though most recipes only use a few ingredients. The former Stars pastry
chef, who spins sugary confections at San Francisco's Farallon restaurant, offers recipes
that do not require the medieval armory of the typical patissiere, but rather a mixer and
ordinary cake pans.

Grandmother's apple cake, which Luchetti describes as "great for beginners," even
dispenses with the cake pans. The soft, vanilla-scented dough is pressed into a cast iron
skillet, and it's as forgiving as Play-Doh. Cinnamon-sugar is strewn liberally across thinly
sliced, fanned-out apples, which makes an elegant presentation.

For serious home cooks undeterred by beignets and croquembouche, there is Sherry
Yard's "The Secrets of Baking." Yard thinks like an engineer, foolproofing and fine-tuning
techniques for time and texture. Fortunately, Yard, the executive pastry chef at Wolfgang
Puck's Spago in Los Angeles, includes simpler recipes for cookies and cakes as well.
Here, her perfectionism pays off. Marble pound cake, brightened with a touch of
cinnamon, was moist-textured; the chocolate and vanilla swirls shouted rather than
hummed their distinct flavors. And the batter, made with sour cream, was so light, pale,
and luscious, a baker could be forgiven if she decided to skip the baking and attack it
with a spoon.

"HomeBaking," by the globetrotting husband-wife team of Jeffrey Alford and Naomi
Duguid, authors of "Seductions of Rice" and "Hot, Sour, Salty, Sweet," is for bakers who

dream of other lands. Eclectic and at times tricky, and strongly bread-oriented, the book showcases home-baked
goods from around the world -- stollen, ciabatta, roti, strudel -- with many of the authors' photographs worthy of
National Geographic.

But Alford and Duguid are equally confident with the more familiar: Their straight-ahead childhood gingerbread with
molasses is one of the least exotic recipes imaginable. A puffy, cake-like gingerbread, it cries out for a glass of cold
milk and a fireplace.

Practical enough for bakers of all skills is "The King Arthur Flour Baker's Companion," now in a big, handsome



revision. Where else are you going to go to find out how to make Maine blueberry grunt, apple and maple-walnut
cobbler, and popovers in one place? Moreover, the "Companion" is uncondescending and patient, carefully walking
you through the steps to baking perfection without assuming you know a thing.

Basic scones typify the King Arthur philosophy: Even in a simple recipe, there's a right way and a wrong way. If you
decide not to follow the instructions to the letter, the recipe is forgiving enough to yield a tender, flaky scone.

Chocolate is the craving that conquers us all, and Alice Medrich's passionate "Bittersweet" is essential for anyone
who considers life not worth living without rich, dark confections. Once your ambitions move past brownies and
chocolate chip cookies, working with chocolate can get scary. Medrich shows that ganaches and truffles and
mousses simply require a little care. It's a safe bet that her basic recipes are among the best of their kind, and the
complicated ones work.

Chocolate marquise, described as a "richer chocolate mousse," was a simple marriage of butter, eggs, sugar, and
chocolate. Heating the eggs to 160 degrees made them safe to eat (mousses typically use raw eggs), and offered a
voluminous froth to fold into the chocolate. The final result was a dense foam that amplified what a mousse is
supposed to deliver: a serious chocolate payload in a deceptively light package.

At $35-$40 each, these baking books are for investment rather than whimsy. Decades of knowledge have gone into
them. Long after their pages are stiff with flour and buttery thumbprints, they will be teaching your children to bake.
Even for a midwinter project on a solitary afternoon, though, it doesn't hurt to have generations of skilled bakers at
your fingertips.
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