Stocking a Baking Pantry
Here’s what you need to have within reach. by keith dresser
Baking demands attention to detail, which begins with the selection of the right ingredients.
Here are the items we use most often in the test kitchen, along with common substitutes and
tips for storing these staples.

Sugars and Other Sweeteners
granulated sugar:

White, or granulated, sugar
is commonly derived from
either sugarcane or sugar
beets, though flavor differences are imperceptible.
We have not detected differences among brands of
granulated sugar.
superfine sugar: This finely

processed sugar has extra-small
crystals that dissolve quickly.
A must for drinks (such as iced
tea), superfine sugar promotes
a melt-in-the-mouth texture in
delicate cookies such as shortbread and butter cookies.
to r e p l ac e :

1 cup superfine sugar

• 1 cup granulated sugar pulverized
in food processor for 30 seconds

confectioners’ sugar: To

prevent clumping, this pulverized
sugar contains a small amount of
cornstarch, making it ideal for dusting over cakes or dissolving in a
quick glaze.
to r e p l ac e :

1 cup confectioners’ sugar

• 1 cup granulated sugar + 1 teaspoon cornstarch
ground in blender (not food processor)

molasses: For most baking

applications, we prefer to use
light (or mild) molasses instead
of dark (or robust). But if you
want a fuller flavor, opt for the
latter. Stay away from blackstrap,
though; it can leave a bitter
aftertaste.
HOW TO STORE: To keep

the lids on molasses or honey
jars from sticking, dip a small
piece of paper towel into a bit
of vegetable oil and wipe the
threads of the jar. The bare film of oil prevents the lid
from sticking.

Brown sugar: When we

want cookies with a serious
chew, we get the best results
from brown sugar, which is
white sugar combined with
molasses. Dark brown sugar
contains 6.5 percent molasses
as compared with light brown’s
3.5 percent. Use light brown sugar unless a recipe
specifically calls for dark brown.

Why So Many Flours?

If you bake, you really should keep three flours (allpurpose, cake, and bread) on hand. Why? The protein
content in flour varies significantly based on the type of
wheat and the time of year the wheat was grown. Cake
flour generally contains just 6 percent to 8 percent
protein, whereas all-purpose flour has 10 percent to
12 percent protein and bread flour has 12 percent to
14 percent protein. Because of the variation in protein,
these flours will absorb water differently—the same
amount of water might make a soupy batter with a
cup of cake flour but a nice, firm dough with bread
flour. Protein content also affects gluten development.
More protein leads to more gluten, which, in turn, can
translate to coarseness, chewiness, toughness, or crispness. Depending on the recipe, these traits might be
desirable or not.

HOW TO STORE: Airtight containers keep moisture

at bay and make scooping and measuring easier, but
brown sugar can still dry out, especially after several
months. To revive hardened brown sugar, place it in a
bowl with a slice of bread. Cover the bowl with plastic
wrap and microwave it on high power for 10 to 20
seconds. This should soften the sugar enough so it can
be measured (it will harden once cooled).
to repl ace:

1 cup light brown sugar

• 1 cup granulated sugar + 1 tablespoon molasses
to repl ace:

1 cup dark brown sugar

flours
all-purpose flour: We prefer

unbleached to bleached flour, as
we find bleaching imparts a slight
chemical flavor that is detectable in
very simple recipes such as biscuits.
However, you’ll never be able to tell
the difference in recipes with a lot
of sugar and/or fat, including cakes
and cookies.
cake flour: This low-protein

the test kitchen prefers to use darker,
grade B maple syrup because of its
assertive flavor. Grade A dark amber is
a close second.

flour is sold in boxes and yields cakes
with an especially fine, delicate
crumb. It’s our first choice for angel
food, pound, and yellow layer cakes,
although all-purpose flour can be
used in a pinch if you’re willing to
accept a slightly coarser, drier crumb.

HOW TO STORE: Because of its high

to repl ace:

• 1 cup granulated sugar + 2 tablespoons molasses
maple syrup: For most baking,

moisture level and lack of preservatives, maple syrup is susceptible to the growth of yeasts,
molds, and bacteria. Once opened, store it in the refrigerator, where it will keep for six months to a year.
honey: In baking, we prefer a

mild-flavored honey, such as orange
blossom or clover, which doesn’t
overpower other flavors.
HOW TO STORE: All honey will

harden and crystallize over time,
but that doesn’t mean you have
to throw it away. Place the open
container of honey in a saucepan
filled with 1 inch of water and stir
over low heat until liquefied.
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1 cup cake flour

• 7⁄8 cup all-purpose flour +
2 tablespoons cornstarch

bread flour: This high-protein

flour (sometimes labeled “made
for bread machines”) is a must for
rustic breads with a chewy crumb
and crisp crust. However, we prefer
all-purpose flour for American-style
sandwich loaves, where a tender crumb is desirable.
HOW TO STORE: Don’t keep flour in paper bags.

It’s messy, and the flour can pick up moisture, especially if your kitchen is humid. Flour belongs in an
airtight container with an opening large enough to
accommodate a 1-cup measure.

thinking outside the pantry

BaKIng POWder and SOda

Although both are chemical leaveners, they react under
different conditions and are not
interchangeable.
In our experience,
there is no detectable difference
among brands of
baking soda or
brands of baking
powder.
HoW to store: Moisture is the enemy of baking pow-

der and baking soda, so keep them sealed in a cool, dry
place. Baking powder will lose its effectiveness within a
year, so it’s wise to date the can when you open it.
to r e p l ac e :

1 teaspoon baking powder

• 1⁄4 teaspoon baking soda + 1⁄2 teaspoon cream of tartar

YeaSt

We use instant
yeast (also called
rapid-rise yeast)
exclusively in the
test kitchen, as it
is faster-acting and easier to use than active dry yeast. Instant yeast doesn’t need to be proofed (mixed with warm
water) and can be added directly to the dry ingredients.
We’ve detected little difference among brands.
HoW to store: Yeast should be stored in a cool

environment, either in the refrigerator or the freezer.
Because yeast is a living organism, the expiration date on
the package should be observed.
to r e p l ac e :

1 teaspoon instant yeast

• 11⁄4 teaspoons active dry yeast soaked in

105-degree liquid from recipe for 5 minutes

Salt

We use table salt in baking recipes. Its
fine grains dissolve and distribute more
readily than kosher or sea salt. There
are no real flavor differences among
brands of table or kosher salt.
to r e p l ac e :

1 teaspoon table salt

• 11⁄2 teaspoons Morton’s kosher salt or 2 teaspoons
Diamond Crystal kosher salt

ChOCOl ate

Unadulterated chocolate is
sold as unsweetened or baking chocolate and packs the
boldest chocolate punch. Most
bittersweet and semisweet
chocolates contain 50 percent
to 70 percent chocolate; the
rest is mostly sugar. We rely on
both chocolates in many recipes.
We generally use milk chocolate
for snacking. For information
on cocoa, chocolate chips, and
everything else you need to know about chocolate, go
to www.cooksillustrated.com/december to read our
Chocolate 101 story.
HoW to store: Never store chocolate in the

refrigerator or freezer, as rapid changes in temperature
or humidity can cause the exterior of the chocolate to
bloom, a cosmetic defect that doesn’t affect the flavor
of the chocolate but is nonetheless undesirable. To
extend the life of chocolate, wrap it tightly in plastic and
store it in a cool,
dry place. Milk and
white chocolates
will keep for at least
six months; dark
chocolates will be
fine for a few years.
to repl ace:

1 ounce unsweetened chocolate

• 11⁄2 ounces bittersweet or semisweet chocolate –
1 tablespoon sugar from recipe

1 ounce bittersweet or
semisweet chocolate
to repl ace:

• 12⁄3 ounces unsweetened chocolate +
2 teaspoons sugar

While not necessarily pantry staples, there are a handful
of ingredients in the test kitchen refrigerator that are
crucial for baking.
Butter:
When baking, we use
unsalted butter
exclusively. In our experience, we have found the
amount of salt in salted butter to be inconsistent. Butter can pick up off-flavors and turn rancid if kept in the
refrigerator for more than a month. If you don’t use a
lot of butter, freeze it and thaw it as needed.
to repl ace:

1 stick unsalted butter

• 1 stick salted butter – 1⁄2 teaspoon salt from recipe
eggs: For consistency, we use
large eggs in the test kitchen.
To ensure freshness, store eggs
in their original container in the
coldest part of the fridge (not the
egg tray in the door, where the
eggs can easily pick up odors).
Organic eggs performed slightly better than standard
supermarket eggs in scrambled egg tests, but there is
no detectable difference in baked goods.
Buttermilk: We find that buttermilk often gives a lighter, fluffier
texture to cakes and biscuits. If you
don’t use a lot of buttermilk, there
are some options: You can use
powdered buttermilk (which can be
stored in the pantry and reconstituted with water) or make clabbered
or soured milk.
to repl ace:

1 cup buttermilk

• 1 cup milk +1tablespoon lemon

juice allowed to thicken for 10 minutes

VanIll a

We have tasted both pure and
imitation extracts side by side in numerous baked goods and have been
shocked to find that we couldn’t tell
the difference between the two.
(Custards are an exception; imitation extract will taste a bit off.) That said, imitation
extract isn’t all that cheap, and we prefer to buy the
real thing; imitation vanilla is derived from wood pulp.

milk: Unless specified, we always
bake with whole milk. Most recipes will turn out fine with low-fat
milk, but skim milk will leave baked
goods dry and tough.
to repl ace:

1 cup whole milk

• 5⁄8 cup skim milk + 3⁄8 cup
half-and-half
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FatS and OIlS
oil: We rarely use oil in
baking (butter adds much
more flavor), but when we
do, we call for neutral-tasting canola or vegetable
oil, which can be used
interchangeably.

sHortening: We frequently use shortening
in pie crust for extra flakiness. Because shortening
doesn’t contain water, it can add a desirable crispness to some cookies,
such as snickerdoodles.
Avoid butter-flavored
shortening, which will
give baked goods an unpleasant chemical flavor.
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Baking spray: Baking spray—nonstick cooking spray with flour—creates
an impenetrable nonstick surface without the mess of buttering and flouring
pans. And baking sprays don’t pool in
pan corners like regular sprays.

