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EATING & DRINKING

Bring Home the Babka
Baker Uri Scheft reveals the sought-after recipe for his Nutella-swirled take on the beloved sweet bread

BABKA IS ONE of life’s most delicious
enigmas. The Eastern European yeasted
cake may resemble a loaf of bread, but
in reality it’s a rich dessert swirled with
cinnamon, chocolate or even sweet
cheese. Its sole flaw? Not all slices are
created equal—the ends rarely get any
filling, while the center cut is a prover-
bial jackpot of yum.

It doesn’t have to be that way. On a
recent visit to Israel, I tasted a babka
that offered the gift of filling in every
bite. Lucky for me, Uri Scheft, its cre-
ator, opened a branch of his Tel Aviv
bakery this year in Manhattan, where I
live. His chocolate babka, in particular,
has quickly garnered a cult following. So
I count myself even luckier that Mr.
Scheft agreed to teach me how to make
a version designed for home baking.

I arrived at Breads Bakery early on a
Sunday. Mr. Scheft explained, “The
dough we’re going to make is brioche
light”—a buttery challah hybrid that
lends itself beautifully to babka. As he
got to work, he assured me that all you
need for babka are great ingredients,
common sense and a bit of inner Zen.

Once I’d scribbled down the recipe
and lots of notes, I set aside the next
Sunday for Project Babka. I began by ac-
tivating the yeast and adding it to the
milk, then I mixed in the rest of the in-
gredients for the dough, one by one. So
far, so straightforward—it was simply a
matter of following directions and pay-

ing attention. “There needs to be aware-
ness in baking,” Mr. Scheft had told me.

He was right. When I removed the
dough from the bowl, I found it stiff and
nearly impossible to knead by hand,
which is what the recipe called for next.
“Don’t just do what the recipe tells you,”
I recalled Mr. Scheft saying. “Listen to
the dough.” The dough was telling me it
needed time to rest.

After a night in the refrigerator, sure
enough, the dough was easy to work
with. I rolled it out into a thin, even
rectangle. For the filling, Mr. Scheft’s se-
cret weapon is Nutella, which remains
gooey even once the babka has cooled. I
spread a jumbo jar’s worth over the
dough and then—as if that wasn’t
enough—gleefully sprinkled on semi-
sweet chocolate chips. Next, I rolled the
dough into a tight roulade, sliced it into
three even pieces and split each of those
pieces lengthwise, revealing chocolaty
stripes. Working with two at a time, I
twisted the ropes of dough together and
tucked them into baking tins.

Once the loaves had risen, it was time
to bake. The kitchen filled with aromas
of yeast and chocolate; in a half-hour,
my babkas were done, and I brushed the
burnished tops with syrup. I could
hardly wait for them to cool before I cut
in. And there it was—that magical swirl
of chocolate and pastry. The babka was
tender and buttery; not a single bite was
chocolate-free. I emailed a photo to Mr.
Scheft, and he graciously replied, “Looks
better than what we made in the bak-
ery.” Who am I to argue?

BY GABRIELLA GERSHENSON
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SIPS SCALED UP
A new book toasts the return of the punch bowl with recipes for monumental mixing

HOSTS, TAKE NOTE: You can
splurge on a tricked-out grill and
spend hours toiling in your garden,
but if you haven’t mastered the art
of making drinks by the batch, your
summertime-entertaining mojo still
needs some work. (And no, tossing a
case of Yuengling into a cooler
doesn’t count.)

Enter Kara Newman, award-win-
ning spirits writer and author of the

new mixology manual “Cocktails for a Crowd.” Don’t be fooled by
the book’s slim size and bright cover. This is a serious, sophisti-
cated guide to crafting drinks, not just a frothy collection of
party size “-tinis.” With a can-do attitude and plenty of smarts,
Ms. Newman offers readers rules of thumb culled from some of
the country’s leading drink-slingers—for accuracy, Oxo measur-
ing cups can’t be beat; to smooth out a drink’s rough edges, try
adding a splash of old-fashioned iced tea—as well as a slew of
big-batch recipes that are balanced enough to please even the
most discerning drinkers.

So, the next time you’re barbecuing, why not ply your guests
with pitchers of refreshing (and seductively pink) hibiscus rum
coolers? Or invest in a punch bowl and surprise them with a su-
persize batch of French 75s, a crisp, potent Gatsby-era gem
that’s traditionally served in a Champagne flute but, in Ms. New-
man’s able hands, scales up beautifully. And then, repeat after
me: The more the merrier! —Sarah Karnasiewicz

For the syrup:
½ cup sugar
2/3 cup water

For the dough:
¾ cup whole milk
1½ packets (10 grams) active
dry yeast

2½ cups bread flour, sifted, plus
more for dusting work surface

2½ cups pastry flour, sifted
2 large eggs
½ cup plus 1 tablespoon sugar
1 teaspoon vanilla
¼ teaspoon kosher salt
1 stick unsalted butter, at room
temperature

For the chocolate filling:
30 ounces Nutella
1 cup semisweet chocolate
chips

WHAT TO DO:
1. Make the syrup: Add sugar and
water to a pot set over medium-
high heat and bring to a boil. Re-
duce heat and let simmer until
sugar dissolves, 2 minutes. Remove
from heat and let cool. Cooled syrup
can be stored, refrigerated, in an air-
tight container up to 1 month.
2. Make dough: Pour milk into a

bowl. Activate yeast according to in-
structions on packet, then add to
milk. Add the following ingredients
to milk-yeast mixture in this order:
flours, eggs, sugar, vanilla, salt and
half butter. Using your hands, or an
electric mixer with a dough hook set
on the lowest speed, blend until
combined, 3-4 minutes. Continue
blending, increasing speed to
medium if using a
mixer, and slowly add
remaining butter in
small chunks until com-
bined, about 4 minutes.
3. Place dough on a
work surface lightly
dusted with flour and
knead by hand until
dough starts to feel inflexible,
2 minutes. Shape dough
into a square. Place on a
tray, cover with plastic wrap and re-
frigerate 8-12 hours.
4. Make the babka: Place dough
on a work surface lightly dusted
with flour. Using a rolling pin, shape
dough into a 10-by-28-inch rectan-
gle about 1/5-inch thick. Spread Nu-
tella evenly over dough, then sprin-
kle dough with chocolate chips. Roll
dough tightly like a jelly roll and lay
seam-side down. Use a serrated

knife to cut roll into thirds, then cut
each segment in half lengthwise.
5. Lay two dough pieces on work
surface so they form an “X” shape.
Twist each end once or twice, so
babka resembles a simple braid. Re-
peat with remaining dough pieces so
you have three babka loaves in all.
Transfer each to an 8-by-3-inch loaf

pan, tucking ends of dough under.
6. Cover pans with a dry towel
and let rise until loaves double
in volume, about 60 minutes.
For best results, place a
bowl of warm water at
the bottom of an oven
that hasn’t been turned
on, then place loaves in-
side oven and shut the
door.

7. Set oven to convection
mode and preheat to 350 de-
grees. Bake loaves 25 minutes.
(If not using convection mode,

bake an additional 5 minutes.)
Check babkas after 20 minutes. If

they are starting to turn dark brown
and are still not cooked through,
cover with parchment or aluminum
foil to prevent tops from burning.
Once baked, remove babka from
oven and brush immediately with a
generous amount of syrup.

Breads Bakery Chocolate and Nutella Babka

ACTIVE TIME: 2 HOURS TOTAL TIME: 10-14 hours MAKES: 3 babkas

French 75 Punch

SERVES: 8
In a punch bowl, combine 16 ounces gin, 8
ounces freshly squeezed lemon juice, 6
ounces simple syrup and ½ teaspoon or-
ange bitters and stir until thoroughly
blended. Just before serving, pour in 32
ounces dry Champagne and stir gently. Add
1 large ice block or several smaller blocks.
Garnish with 8 orange wheels. To serve, la-
dle into punch glasses.

LOAF STORY
The Nutella
center remains
gooey even
after the babka
cools, and the
chef’s
technique for
rolling and
slicing
guarantees
chocolaty filling
in every bite.

COLLECTIVE QUENCHING
The French 75 is a rather
labor-intensive cocktail to
produce by the glass—so why
not mix up a crowd-size batch?

MEGA BAKE
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