maple caramel PECAN ROLLS
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Worth the little bit of time it takes to make these for a special occasion…or a special person!  
These sweet little rolls are SO fluffy, tender, soft, and oozing with 
sweet maple, caramel and pecans in every bite.
INGREDIENTS:

FOR THE DOUGH:
1 cup whole milk

2/3 cup granulated sugar

1 & 1/2 Tablespoons active instant yeast  (2 standard size packets)

1/2 cup unsalted butter (softened to room temperature and cut into tablespoon-size pieces)
2 large eggs (room temperature)
1/2 teaspoon salt

4 & 1/2 cups all-purpose flour (plus more for dusting & rolling)

FILLING:

¼ cup unsalted butter (softened to room temperature)
½ cup packed dark brown sugar

2 teaspoons cinnamon
FOR THE MAPLE PECAN CARAMEL TOPPING:
2 cups chopped pecans
½ cup unsalted butter

2/3 cup packed dark brown sugar

2/3 cup whole milk

1/3 cup pure maple syrup (NOT pancake syrup!)

¼ teaspoon salt
HOW WE MAKE THESE:
1. MAKE THE DOUGH: In a small saucepan, warm the milk over low heat until lukewarm (about 95 degrees F), being careful not to scald the milk.  Pour the warm milk into the bowl of a stand electric mixer fitted with the dough hook attachment. With a spoon, manually stir in the sugar and yeast.  Cover with a towel and let sit until the yeast is foamy, about 5-10 minutes.  (You are testing your yeast for “proof” that it is alive and active with this first step.  Check at 10 minutes - If the yeast/sugar/milk solution has become frothy or bubbly, you have your “proof” that the yeast is alive. If not, the yeast is a dud. Toss it out and start over again with a new batch of active dry yeast.  (NOTE:  If you are using active dry yeast rather than instant dry yeast, it may take a few minutes longer to rise.)
2. On low speed, beat in the softened butter until it is slightly broken up. Next add the eggs, one at a time, and then the salt. The butter won't really be mixing into the mixture, so don't be alarmed if it stays in pieces. On low speed, gradually add the flour. Once it is all added, beat on medium speed until a soft dough forms. Increase speed to medium-high and beat until the dough is soft and supple, about 8-10 minutes longer.  If you do not have a stand-mixer with a hook attachment, knead the dough by hand in this step.  (I used about 4-1/2 cups because the dough was much too sticky with anything less. To test the dough’s readiness, poke the dough with your finger and if it springs back, it is good to go. 

3. Transfer the dough to a lightly floured surface and knead it with your hands for about 2 minutes. Form the dough into a ball and transfer it to a lightly greased bowl. Cover the dough with a dish towel and let sit in a warm place until it doubles in size, about 1-1/2 to 2 hours. 

OPTION 1:  turn the oven on to 200F degrees. Turn the oven off.  Stick the covered dough inside the oven and allow it to rise in this warm environment.  

OPTION 2:  I placed my bowl in a sunny kitchen window and it worked great!  If you make these in the summertime, be sure it is not an overly humid day as the air’s moisture will prevent the dough from rising. The dough took about 1.5 hours to double in size.
4. MAKE THE TOPPING:  Butter/grease/spray with nonstick spray the bottom of a 9x13 inch baking pan.  Spread chopped pecans evenly over the bottom of the pan; set aside.  In a small saucepan, combine the remaining topping ingredients.  Cooking over medium heat, stir until the butter has melted, then bring to a boil.  Boil for 3 minutes.  Remove from heat and carefully pour evenly over the top of the pecans; set pan aside.

5. MAKE THE ROLLS:  Turn the risen dough out onto a lightly floured work surface and, using a rolling pin, roll into a 12x18 inch rectangle.  (You can use a ruler for accuracy.)  Make sure the dough is smooth and evenly thick, even at the corners.

6. Gently spread the softened butter all over the dough; top evenly with the brown sugar and cinnamon.  Tightly roll up the dough to form an 18-inch-long log. Using a very sharp knife, cut into 12 even rolls (about 1.5 inches in width each).  Arrange each roll in the prepared baking pan, cut sides up, leaving space between each one so they have room to expand. Cover your baking pan and store in a warm place once again.

7. Cover the rolls again tightly with foil, and let them rise in a warm place until they are puffy, about 40 minutes OR overnight (see note below). The bottom of your pan will be FULL of a glorious sweet maple, pecans and caramel, which will be absorbed a little bit during the baking process.  It turns into an incredible sticky thick caramel glaze over the bottom of the rolls.
8. After the rolls have risen, preheat your oven to 375 degrees.  Cover the rolls with non-stick aluminum foil - this is very important to keep the tops of your rolls from getting too brown.  Bake for about 25 minutes, until they are golden and the caramel is bubbling around the edges. Transfer the pan to a rack to cool for 5 minutes.

9. Invert the pan onto a large serving platter; the warm maple caramel and pecan pieces will melt down over the sides of the rolls.  Serve warm!   
NOTE:  TO MAKE AHEAD:  During the second rise, cover the sliced rolls and let sit overnight in the refrigerator before baking.  In the morning, remove from the refrigerator and allow to rise in a warm environment for 1 hour (or use your oven as noted in step 3 of the recipe).

YIELD:  12 large rolls
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