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To my mother, Peggy McMahon, who has always encouraged me to make and decorate cakes from when I was very young. She has shared her love and enthusiasm of baking with me, and I hope that readers of this book will now enjoy sharing those skills.
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Introduction
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Cupcakes are just about perfect for an afternoon treat or a stunning centerpiece at an elaborate wedding—everybody has his or her own “mini” cake, and no one argues over who gets the biggest slice! Besides their convenience, cupcakes are long lasting, too. Baking the cupcakes in liners seals the sides, and if the tops are iced completely, then the cakes are totally sealed and will stay fresh until they’re ready for your occasion, big or small.


Baking


Position the oven shelf slightly below the center of the oven so the cakes sit in the center of the oven. It is possible to cook two trays of cupcakes at the same time if you double the recipe ingredients, but allow an extra 5 minutes’ cooking time and swap the position of the trays in the oven after 10 to 12 minutes so that both trays cook evenly.


Serving


If the cupcakes are topped with a soft frosting, don’t stack them directly on top of one another because the frosting will be ruined. Instead, use a tiered stand to display the cakes. You should have no trouble finding stands made specifically for holding regular-size cupcakes!


Storing


Store cupcakes in an airtight container to keep them fresh. Unless they contain fresh cream, cupcakes shouldn’t be refrigerated (except if the room is very warm), since chilling tends to dry them out. Keep the cakes out of bright sunlight to keep the frosting from melting.


Freezing


Basic cupcakes may be made in advance and then frozen—without the frosting. Use thicker cupcake liners, such as foil ones, since thinner liners will wrinkle during freezing and will peel away from the cupcakes. Allow the cupcakes to defrost thoroughly in a cool place for 4 to 6 hours before frosting.
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Equipment
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There are two basic items you need in order to make cupcakes—muffin/cupcake pans and cupcake liners—but they need to match up. The liners must fit snugly inside the cups of the pan, and the pan must support the cupcakes during cooking so they hold their shape. Make sure the cupcake liners you use aren’t smaller than the cups in your pan or you’ll find that the sides of the liners will open during baking and you’ll be left with flat cupcakes. The recipes in this book are based on standard-size muffin/cupcake pans, but if your trays are larger, just make fewer cakes.
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Muffin/Cupcake pans


The best type of muffin/cupcake pans are metal ones, since metal conducts heat well, allowing the cupcakes to cook quickly and evenly. If you choose pans with a nonstick coating, they will be easier to clean if any of the cake mixture overflows during baking. Many of the nonstick pans are dishwasher safe. Whichever type you choose, make sure the pan is spotlessly clean before using and dry thoroughly after use so that it doesn’t rust. Ceramic pans and silicone molds are also available, but cupcakes will take slightly longer to cook in these since the materials don’t conduct heat as well as metal. All the cupcakes in this book are baked in paper liners; if you use silicone molds, then liners aren’t required because the cakes will come easily out of the molds, with smooth sides and hardly any crumbs.


Alternatively, you can buy disposable individual cupcake liners that come with a second outer liner of aluminum foil. This allows you to make as many cupcakes as you want (adjusting your recipe accordingly). With these, all you need is a flat baking sheet.



Paper cupcake liners



Choose good-quality cupcake liners because cheaper, thinner liners can wrinkle during baking. Also, if the liners are made from thin paper, any designs printed on them won’t show up well when the cupcakes are baked.


Scales


While the rest of the world measures ingredients by weight, the United States measures by volume. For baking, especially, that can be a problem, since the actual amount of flour or sugar you measure in a cup can change depending on how dense you tamp it or how vigorously you scoop it. Therefore, if you want your cupcakes to come out reliably beautiful and delicious every time, the only truly accurate way to measure ingredients is by using a scale. But make sure you stick to one set of measures—metric or imperial—and avoid mixing the two.
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Wire racks


It’s important to transfer the cupcakes to a wire rack to cool because if they are left in the muffin/cupcake pans after baking they will steam, and the bottoms of the cupcake liners may get soggy.





Piping bags


It is possible to buy reusable piping bags, such as ones made from cloth, but the easiest type to use are plastic disposable ones, since they don’t need to be cleaned afterward. Disposable piping bags are made from a thick plastic, and cutting off the tip will give you a good, strong hole for piping plain lines without the need to use a piping tip.
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Piping tips



The best piping tips for fine piping are the seamless stainless steel tips. Larger piping tips are best for swirls of icing. Keep the tips in a separate box from the rest of your kitchen utensils so they don’t get damaged.


Zesting and juicing


A number of recipes call for the juice and zest of citrus fruits, namely oranges, lemons, and limes. Having a zester and a juicer (a hand juicer works just fine) in your kitchen stash will make these recipes easier—and more fun—to make.


Measuring tools


A basic set of these tools is essential. Make sure you have ¼, ⅓, ½, and 1 cup measures, as well as a teaspoon, tablespoon, and ½ tablespoon. They should be flat rimmed. Either plastic or stainless steel is fine, as long as you keep them clean.


Electric mixer


This tool is a major helper when it comes to making cupcake batter. It will really save your arm when you go to make creams or meringues, and if you’re using table sugar instead of superfine sugar this will make your recipes much more successful. Just make sure you have one that has both beater and paddle extensions.
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Blender or food processor


For chopping nuts, fruits, or for converting table sugar into superfine sugar, a blender or food processor comes in extremely handy.


Miscellaneous


∘ Mortar and pestle, for crushing herbs


∘ Sieve, for straining jams


∘ Fine strainer, for topping with confectioners’ sugar


∘ Fondant mat or cutting board and sugar paste/fondant tools


∘ Parchment paper


∘ Knife, for slicing fruit and veining sugar paste/fondant leaves






Ingredients



[image: Illustration]


Butter


Butter has been recommended throughout this book except where recipes call specifically for oil. If you use margarine or dairy-free butter, make sure it is suitable for baking. In recognition of healthy eating trends, many manufacturers have reduced the fat content of margarines and other spreads. But this means they don’t work as well for baking, so either choose butter or a substitute with a fat content of at least 70 percent, and preferably about 80 percent.


Most recipes call for softened butter. There are several ways to soften butter, but the easiest is to set it out in advance and let it reach room temperature. If you’re short on time, however, you can set the butter in a mini pot and set the pot in a pan of hot water. Try to avoid using a microwave—the butter will remain hard in some places but melt in others.
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How to measure


Butter is measured by sticks (4 oz./113 g), ounces (4 ounces per stick), tablespoons (8 tablespoons per stick), and cups (½ cup per stick). So recipes that call for 9 Tbsp. of butter require a full stick of butter (8 Tbsp.) plus a single tablespoon off a new stick.
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Sugar


Don’t worry too much if you don’t have the exact sugar stated in the recipe. You can interchange the fine white sugar, light brown sugar, and dark brown sugar, but if you use the brown sugars you’ll find that your cupcakes will have a more molasses-like flavor as well as producing darker cakes.


The difference between superfine (aka extra fine or ultrafine) sugar and granulated (aka table) sugar, in baking, lies chiefly in the mixing of the sugar and the butter. Superfine sugar consists of smaller grains and therefore dissolves faster. That means it’s easier and takes less time to beat the butter and sugar to a light and fluffy consistency. Especially if you’re baking with only a hand whisk or fork, using superfine sugar will save you a lot of work. In addition, superfine sugar gives you silkier, smoother cupcakes.


However, superfine sugar—known as “caster sugar” in the United Kingdom and elsewhere—can be more difficult to find at stores than table sugar. Moreover, it’s often sold in containers intended for use with beverages, and these are not very big.


In a pinch, a simple workaround is to make your own batch of superfine sugar by pulsing table sugar in a blender or food processor for up to a minute or longer. To avoid confusing it with your regular sugar, make sure you label and store it separately.


Confectioners’ sugar (or powdered sugar) is used to give toppings a smooth, velvety finish.


Flour


Most recipes call for self-rising flour, which is essential for getting light, fluffy cupcakes. Your local grocery store will likely have name-brand options in stock. Don’t make a straight substitute with all-purpose flour—your cupcakes will come out shallow and dense. It’s easy to make your own, using the following ratio (multiply proportionately if you need more):


∘ 1 cup all-purpose flour


∘ 1½ teaspoons baking powder


∘ ½ teaspoon table salt


Mix the ingredients and use right away.


Measuring self-rising flour


The best method is to use a scale. But if using cups, for recipes calling for 1 cup (125 g, or 4½ oz.), spoon the flour into a measuring cup and allow it to round or overfill slightly.
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Eggs


All eggs used are medium size, unless otherwise stated. Ensure that the eggs are as fresh as possible and use them at room temperature. Avoid eating raw dough containing eggs, as there is a chance of developing a foodborne illness.


Many recipes call for egg whites. To separate egg whites from yolks, set out 2 bowls: one for yolks, one for whites. Then follow these steps:


1. Crack an egg and hold it over the egg whites bowl.


2. Catch the yolk in your hand and let the white run through your fingers into the egg whites bowl.


3. Put the yolk in the yolk bowl.


Alternatively, you can use the shell halves to cup the yolk, transferring it back and forth from shell to shell, while draining off the white.


Note: Recipes that call for raw egg whites to be used as glazing should be avoided by people having high susceptibility to food-borne pathogens.
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Sugar paste/fondant


Use store-bought sugar paste/fondant, available from craft or grocery stores. If you’re unable to buy colored paste, you can color it yourself using coloring. The easiest way to color a batch of sugar paste/fondant is to break off a small piece and add food coloring until the color is very bold, then knead this piece into the larger piece. The color will work in more easily if it’s done in two stages rather than trying to color all of the paste at one time.


Sprinkles


There’s a world of edible sprinkle options available in baking aisles and specialty stores, in many different colors, sizes, and shapes—even metallic glitters. Be sure to store them in a dry place and out of bright sunlight, or they will fade.
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Veganize it



Vegan cupcakes—made without dairy or eggs—are part of the culture now; almost every little bakery seems to have at least a portion of display case space set aside for vegan customers. And with the prevalence of high-quality vegan ingredients available, making your own at home poses no problems.


Just follow this chart to fully veganize any recipe in this book (any ingredient not listed in the table is already vegan). Keep in mind that some recipes are easier to veganize than others, depending on which ingredients are called for.






	
Original



	Vegan Substitute







	butter


	vegan butter sticks, such as Earth Balance Vegan Buttery Sticks







	eggs


	egg replacer, such as Ener-G Egg Replacer. Alternatively, use arrowroot powder (2 Tbsp. for 1 egg), widely available at supermarkets







	milk


	plain soy, rice, oat, flax, or almond milk







	egg whites


	egg replacer, such as Ener-G Egg Replacer. Alternatively, use arrowroot powder (2 Tbsp. for 1 egg)







	heavy whipping cream


	coconut cream (the creamy part in a can of coconut milk; 1:1 substitution). Alternatively, use blended silken tofu for a milder tasting, low-fat option







	sweetened condensed milk


	simmer and whisk soy milk in a saucepan, adding sugar, until it boils down to a thick, gooey consistency (2½ cups condenses to about 1 cup after about 2 hours)
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