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Chocolate for the Soul
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They say there are smells of childhood, scents so strongly rooted in your soul that decades later a whiff of that aroma immediately takes you back. For me, the strong, profound, and provocative scent of chocolate cake is so deeply etched in my psyche that my mind shifts to the past whenever there’s a chocolate cake baking in the oven: My mother has just frosted a chocolate layer cake for my tenth birthday. The cake is warm, the milk is cold, and life is good.


In my house, birthdays, visiting relatives, a sister coming home from college were all occasions for a dark chocolate layer cake or a buttermilk chocolate sheet cake, coated in chocolate pan frosting and topped with toasted pecans. You want to teach children patience? Leave an impeccably frosted chocolate cake resting on the kitchen counter until dinnertime. For us, it was torturous. My sisters and I would sneak into the kitchen, stick a finger into the frosting, and then run like crazy. What my mother didn’t know!


The same unbridled joy I felt as a chocolate-snatching child accompanied me as I tested, wrote, and assembled this book on how to doctor a cake mix to create stupendous chocolate desserts, ranging from dark deep chocolate to pale sweet German to creamy white. If this is work, then I am the luckiest working stiff alive.








What’s All the Buzz About Chocolate?


We love chocolate, and chocolate seems to love us back.


It has that smooth and creamy texture once it melts in our mouths, and that rich flavor in our favorite devil’s food cake, and that memorable aroma when baking . . . but are there hidden reasons why we’re so crazy about it?


According to chemists and sensory researchers, chocolate is a highly concentrated, satisfying, and mysterious food. It contains stimulants: theobromine and caffeine. Theobromine and caffeine dilate our blood vessels and stimulate our heart muscles. And chocolate contains small amounts of anandamide, the same compound the brain normally produces to signal pleasure.


Chocolate also triggers our bodies to produce serotonin and endorphin, neurotransmitters that act as antidepressants and help us feel calm and relaxed. Serotonin production is triggered by eating carbohydrates, and endorphin production by eating fat. Researchers say the lift-your-spirits feeling that endorphins provide is somewhat similar to that pleasurable zone known as “runner’s high.”
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Recently researchers have discovered that chocolate contains flavonoids. Flavonoids are beneficial compounds also found in tea, red wine, fruits, and vegetables that act as antioxidants and reduce the risk of developing cancer and heart disease. In the bloodstream they mop up substances called free radicals, small reactive molecules that can cause damage to the body. You receive the most pronounced effect from unsweetened cocoa, followed by dark chocolate and then milk chocolate. White chocolate contains no flavonoids, however, and thus no antioxidant properties.


If we love chocolate, is it possible that chocolate helps us to love? According to Canadian researcher Joseph Schwarcz, chocolate does contain tiny amounts of phenylethylamine, an amphetamine-like substance known as the “chemical of love.” People who are in love have high levels of phenylethylamine in their brains. But chocolate is the food of love, and the food we love, most likely, he says, because we can’t resist it.





I have determined which are the best-tasting chocolate cake mixes and which are the best ingredients with which to doctor them. I have discovered that you don’t need to use fancy European chocolate to create these desserts—supermarket chocolate works just fine! In the process, I have baked and tasted cakes so memorable that I have a whole new repertoire of favorites: The Ever-So-Moist Chocolate Cake with Chocolate Sour Cream Frosting will be our family’s new birthday cake. The humble yet substantial Triple-Chocolate To-Live-For Muffins will be toted on our car trips. The unbelievably moist German Chocolate Sheet Cake with Rocky Road Frosting will be a potluck mainstay. And this is just the beginning!
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With devil’s food, German chocolate, white, angel food, and a few yellow cake mixes, I have created warm pudding cakes and elegant terrines, chocolate cheesecakes in springform pans, chiffons and cookies, more angels, new mini cakes, scrumptious bars, and easy yet sophisticated brownies. And as always, I have stuck to my mother’s advice: “You can get away with a cake-mix cake, but you must make your frostings from scratch.” Sample the easy White Chocolate Glaze on chiffon cake, the German Chocolate Cream Cheese Frosting, the Pineapple Cream Cheese Frosting, Martha’s Chocolate Icing, and the Warm Lemon Curd Sauce on white chocolate cake, and see what I mean.


For those of you who don’t know the story, The Cake Mix Doctor began as an article I wrote in the summer of 1998 while working for Nashville’s newspaper, The Tennessean. I shared family recipes for doctoring cake mixes, and I asked readers to send in their favorites. Within a week, more than 500 recipes arrived. Dumbfounded, I wrote a sequel. Then people wanted more, and I ended up writing a book. Cake mixes are time-saving and reliable, but left alone, prepared using the package instructions and frosted with the canned stuff (heaven forbid!), they are ho-hum. What I proposed in that first book was to doctor mixes with mashed bananas, cinnamon, coffee, yogurt, and myriad other ingredients to make them better: cures for the otherwise common cake. In this sequel I zero in on chocolate cake because so many of us are just plain crazy about chocolate. Whether flavored with sour cream, grated German chocolate, puréed canned apricots, strawberry preserves, melted white chocolate, crushed pineapple, coffee granules, Kahlúa, frozen raspberries, orange juice, or other ingredients found close at hand, these chocolate cakes are magnificent. And they don’t look or taste as if they came from a box.
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My mission remains the same as in the first book: to help busy cooks find the time to bake even when company is not coming. And, to help people who have never baked a cake. In spite of what cooking teachers and many cookbook authors say, scratch cakes are not that easy to pull off. Many people never had a mother or grandmother close by to show them how to bake a cake. They have never attended cooking school. And yet they want to celebrate holidays and special days with terrific-tasting cakes—not from a bakery, but from their own ovens. The most gratifying part of writing The Cake Mix Doctor has been helping these first-timers. In this chocolate book, too, there are recipes to build confidence. But, there are also recipes to challenge.


It isn’t surprising that many from-scratch cooks e-mailed me or pulled me aside at a book signing and confessed that they had contemplated trying the “M” word, but they didn’t know which mix to buy. I advise these more accomplished cooks to begin with chocolate cake mix.


That’s because the chocolate mixes, devil’s food in particular, taste the least artificial. It is easy to add a few key ingredients, like sour cream and cinnamon, and turn out fabulous cakes that will please the well-traveled palate. One chapter in particular—chocolate Cheesecakes, Pudding Cakes, and So Much More—is perfect for these cooks. The Guatemalan Wedding Cake, Pear and Chocolate Terrine, Luscious Lemon White Chocolate Terrine, the roulades, and Key Lime Chocolate Cheesecake will rocket your fine-tuned taste buds into orbit.








the Cake Mix Doctor says


Visit me at www.cakemixdoctor.com, where you can pass along a favorite recipe, ask about one you’ve heard of but can’t find, ask baking questions, or just share your latest baking adventure. You can also read back issues of the bimonthly newsletter “A Piece of Cake” on the Web site, where in each issue I share tested, but unpublished, recipes.





I hope you get as much pleasure from these recipes as my family did. I’ll share a quick story: My slim younger sister, Susan, sauntered through my kitchen the weekend after Thanksgiving. The counters were lined with chocolate cupcakes and stacked with sheet cakes. “I don’t know if I could live in a house where there was this much chocolate cake baking going on,” she said coyly, eyeing each dessert like a cat ready to pounce on a fat mouse. “It would be such a temptation.” Then she spotted a still-warm Chocolate Cherry Chip Cupcake and popped it into her mouth. I smiled.


The aroma and appearance of a chocolate cake are tempting, but its taste is good for our soul.


Visit me at www.cakemixdoctor.com, where you can pass along a favorite recipe, ask about one you’ve heard of but can’t find, ask baking questions, or just share your latest baking adventure. You can also read back issues of the bimonthly newsletter, “A Piece of Cake,” on the Web site, where in each issue I share tested, but unpublished, recipes.





Chocolate Cake Mix 101
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You may be anxious to get to the recipes, in the same way you’re anxious to flip to the end of a mystery novel to find out “who done it.” But if you skip this crash course in how to put together a chocolate cake, an unnecessary mystery might take place in your kitchen as you wonder how to tell if the cake is done, or what type of cocoa to use for the frosting.


These following pages should take the mystery out of cake baking for you. Take a look at the how-to section—my tips on turning that box of cake mix into a masterpiece. Note the types of chocolate that work best in cake baking plus review my suggested list of essential ingredients to keep on hand in the pantry, freezer, refrigerator, and cupboard. I also share my favorite tools for the job and answer some frequently asked questions.


One thing I know to be true—mysteries may be fun to read, but they are no fun to experience in the kitchen. Read on, then enjoy the recipes.


The ABCs of Cake Mix Baking


Imagine you’re about to take a school exam. And on the first page of the exam the teacher neatly and concisely lays out the answers. That’s how I’d like you to look at this section—the answers to your questions. In this crash course I have culled the most important information from The Cake Mix Doctor, have added what I have learned this year, and have focused just on chocolate.



1. CHOOSE A CHOCOLATE CAKE MIX



• Size: Unlike brownie mixes, which range in size from slightly over a pound to nearly a pound and a half, chocolate cake mixes come in one size. You can occasionally find the smaller one-layer chocolate mixes, but most mixes are 18.25 ounces. That makes for easy substituting between brands.


• Plain vs. pudding: That said, there is a crucial difference among those mixes: Duncan Hines and the generics are plain cake mix; Betty Crocker and Pillsbury mixes contain pudding. In The Cake Mix Doctor I said you should not use them interchangeably, but I have relaxed my rule a bit. You should not use a pudding cake mix when the recipe calls for a package of instant pudding. You should not use a pudding cake mix if the recipe calls for plain mix and contains a lot of heavy ingredients like sour cream, nuts, and chocolate chips, because the pudding mix will make the cake even heavier. But you can use a pudding cake mix in many layer recipes that call for plain mix. Just be forewarned that pudding mixes do not rise as much as plain; they don’t dome but bake flat; and they will shrink back from the sides of the pan on cooling. However, they do make an incredibly moist cake and they are widely available, and for those two reasons I have included more of them in this book.


You can also save a step by using a pudding cake mix in a recipe that calls for plain mix plus a package of pudding, although for some reason these cakes don’t rise as well as the plain-plus-pudding-mix combination.


• Flavor: When making chocolate cakes, devil’s food and chocolate can be used interchangeably. Dark chocolate mix is just that—very dark in color. Save it for those recipes where you want a bold color contrast. The German chocolate is an excellent mix and better suited to combinations of flavors, such as when adding zucchini or making orange or strawberry cheesecakes. White mixes can be turned into chocolate by adding a square of melted chocolate or ¼ cup of cocoa. There are also fudge marble mixes and pound cake mixes, but I call for them only a few times. Both yellow and spice mixes can be used along with chocolate.


Brownie mixes, on the other hand, are a confusing lot. Your best bet is to buy as big a box as possible, with few frills (no fudge packets or add-ins); you’ll be doing the doctoring yourself. I have tried to be as consistent as possible in brownie testing so that my recipes will work with a range of package sizes. As far as various brands go, the flavors differ. To decide which brand you prefer, bake the brownies according to the package directions (no doctoring) and sample them. Then choose the brand you like best, and use that one in the recipes featured here.








What’s in a Cake Mix?


The manufacturers might like you to believe that cake mixes are some great mystery and that their recipes are closely guarded corporate secrets, but they’re not that complicated.


They are like any other baking mix in that they contain flour, sugar, and the leavening needed to make the cake rise. In addition, they contain shortening, emulsifiers, flavorings such as chocolate, and colorings. The shortening makes the cake tender, the chocolate is for flavor and color, and the emulsifiers make the cake moist. Emulsifiers bind the fat and the liquid together; soy lecithin is the most common emulsifier.


Mixes also contain flavorings like vanillin, which is an artificial vanilla flavoring, thought by many to be the source of “cake mix taste,” an aftertaste you get from cake mix. Yellow cake mixes suffer the most from “cake mix taste,” I think, and they contain a heavy hand of artificial colorings, too. Chocolate mixes, on the other hand, are less cluttered. Undoctored, they deliver the least “cake mix taste” of all, no matter what brand.


All you need to add to a cake mix is liquid (water or buttermilk, for example), vegetable oil (this varies from 2 tablespoons to ½ cup or more), and eggs. The number of eggs affects the texture and appearance of the cake. One-egg batters will yield a dry and tender cake, perfect for pressing into the bottom of a springform pan as the base for a cheesecake. Two-egg batters make dense sheet cakes, three-egg batters are just right for spongy layer cakes, and four-egg batters turn into those sturdy and well-formed Bundt and pound cakes.


You will, of course, want to add more to a cake mix, and that is why you’re reading this book! On these pages I will show you how to incorporate mashed ripe bananas and other fruit, sour cream, chopped nuts, brewed coffee, and a pantry of other ready ingredients into chocolate cake mix batters to turn them into your signature desserts.





2. READY THE OVEN



• Temperature: Oven temperature is the variable that I just cannot help you with, although I wish I could. No matter how carefully you follow my recipes, if your oven is not baking true, your cakes will not turn out right. If in doubt, buy an inexpensive oven thermometer at the hardware store, place it in the oven, and set the temperature to 350°F. The oven should cycle up and down and reach 350°F in about 15 minutes. If not, you should have your oven checked and possibly calibrated by an appliance expert. Always preheat the oven for 15 minutes before you bake. Most cakes bake at 350°F, but you’ll find some recipes, such as the cheesecakes, call for a 325°F oven. If you are using pans with a dark finish or glass baking pans, reduce the temperature by 25 degrees. Do the same if the layers are larger than 9 inches in diameter.


• Rack position: Place the oven rack in the center position for most cakes, slightly lower for angel foods. For three-layer cakes, stagger the pans so two are on the middle rack, set slightly apart, and one is in the center on the next-higher rack. Take care that there is plenty of air circulation around the three pans, and be aware that the top layer will bake more quickly.


3. PREPARE THE PAN



• Use the right pan: Many cake disasters can be averted right here. Read through the recipe to see if you have the correct pan. To check a pan, turn it over and see if the measurements are inscribed on the bottom. If not, measure across the bottom of the pan with a ruler or measuring tape. If yours is not the right size, you may want to borrow a pan, buy a new one, or decide on another recipe.
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If you decide to purchase pans, buy good ones. Good doesn’t necessarily mean the most expensive. I don’t like the heavy, dark (and expensive) type of bakeware because they overbrown cakes. I prefer shiny, heavy-weight, moderately priced aluminum pans for layers, sheet cakes, and roulades. (Stainless steel doesn’t conduct heat as well as aluminum.) You can find these pans at cooking stores and in housewares departments, and if they are washed and dried well before being stored in a cool, dark place, they will last for a very long time.


• Grease the pan: Prepare cake pans according to the recipe instructions. Layers will release best if the pans are lightly misted with vegetable oil spray and dusted with flour. Tap out the excess flour over the sink or trash can. They will release even better if the pans are lightly spread with vegetable shortening and dusted with flour. Wilton makes a wonderful shortcut called Cake Release, a blend of vegetable oil and flour that you can brush on the pan with a pastry brush. For choco late cakes, you can dust the pans with unsweetened cocoa instead of flour. Do not use the aerosol cooking sprays to mist pans. They have an odd flavor, and they contain pro pellants (alcohol), which will cause your cake to bake quickly at the edges and over-brown. Instead, invest in a mister that you fill with your own vegetable oil. You’ll find them in housewares departments.








Substituting Pans


Can you use a different size pan than called for in the recipe? The pan called for is always the best, but in a pinch, you can substitute:






	Recipe pan


	Your pan


	What to do







	Layers


	Bundt or tube


	Choose sturdy cakes containing 3 to 4 eggs. Will bake in 50 to 60 minutes at 350°F.







	Cupcake/muffin


	Bundt or tube


	Look for moist recipes with plenty of oil or liquid, containing 3 to 4 eggs.







	Sheet cake


	Bundt or tube


	Look for moist recipes with plenty of oil or liquid, containing 3 to 4 eggs. Will bake in 50 to 60 minutes at 350°F.







	Bundt or tube


	Layers


	Choose a lighter-weight cake with 3 eggs and few added ingredients. Bake 28 to 32 minutes at 350°F.







	Cupcake/muffin


	Layers


	Choose a lighter-weight cake with 3 eggs and few added ingredients. Bake 28 to 32 minutes at 350°F. Omit the toppings.







	Sheet cake


	Layers


	Make sure these lighter cakes don’t have a lot of add-ins like chocolate chips, which will weigh down a layer cake and cause it to sink.







	Bundt or tube


	Cupcake/muffin


	A good conversion. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes at 350°F.







	Layer


	Cupcake/muffin


	If the cake is lighter, the baking time will be less—only 20 minutes.







	Sheet cake


	Cupcake/muffin


	Also a good conversion. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes at 350°F.







	Bundt or tube


	Sheet cake


	Look for cakes that aren’t heavy with sour cream, oil, or chocolate chips—they tend to sink in the center. Bake about 40 minutes at 350°F.







	Layers


	Sheet cake


	Use the 3-egg cakes for sheet cakes; even 2 eggs work well. [image: Image]







	Cupcake/muffin


	Sheet cake


	Use the less heavy recipes, and scatter the add-ins or toppings over the top before baking, or on the bottom of the pan before pouring in the batter to create an upside-down cake.











Bundt pans are best prepared with a misting of oil and a dusting of flour. For some reason, lighter-weight Bundts release a cake better than the heavier types. Tube pans are sold shiny or nonstick. Nonstick is fine for pound cakes, but you will need a shiny pan for angel food cakes and chiffons, which are poured into an ungreased pan and must cool upside down over the neck of a bottle before slicing. Brownie pans need just a misting of oil or a light spreading of butter on the bottom of the pan. Roulades are poured onto buttered parchment paper lining the bottom of a jelly-roll pan. A washable and reusable parchment paper called Super Parchment is now available and works great.


4. MIX THE BATTER



• Measure: Bless the resilient cake mix. It has been formulated to work in spite of our foibles, in spite of our cold or hot ovens, our wrong pan sizes. But your cake will taste better and look better if you carefully follow the recipe. And measuring is critical. Pour liquids into liquid measuring cups (typically Pyrex) and check the measurement at eye level. Spoon dry ingredients like chocolate chips, raisins, or nuts into dry measuring cups and level off the top with the flat side of a dinner knife. Brown sugar should be packed lightly into a dry measuring cup and leveled off with a knife. For butter and margarine, use the tablespoon indicators on the wrapper.
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• The dump method: Unless a recipe specifies folding in whipped egg whites, chips, or nuts at the end of the recipe, you can pretty much dump all the ingredients in the bowl at one time and turn on the mixer. The ingredients can be right out of the refrigerator unless stated “at room temperature”—important when working with cream cheese because it tends to lump when combined with cold ingredients. Turn the mixer on low speed to moisten the ingredients; the recipe will tell you how long to blend—from 30 seconds to 1 minute. Then, in the case of most layer, pound, and sheet cakes, mix for 2 minutes at medium speed. Angel food cakes need just 1 minute of mixing. Brownies need only 1 minute at low, or they can be stirred by hand.


• Don’t overbeat: One of the greatest injustices you can do your chocolate cake mix cakes is to overbeat the batter until it has those grand tunnels going through. Use a hand mixer so you are less likely to overbeat, and save the big turbo mixer for scratch cakes and breads. Just be sure to stir once or twice along the bottom of the bowl with a rubber spatula, because cake mix can cling to the bottom.


5. TEST FOR DONENESS



• The spring test: If you bake enough cakes, you will be able to look at a cake and smell a cake and know that it is done. Until this epiphany, there are plenty of other cues for determining doneness. The most reliable is the spring test: When you think the cake might be done, open the oven door and lightly press the top of the cake with your finger. The cake should spring back. If your finger leaves an indentation, it’s not done.


• Other signs: Other cues of doneness might be the cake pulling away from the sides of the pan; this is helpful in the larger cakes like Bundts and tubes. If in doubt with these big cakes, gently stick a toothpick or wooden skewer into the center of the cake. It should come out clean. (The toothpick test isn’t the right one for layers because the hole it creates is just enough to deflate the layer if the cake is not yet done.) Brownies are tough to call. Always check at the first time indicated, and if in doubt, pull them out sooner rather than later. Angel foods are done when darkened and crusty on top. Take care not to underbake an angel food cake or it will fall while it cools. Cheesecakes look glossy in the center when they have cooked through, and they will still be a little jiggly when you gently shake the pan; the center will firm up as the cake cools.


6. OUT OF THE OVEN



• Cool the cake: Carefully place the cake pan on a wire rack or the stovetop grate to cool. Allow 10 minutes for cake layers, 20 minutes for tubes, Bundts, and sheet cakes. Angels and chiffons cool for a full hour, upside down over a bottle or resting on the feet built into the pan. Always allow a cake to cool before you try to move it or frost it; otherwise, it might tear.


• Loosen the cake: Before you invert the cake to remove it from the pan, run a sharp knife around the edges to loosen them. Then give the pan—layer, Bundt, tube, or sheet—a good shake. Rotate it a quarter turn and give it another shake. Continue to do this until you can see that the cake has left the pan sides all the way around.


• Turn the cake out of the pan: Place the rack or serving platter upside down on top of the cake pan, and then invert the two together. Layer cakes need to be inverted again so they are top side up. This will prevent lines from forming on the top of the cake as it cools and the cake sticking to the rack. Invert cakes baked in tube pans again, too, for they are served large side up, or the way they baked in the oven.


7. FROST THE CAKE



• To level or not to level: Don’t! When I see a leveled cake, I think it came from a bakery. It appears dry and hard to me and doesn’t evoke any of those warm and comforting feelings you get when you see a slightly domed cake, what I call the grandmother look. Plus, if you slice the top off the cake to level it, you will be spreading the frosting on cake crumbs, and this is very difficult unless you freeze the cake layer first. I understand that some bakers insist on leveled cakes because they are easier to transport and display. If the cake does dome and you really want it to be flat, while it is cooling in the pan, place a clean kitchen towel over the layer and press down firmly with your hand to flatten the cake in the center.


• Icings: In this book I make a distinction between fluffy uncooked frostings and what I like to call cooked icings. The icings need to go on warm; they set up hard as they cool on the cake. Mix and match them, or use my suggestions for which icings go with which cakes. Cakes with icings are easily stored at room temperature, and they tote well in warm weather because the icing doesn’t run.


• Frostings: Most buttercreams—made with just butter, confectioners’ sugar, and a liquid—work well on any cake. The heavier buttercreams—the cream cheese frostings—need a denser cake to support the weight, or the frosting can tear the top of the cake as you spread it. Look at the chocolate cake flavor and pick a frosting that is compatible in flavor—peppermint, orange, white chocolate—and compatible in texture.








High-Altitude Baking: What You Need to Know


If you are living in a place that is 3,500 feet or more above sea level, you are living at high altitude. Because there is less air pressure at these altitudes, cakes may rise higher than they would at sea level. And if cakes do not have the structural strength to support the additional height, they fall. So, if you are baking at high altitudes, what you need to do is to strengthen the structure of your cake, or at least choose a cake recipe wisely. According to Bonnie West, a home economist and consultant in sky-high Denver, Colorado, some cakes are just more risky to bake at high altitudes.


If cakes were made up of just flour, eggs, and water, they would perform well at high altitudes. But we all know that is not the case. Sugar, oil, butter, even cocoa, tenderizes a cake, making it taste better, but they also make the cake’s structure more delicate. More sugar in the form of gelatin and pudding creates an even more delicate structure, as do peanut butter, melted chocolate, and melted butter.


So what can you do? Learn to spot the high-risk cakes and avoid them. Learn to boost the structure of the cake you are baking. Here are some steps for high-altitude success from Bonnie West:


1. Choose the right pan. Bundt pans have lots of sides for the cake to cling to as it rises and bakes, so Bundt cakes tend to bake up dense and fall less. On the other hand, 13- by 9-inch sheet pans provide the least support. If additional sugar or fat is added to the cake mix, you will notice that the center of a sheet cake dips. High-altitude bakers say that if a cake works in a sheet pan, it will work in any pan.


2. Follow the high-altitude directions on the cake mix box; they are there to boost the structure of the cake. Often they call for adding a little extra flour (2 tablespoons to ⅓ cup), using slightly less oil (if I call for ½ cup of oil in a recipe, reduce that amount to ⅓ cup, for example), and/or baking at a higher temperature.


3. Higher oven temperatures are helpful in setting the structure of the high-altitude cake, but take care not to overbake it. “An overdone cake that is dry,” says Bonnie, “is much worse than one that falls slightly.”


4. Use plain cake mixes rather than ones with pudding included.


5. Make sure you beat the cake for the maximum time recommended. Beating develops the gluten in the flour, which is what provides structure. Bonnie recommends at least 3 minutes of beating time. Overbeating makes a tougher cake, says Bonnie, but usually the maximum time called for in a recipe is acceptable.


6. If your baked cakes have large air holes or pockets, the next time, before baking, hold the batter-filled pan 1 inch above the counter and drop it onto the counter. This will break up those bubbles.


7. And don’t fret if your cakes crack on top. “I don’t really consider this a problem. It comes from the air here being extra-dry,” says Bonnie. “Adding a little more liquid may help, or try baking on a humid day—but I wouldn’t worry about it.”


Keep in mind that adjusting a cake for high altitudes is for visual purposes, not flavor. “Most family members will be so glad you’ve baked a cake,” says Bonnie, “they won’t care if it dips a little in the middle. For those of us who grew up at high altitude, we believe frosting was invented to fill the dip!”





• Glazes: Glazes are easy last-minute additions to a cake. I love all of the chocolate glazes in this book, from the thin Shiny Chocolate Glaze to the seductive White Chocolate Glaze. Glazes will differ in thickness a bit. Unless the recipe says so, let the cake cool before glazing. Some cakes, however, need to be glazed while warm to allow the glaze to seep in. And some cakes need to be poked with a chopstick or skewer before pouring the glaze over.


• Cake stands: Cakes are easier to frost if they are raised a bit. Frost the cake on a cake stand, and turn it a quarter turn as you go. Or place the cake on a cardboard round on top of an upside-down cake pan. This elevates the cake a couple of inches, and you can turn the cardboard as you work.








How Much Frosting Is Enough?


One 13- by 9-inch layer, top only . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1¼ to 2¼ cups


One 13- by 9-inch layer, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . .2½ cups


Two 8-inch layers, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1¼ to 2¼ cups


Three 8-inch layers, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .2½ cups


Two 9-inch layers, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .2½ cups


Three 9-inch layers, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3 to 4 cups


10-inch tube pan, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3 to 4 cups


12-cup Bundt pan, top and sides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3 to 4 cups


12 cupcakes, tops only . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1 cup





• No frosting: In a hurry? Nothing is as pretty on a chocolate cake as a dusting of confectioners’ sugar. Spoon some into a small sifter or strainer and gently tap it over the top of the cake. For a corresponding look, sift on a little sweetened cocoa. See Fast Decorations (page 163).


8. STORING THE CAKE



• Leftovers: Understandably, people don’t need to research storage too much with chocolate cake because leftovers are seldom an issue! But should you have leftover cake, be reassured that it will last at room temperature or in the refrigerator (check the recipe suggestions) for a week. Longer than that, and you will need to freeze the cake. Cakes can be covered with a cake dome or bell, be placed in a cake saver, or be lightly covered with waxed paper, plastic wrap, or aluminum foil.


• Freezing cake: If wrapped properly, cake will freeze well for up to 6 months. Some cakes are better freezers than others. The denser the cake, the better it will freeze. Thawed unfrosted cakes taste better than thawed frosted cakes. Heavy frostings like cream cheese frostings will freeze better than the cooked icings, but whipped cream frostings don’t freeze well at all. Any cake must be thoroughly cooked before it heads for the freezer. You must wrap cakes in the right material or the freezer will rob them of moisture and flavor. Since it’s easier to wrap a cake if the frosting is hard, chill cakes with buttercream and cream cheese frostings, uncovered, for at least 20 minutes before covering them; then the wrap won’t pull the frosting off the cake. Place the cake on a cake round and cover it with heavy-duty aluminum foil (never plastic wrap). Or, if your freezer is large enough, place it in a plastic cake saver. Cakes stored in deep chest freezers that are not opened routinely will freeze better than cakes frozen in refrigerator/freezer combinations, which are opened many times during the day.


• Thawing frozen cakes: Most cakes—the Bundts, tubes, sheet cakes, and unfrosted layers—thaw just fine overnight on the kitchen counter. Depending on the temperature of your kitchen, some cakes with cream cheese frostings thaw better in the refrigerator than on the counter. And if the frozen cake has a creamy frosting or filling containing eggs, it absolutely must be thawed in the refrigerator for 8 hours to overnight. By the way, if you plan on frosting those unfrosted layers, thaw them three quarters of the way covered in aluminum foil, then uncover and complete the thawing. This allows the layers to dry out so the frosting will stick to them.


Chocolate Primer: What You Need to Know About Working with Chocolate


Chocolate is one of our most pleasurable foods. It lifts our spirits, signals celebration, looks elegant, and brings to mind all sorts of pleasant taste memories. But chocolate, for all its good, is a temperamental ingredient. Fortunately, when we stir it into cake batter or prepare a basic frosting using it, we don’t have to take it through a lot of fancy processes. All we need to do is buy the right kind of chocolate, store it under optimum conditions so that it stays fresh, and melt it properly. If we do these three things, rarely will we experience a bump along the way.
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TYPES OF CHOCOLATE


Read my lips: no fancy chocolate. First and foremost, don’t use hoity-toity, expensive chocolate for baking. Save it for eating out of the box with your sweetheart on Valentine’s Day. Chocolate is a delicate and delicious foodstuff, and its flavor is volatile. The strong, irresistible smell that chocolate gives off while baking is your clue that flavors are being baked away. Any subtle nuances in that precious European chocolate that you paid so dearly for will be but history when it is blasted in a 350°F oven. Shop at your local supermarket for all the chocolate you’ll need in this book.


Buy real chocolate. There is chocolate, and there is the imitation stuff that doesn’t contain cocoa butter. Look for real chocolate, which isn’t hard to find on your supermarket shelf.


The basics


• Unsweetened chocolate: Also known as bitter or baking chocolate. It contains cocoa particles, ground very fine and smooth, an emulsifier, pure or artificial vanilla, but no sugar. It is sold most often in 1-ounce squares in an 8-ounce box, but you can also buy it melted in a convenient plastic pouch.


• Semisweet or bittersweet chocolate: Sugar is added to unsweetened chocolate, and the amount of sugar varies with the manufacturer. The names of this chocolate will vary, too; it’s often called extra-bittersweet. Taste it first to find your preference. This is especially important when making ganache, a frosting that relies solely on the flavor of the semisweet chocolate. Look for shiny chocolate that snaps, smells chocolaty, and melts smoothly in your mouth. It can be eaten out of hand, chopped and melted into frostings, or grated into cake batter for extra chocolate flavor.


• Couverture chocolate: Contains more cocoa butter than semisweet, so it melts better. It is used primarily in candy making and is not called for in this book.


• Milk chocolate: Contains more sugar than semisweet, and of course milk is added. It is delicious eaten out of hand, and will melt and fold into frostings. Milk chocolate chips can be added to cake and cookie batters. Be careful when melting milk chocolate; it doesn’t take as long as semisweet. Because of the extra sugar added, you cannot substitute milk chocolate for semisweet chocolate.


• White chocolate: For something so simple in flavor, this is a mighty complicated confection. It is made from the cocoa butter pressed from the cacao bean, with sugar, milk solids, vanilla, and lecithin added. Because it contains no chocolate liquor, its flavor comes from the cocoa butter. And that is why the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) considers it “an infringement on the standard of identity for chocolate,” according to the Chocolate Manufacturers Association (CMA). Some white chocolates are labeled “white confectionary coating.” Others are called “white chocolate” on the package, which means the manufacturers have received special permission from the FDA to do so. The FDA is being petitioned by the CMA to relax the standard because the same product can be called “white chocolate” in Europe. (It is fine to use the term “white chocolate” in a recipe title because the FDA does not regulate food made at home or foods in cookbooks.) To make matters even more complicated, some brands are made with vegetable oils, like palm kernel oil, instead of cocoa butter. Look for the words “cocoa butter” on the label, and if you have a chance, look at the product itself. If it is made with a vegetable oil, it will be bright white, whereas with cocoa butter it is a more yellowish ivory color.


White chocolate is delicate and very sensitive to heat, and it won’t substitute for dark chocolate in recipes. But it can be carefully melted and added to cake mix recipes in order to give the cake flavor and a rich, crumblike texture.


Other types of chocolate


• German sweet chocolate: A sweeter chocolate than semisweet, and the basis for the famous German chocolate cake. It is sold in a 4-ounce bar, and can be grated or melted and added to cake batters, or melted and turned into frostings.


• Chocolate chips: An invaluable cake-doctoring tool for folding into muffins, cupcakes, Bundt cakes, layers, sheet cakes, brownies, and cookies. But be careful when you melt chips: They may be melted before your realize, because they tend to hold their shape. Chips are most often semisweet chocolate, but they come in all sorts of flavors, such as cinnamon, white chocolate, milk chocolate, and peanut butter.


• Chocolate syrup: Swirl this through a Bundt cake or cheesecake. Drizzle it into cream as you are whipping it.


• Chocolate ice cream sauce: Thicker than the syrup, this can be used between layers of cake and ice cream in making frozen desserts. And it is turned into the batter of the Banana Split Fudge Cake (page 199) to create just that—a banana split taste and texture.


In addition to chocolate, cocoa is a popular addition to cake mix recipes and frostings. Look for two types:
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• Regular unsweetened cocoa: Pressed chocolate with most of the cocoa butter removed is finely ground and then put through a sieve to make this basic cocoa powder. This is what your grandmother baked with: It is slightly acidic and therefore gives cakes a reddish-brown color. It was the ingredient behind the first devil’s food cake (see Chocolate Cake Glossary, page 463).


• Dutch-process unsweetened cocoa: This cocoa is treated with an alkaline solution that darkens the color and mellows the flavor. Dutch-process cocoa is easier to dissolve in liquids. Use this type of cocoa, which can be found in many supermarkets, in cakes and frostings where you want a deep, dark color.
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Breakfast cocoa, which is richer and contains more cocoa butter, is used in chocolate milk powders. It and other sweetened cocoas can be sifted on top of cakes for a pretty effect.


STORING CHOCOLATE


Chocolate is not the sort of friend you’d want to take on a beach vacation. While you were preparing for the outdoors, for some fresh air and sunshine, chocolate would be wrapping itself up in foil, finding the nearest cold, dark pantry, and se questering itself in a corner so as not to mix and mingle with the other ingredients.


• A cool, dark place: Choose a cool (65°F) room temperature and a dark place with good air circulation. Chocolate shouldn’t be stored in the refrigerator unless you happen to live in a hot and humid climate and have no other choice.


• Wrap it well: Wrap the chocolate first in foil, then in plastic wrap or a plastic bag. Chocolate needs to be on its own, away from foods with strong odors, as it will pick up those odors like a sponge.


• Bloom: I was dismayed to find that the chocolate I had been storing in a cupboard for less than a month had grayish-white blotches and streaks all over it. This was fat bloom, a sign that the chocolate had been stored in too warm a place.


Then I figured out why. The fluorescent lights that lit my counters so well were mounted at the base of the overhead cabinets. If I left them on a great deal, which I was doing as a night-light, the bottom cabinet shelf, where my chocolate was stored, became warm to the touch. I quickly remedied this by switching the chocolate to another cabinet. Rest assured, fat bloom will disappear when the chocolate is melted. It just doesn’t look nice. There is another bloom, called sugar bloom, which occurs when chocolate is stored in too damp conditions. This leaves the chocolate feeling rough, and if it forms, the chocolate should be discarded.


• Shelf life: Under good conditions at home, semisweet chocolate and unsweetened chocolate will last up to a year, and milk and white chocolate will last 7 to 8 months.



MELTING CHOCOLATE


My mother still melts chocolate on the stovetop. She is untrusting of the microwave oven, and I’ll admit I used to be. But there is no reason not to microwave chocolate. Both unsweetened and semisweet bar chocolates melt beautifully this way. The chips are a little trickier, and you have to stir them well. White chocolate chips are the trickiest. They contain the least amount of cocoa butter, and they don’t ever seem to completely melt in appearance.


Here are a few tips, whether you use the microwave or stovetop:


• Chop chocolate into 1-inch or smaller pieces for more even melting.


• Stir during the melting process to keep the temperature even.


• Chocolate is finicky about liquid. Avoid contact with droplets of water or steam during the melting process, or the chocolate can seize up or harden. If you must add liquid, use at least 1 tablespoon liquid for every 2 ounces of chocolate for it to combine smoothly.


• Melted chocolate does not mind large amounts of liquid as long as when you combine the ingredients, the liquid is warm.


Microwaving


Melt chocolate in a microwave-safe container placed in the center of the oven. Use high (100 percent) power, but take care not to microwave too long. Check the container a few times, stir, and restart the microwave as needed. Even if the chocolate still keeps its shape, it may just need a stir to be melted.


• Microwave 4 ounces of chopped unsweetened or sweetened chocolate on high for 1 minute. If not melted, stir and microwave another 30 seconds.


• Microwave 6 ounces of chopped white chocolate on high for 1 minute. If not melted, stir and microwave another 15 seconds.


• Microwave 2 cups of semisweet chocolate chips on high for 1½ minutes. Stir and microwave another 15 seconds if not melted. For 1 cup of chips, microwave for 1 minute to 1 minute, 15 seconds.


• Microwave 2 cups of milk chocolate chips or other chips on high for 1 minute. For 1 cup of chips, microwave for 45 seconds. If additional time is needed, stir and heat again for 5 seconds.


Stovetop


Use very low heat and a heavy saucepan, and stir constantly with a wooden spoon so the chocolate does not stick and burn. (If it does, it must be thrown out, as there is no resurrecting it.) When the chocolate looks melted, remove the pan from the heat and stir until it is completely melted. White chocolate burns very easily on the stovetop; stay with it.








The Dump Method and Ingredient Temperature


I don’t think you’ll find the term “the dump method” outlined in any culinary reference book, and I wasn’t trying to be irreverent when I used it in The Cake Mix Doctor. How best to describe the ease with which these cakes are prepared? Dump the ingredients into the bowl, rev up the mixer, and you’re baking!


But, as is often the case when I oversimplify, questions do arise. If one dumps ingredients in the bowl, should the ingredients be at room temperature or straight out of the fridge? In most recipes, those ingredients can be right out of your refrigerator.


The exceptions are recipes that specifically call for butter to be softened or melted, and recipes that call for beaten egg whites. Room-temperature egg whites will whip to a greater volume than cold egg whites.


But take the most care when you are working with cream cheese. Not only should cream cheese be at room temperature (or softened in the microwave oven if your kitchen is cold), but the ingredients added to it should be around the same temperature, or they might cause the cream cheese to lump up. And you can beat the batter blue with an electric mixer—those lumps will never disappear.


I find, too, that when assembling buttercream frostings with softened butter, the frosting will pull together more easily if the liquid you are adding is at room temperature. Cold liquids, and even a cold mixing bowl, can cause that butter to firm up and make the frosting more difficult to spread.





Chocolate Cake Mix Pantry


Whether you’re assembling a layer cake, pudding cake, chiffon cake, cheesecake, cookies, or biscotti, certain ingredients are essential to the process. Cake mix baking is easy, but just because the cake goes together simply doesn’t mean the ingredients don’t have to be just right. Keep these on hand and you’ll be all set for spur-of-the-moment baking.


THE ESSENTIALS


• Cake mixes: Devil’s food, chocolate fudge, butter recipe chocolate fudge, German chocolate, fudge marble, brownie mix, as well as angel food, white, yellow, butter recipe golden, and spice cake mixes went into this book. I found the devil’s food and German chocolate the most versatile.


• Chocolate: Grate or melt German chocolate bars or semisweet chocolate bars into cake batter. Add chocolate chips (semisweet and milk, or miniature semisweet) to cakes, cookies, muffins, and bars. They also can be sprinkled on top just before baking. And other chips—peanut butter, toffee, white chocolate, cinnamon—can be folded into or sprinkled on top of batters. Chocolate chips can also be melted as the start for a quick frosting. Use either regular unsweetened cocoa powder or the Dutch-process cocoa, which is darker in color and milder in flavor, in frostings and to intensify a cake batter. White chocolate bars can be melted and folded into white cake mix for rich and memorable cakes with a pound cake texture. For more on chocolate, see the Chocolate Primer (page 13).


• Milk: Unless it is noted in the recipe that the cake or frosting requires whole milk, use whatever milk is in your refrigerator. Skim, 1 percent, and 2 percent are all fine. Some frostings and glazes need the extra fat of whole milk to make them taste rich, and some puddings and fillings need whole milk to firm them up. The higher-fat the milk, the better-tasting the outcome. When I was testing the first book, I had an infant in the house and we had a ready stash of whole milk. Now that little John has moved to 2 percent milk, I miss that whole milk for baking and try to buy a quart every now and then to have for frostings. Milk may be added cold to cake batter.
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• Eggs: Always large. They don’t have to be at room temperature. The whites, however, will whip to higher peaks if they are left at room temperature to warm up a bit.








Don’t Forget Fresh Fruit


• Bananas: Select ripe ones, mash, and add to cakes and muffins.


• Peaches: The riper the better in frostings and batters.


• Pears: Slice, sauté, and layer in a chocolate terrine.





• Butter: Unless the recipe states “unsalted,” use lightly salted butter. Lightly salted, I found, can offset the sweetness of many cake recipes. However, unsalted is needed when baking with brownie mixes, for they taste saltier than cake mix. Don’t substitute margarine for butter unless it is called for in the recipe.


• Vegetable oil: Use light, unflavored vegetable oils such as canola, corn, safflower, soybean, and sunflower. Don’t use olive oil.


• Sugar: The recipe will specify types of sugar if more than one kind is called for in that recipe. If the recipe simply lists sugar, it means granulated sugar. Be sides granulated, you’ll need confectioners’ (powdered) sugar and light and dark brown sugars.


• Extracts and spices: Always use “pure” vanilla, almond, orange, and lemon extracts. For other flavorings that are not available in pure form, such as coconut flavoring, use what you can find. The most used spices are ground cinnamon, allspice, and ginger.
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THE EXTENDED PANTRY


Refrigerator


• Buttermilk: If you can’t find the liquid form, then use powdered buttermilk mixed with water as directed on the label.


• Heavy (whipping) cream: For sweetened cream frosting, fillings, and chocolate ganache.


• Sour cream: Makes cakes moister. You can substitute the lower-fat version, but don’t use the fat-free.


• Cream cheese: Critical to cheesecakes, and it adds interest to brownies. You can get by with lower-fat, but not fat-free. Full-fat is best.


• Yogurt: Use plain yogurt as a substitute for sour cream. Experiment with vanilla, coffee, and chocolate flavors, too. Low-fat and nonfat yogurt work as well as full-fat.


• Ricotta cheese: Fold into pound cakes.


• Citrus fruit: Oranges, limes, and lemons provide juice and grated zest to flavor cakes, frostings, and glazes.


Freezer


• Unsweetened grated coconut: Available regionally, mostly in the South. Use to make the Chocolate Coconut Icebox Cake and in bars and cookies.


• Pecans, walnuts, sliced almonds, and other nuts: Keep a supply in the freezer (it extends their shelf life, too).


• Whipped topping: Certain recipes, like the Watergate Cake (page 186), call for this. Thaw before using.


• Frozen sweetened raspberries: Thaw and purée; strain to remove seeds, if desired; then add to cake batter.








Cool It!


If you are in a real hurry to finish up a layer cake, here’s how to cool it down pronto: Transfer the warm layers onto cardboard rounds and place them in the freezer for just under 5 minutes before frosting it. (When it’s warm in the kitchen and the frosting is soft, professional pastry chefs run those layers in and out of the freezer to help set the frosting.)


When I was in St. Paul, Minnesota, baking in the kitchen of food writer Allison Campbell, we found something cooler than her freezer. It was bitterly cold outside and had been snowing. I had a plane to catch and needed to frost a warm cake in a hurry for a photo shoot. Allison and I remembered the one place guaranteed to cool down most anything—her back porch! Those yellow layers cooled down in no time, the chocolate frosting went on like a dream, the photographer snapped her photo, and I made my plane.





Cupboard


• Instant pudding mixes: Vanilla, chocolate, pistachio, and banana puddings marry well with chocolate.


• Canned fruits: Crushed pineapple and apricot halves add moisture to the batter.


• Sweetened condensed milk: Adds sweetness and consistency to cheesecakes.


• Dried fruit: Raisins, sweetened cranberries, sweetened cherries, and pitted prunes are delicious folded into batters or fillings.


• Instant coffee powder: Add to angel food cakes, syrups, frostings, and dark chocolate cake.


• Red food coloring: For Red Velvet Cake, of course.


• Dried coconut: Found at natural foods stores; sprinkle atop cookies and bars before baking.


• Sweetened flaked coconut: Sweeter than frozen coconut, but fine for frostings and fillings.


• Marshmallow creme: Use in fillings and frostings.


• Chocolate sandwich cookies: Crush and fold into whipped cream for sandwiching between layer cakes.


• Chocolate mint candies: Fold into pound cake batter or brownies.


• Amaretto, rum, Kahlúa, sherry, brandy: These and other liquors, liqueurs, and for tified wines add flavor, moisture, and spirit to cakes and frostings.


• Peppermint candy: Crush and stir into buttercream frosting.
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Cool Cake-Baking Tools


Here are the dozen kitchen gizmos, gadgets, and basics I could not bake a cake without. You might call these my dirty dozen! To find them, shop in house-wares departments, at cookware shops, or in restaurant supply stores.


1. Wooden spoon: Not just one—I have a crock full of spoons of all widths and lengths. They feel good in your hand when you mix up brownie and cake batters, and they allow you to stir an icing over the heat.


2. A seven-speed hand mixer: I love this little machine. On low speed it is silent and gentle, combining dry ingredients without leaving me in the dust. On high it beats the heck out of heavy cream, and somewhere in between it knowingly blends a cake batter. And the beaters go right into the dishwasher.


3. Stainless-steel nesting mixing bowls: These lightweight but durable bowls fit nicely inside each other for convenient storage. The large bowl is perfect for mixing the cake batter, the medium is right for making frostings, and the baby bowl holds glazes or chopped nuts and other add-ins.


4. Rubber spatulas: Whether scraping the last bit of batter out of the bowl or smoothing the top of the batter before it goes into the oven, rubber spatulas are so useful. If you want to use them over the heat when making a frosting or stirring melted butter or chocolate, you will need to buy heat-tolerant spatulas. Especially handy are the spoon spatulas; their cupped edges make stirring brownies or getting the last bit of frosting out of the bowl a breeze.


5. Palette knife: Also known as an icing spreader, this 6- to 10-inch-long narrow metal spatula not only spreads frostings and icings effortlessly onto baked cakes, but it is also great for wedging under bars to lift them out of a 13- by 9-inch pan.


6. Microplane: This handy grater is found at cookware shops and gets the most zest from an orange, lemon, or lime without any of the bitter pith underneath. It also is a fine tool for grating chocolate to garnish the top of a cake.


7. Tiny hand sifter/strainer: For dusting just a tablespoon of confectioners’ sugar atop a cake, for removing the seeds from fresh lemon juice, or for straining tiny seeds from raspberries, a small fine-mesh strainer comes in handy.


8. Carbon steel chopping knife: You want the sharpness of carbon steel to chop pecans and dried fruit quickly, to slice into the top of a cake mix pouch, or to chop chocolate into pieces for melting.


9. Ruler or small tape measure: When in doubt, measure the size of your pans. For perfect splitting, measure to find the midpoint of a cake layer.


10. Quart-size glass measuring cup: Not only do these cups hold liquids (oil, milk, juices) for measuring, they are just the right size for melting butter and chocolate in the microwave.


11. Vegetable oil mister: You put your own oil in these misters, found in house-wares departments. They mist the hills and valleys of the Bundt pan easily and without the propellants found in aerosol sprays.


12. Reusable parchment paper: It is called Super Parchment, and it is a super and nominal investment if you bake a lot of cookies or roulades. It can be wiped clean and used time and time again.








A Quick Note on Pans


My favorite baking pans—whether layer, sheet cake, springform, or cookie—are heavy, shiny aluminum. Bundt pans come in a variety of materials, but I find the lighter-weight pans the easiest to unmold. Tube pans can be either shiny for angel foods or coated with a nonstick surface for most pound cakes. Most of the recipes in this book were tested with shiny aluminum pans.


Dark pans and glass pans will cause your cakes to bake more quickly and to darken on the bottom and the edges. However, when you are baking the pudding cakes that taste best warm and might need to be reheated, it just makes sense to bake them in glass so you can reheat them in the microwave. If you use glass or dark pans, don’t spray them with an aerosol baking spray that contains propellants, for this will make that cake bake darker. And lower the oven temperature 25 degrees for these dark and glass pans.


Many people like to bake with insulated pans. They are fine for sheet cakes, but I find they don’t brown cookies well, and for that reason I don’t use them. If you must bake with insulated pans, be aware that the cakes and cookies might need 5 minutes more baking time.






OTHER COOL TOOLS


Here is other equipment you should have on hand:


• Pans: You will need two or three 9-inch pans, a 13- by 9-inch pan, a 10-inch tube pan, a 12-cup Bundt pan, and some other pans—such as a 10-inch springform pan and 2½-inch cupcake pans—for preparing the recipes in this book. Choose heavy, shiny aluminum pans or aluminized steel pans for even heat distribution. The best bakeware has a folded construction to prevent warping.


• Pastry brush: To brush melted butter onto parchment paper, or liqueurs onto just-baked cake layers to moisten and flavor them.


• Cooling racks: The heavy wire racks are best because the flimsy lightweight racks will bend with constant use. Buy one long rack that will hold two cake layers and at least one smaller rack for inverting a layer at a time onto this larger rack.


• Cake stands: Beautiful pedestals on which to showcase your cakes. Choose from stainless steel, pottery, wood, or glass. See Standing Tall (page 288).


• Cardboard cake rounds: Useful rounds of many sizes that fit underneath cake layers. They make for easy transporting, should you need to travel with a cake. And many are decorative, should you want to serve the cake right from the cake round. They also make for easy storage if you want to freeze unbaked layers—just cover the layers with heavy-duty aluminum foil and pop in the freezer.


• Shakers: These small stainless-steel canisters fit neatly into your hand, and they have holes at the top for shaking out flour for dusting pans or confectioners’ sugar for garnishing a roulade.


• Sharp serrated knife: So useful for splitting cake layers or for cutting angel food cake with a sawing motion.


• Ice cream scoop: Not only will the scoop make serving up ice cream a breeze, but the hinge attachment makes ladling muffin/cupcake batter into tins much easier.
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• Cake savers and carriers: Plastic trays with snap-on plastic lids that will hold a cake for toting and traveling as well as storing and freezing right at home.


• Waxed paper: This is just the right wrap to lay across the top of a cream cheese frosting while it firms up in the refrigerator. Waxed paper keeps moisture in, but it won’t stick to the frosting. Unfortunately, waxed paper doesn’t stick to the sides of a plate, so you’ll need to tape it to the plate for a secure fit. And waxed paper doesn’t provide an effective moisture barrier, so it’s useless for freezing cakes. But it’s just right for lining a shirt box so that you can lay bars, brownies, and cupcakes inside for toting to a bake sale.


• Aluminum foil: The best protector in the freezer, especially when you use heavy-duty foil. Foil will neatly cover a 13- by 9-inch cake pan for keeping the cake fresh.


• Plastic wrap: This wrap is fine for cakes with no glaze or frosting. But it is best used at room temperature or in the refrigerator. In the freezer it offers the cake no protection from drying out.


• White aprons: I like plain white aprons for cake baking, the kind chefs use in a restaurant kitchen. I buy a pack of them at a restaurant supply store and keep them in a bottom kitchen drawer. Their bib will cover my nicest blouse, and they are long enough to nearly touch my knees, covering my slacks. And with white, you know when the apron needs to be laundered, which keeps the cake-baking process a hygienic one.


Chocolate Cake Mix Doctor Q&A


These questions and answers have appeared in issues of my newsletter, A Piece of Cake. My thanks to the readers who posed the questions.


Q. What is the best way to store cake mixes? And how long do they last? I’d like to take advantage of the sales and stock up.


A. Believe it or not, cake mixes have a shelf life of up to 2 years if they’re kept in a cool, dry place. Some climates are just naturally suited to keeping cake mixes fresh longer—where there is cooler, drier weather. But if you live in Houston, or Tampa, or even in Memphis, don’t stock up on cake mixes for the long haul.








“The important thing is not to
stop questioning. Curiosity has its
own reason for existing.”

—ALBERT EINSTEIN





Q. I am watching the amount of sugar in recipes. Can I omit sugar, since cake mix already contains sugar?


A. Yes, you can omit the sugar in most recipes. Cake mixes do contain sugar on their own, and whereas added sugar does help to make the cake more tender in texture, it is not mandatory.


Q. Several of your cake recipes call for buttermilk. Can buttermilk powder be substituted?


A. Absolutely. Following the directions on the package, add enough dry powder and liquid to equal the amount of buttermilk in the recipe.


Q. May I substitute Egg Beaters for eggs in your recipes? How much should I use?


A. Yes, you can use Egg Beaters as an egg substitute. Use ¼ cup per egg in the recipe.








10 Things to Remember About Baking Chocolate Cakes


1. Don’t buy expensive chocolate for doctoring up a cake mix. It loses its flavor when baked. The bar chocolate, cocoa, and chips from the supermarket work just fine.


2. Chocolate likes acidic flavors. It marries well with sour cream, yogurt, and buttermilk.


3. Don’t worry about the temperature of the ingredients you add to the mix. Unlike scratch cakes, cake mix cakes turn out well when all the ingredients—room temperature or cold—are put in the bowl at one time. Unlike scratch cakes that call for cocoa, the water does not have to be boiling before it is added. The only exception is when you are working with cream cheese: It will lump up if cold ingredients are added, so when making a cheesecake, it’s best to have all the ingredients at room temperature.


4. Stock up on vanilla extract. (At the wholesale clubs you can buy it in 16-ounce bottles for a huge savings.) It is a marvelous chocolate flavor enhancer.


5. The devil’s food cake mix is both easy and difficult to doctor. The problem is that it is a good mix and doesn’t need a lot of doctoring—perhaps just some coffee, cinnamon, or bananas. But it can be powerful in flavor, too. If you want to showcase more subtle flavors, such as zucchini, you’re better off using a milder-flavored mix like the German chocolate.


6. Plain chocolate mixes and pudding mixes bake differently. The plain mix bakes up more beautifully. The chocolate pudding mix bakes flatter. The plain mix is softer in texture, the pudding mix denser and wetter.


7. Use shiny pans. If your pans are dark, the edges of your chocolate cakes will darken and harden as they bake.


8. Don’t overbake. Cocoa has a drying effect on cake batters, causing them to bake more quickly. Be cautious. Get to know your oven, whether it underbakes or overbakes. Use a kitchen timer or write down the exact time the cake went in the oven. A dry chocolate cake will not taste as delicious as a moist chocolate cake.


9. You can’t rely on visual doneness as easily with chocolate cakes. They don’t turn golden brown, and by the time the layers pull away from the sides of the pan, they might be overdone. The fingertip press test is most reliable for layers, Bundts, tubes, and sheet cakes: Press lightly with your finger, and the cake should spring back. With brownies, you must rely on timing. If in doubt, pull them out a few minutes before you think they are done.


10. Use your nose. When chocolate cake is done, it smells done. You can train your nose to pick up on that strong aroma of chocolate and cooked eggs. It is an intoxicating smell, and you will remember it all your life. In fact, researchers have found that students exposed to the smell of chocolate while studying for exams can then recall the material better if they are exposed to the smell of chocolate while taking the exam. SATs in pastry kitchens, perhaps?





[image: Image]


Q. I can’t find chocolate sweetened condensed milk in the local supermarket. Are there any substitutions?


A. Yes. Melt 6 ounces (1 cup) semisweet chocolate chips with a 14½-ounce can of sweetened condensed milk over low heat. Allow to cool, and proceed with the recipe.


Q. I am a little confused about the Duncan Hines cake mix label. It says “moist deluxe.” Does this mean it contains pudding in the mix?


A. Duncan Hines cake mixes do not contain pudding, even though the label says “moist.”
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