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FOR STANLEY





INTRODUCTION
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It’s 2 a.m. on a night in the middle of July, and my partner, Stan, and I are talking about Christmas.


“I finalized the new holiday collection today,” I say. “How are we going to work the new items into the holiday production schedule? What did we run out of last year? How many people do we need to hire this year? Have we ordered enough boxes?”


Every year it’s the same thing, yet somehow each new pre-holiday season seems even more frenetic. A few short years ago, we were making fifteen different chocolates, all by hand, and it felt very complicated. Today we also make more than a hundred other products: preserves, petits fours, chocolate bars, cakes, pastries, cookies, and pies. It’s no longer just complicated—it’s controlled chaos.


When we started our company nine years ago, our motto was “For gifts and personal indulgence.” Valerie Confections has evolved so much since then, but the same intention remains behind everything we make. Each chocolate is made by hand, dipped by hand, and packed by hand in boxes finished with hand-tied ribbons. I believe in making all of our products this way. For me, it is the same idea as preparing a home-cooked meal. There is true intimacy in a box of chocolates that are all slightly different because human hands, thankfully, cannot replicate the robotic movements of a machine. Handmade gifts and desserts create a special moment for the person on the receiving end. The next time you need to give a birthday present or a hostess gift, present a box of homemade cookies or a pie—the response will undoubtedly be surprise and gleeful anticipation.



EARLY MOMENTS
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When I was six years old, I accompanied my mother, grandmother (Pau-Pau), and grandfather (Gung-Gung) on a house call to a business associate of Gung-Gung’s. My relationship with Pau-Pau and Gung-Gung was tentative at best. They spoke Chinese exclusively, and communication was somewhat limited with their half-white, non-Chinese-speaking granddaughters. Gung-Gung was the patriarch of the family, and while I don’t recall ever being told to obey him, I do remember feeling as if there wasn’t an alternative. On this particular outing, Gung-Gung was carrying a large box of See’s Nuts and Chews, which caught my eye. It wasn’t Christmas or Chinese New Year, so I asked my mother, “Why is Gung-Gung bringing chocolate to his friend’s house?” Gung-Gung responded in Chinese, and my mother translated. “Gung-Gung says, ‘Never go empty-handed.’”


By third grade, I had developed a fairly serious baking habit and, whenever possible, tried to sample more sophisticated desserts. We lived in San Francisco, and across town, in the tony Pacific Heights neighborhood, there was an amazing patisserie, Fantasia. Decadent and fancy, it offered an impossible number of desserts: towers of cookies, chocolates, marzipan fruits, and tray after tray of perfect petits fours and tortes. The tables were occupied by beautifully coiffed ladies, and the entire picture was one of unspeakable joy to my eight-year-old eyes. It was almost too much to take, such beauty and splendor in one room. I never wanted to leave, but I could never choose what to eat. What would be the most delicious creation? I’d stare into the cases until my mother finally insisted that we go, and only then would I decide what to eat. The image of the petits fours is seared in my mind to this day. My fairy-tale fantasies were filled with desserts, not Barbies or princesses.


As the youngest of four children, I was frequently left alone to amuse myself or to navigate the world. And there was no “play” baking with an Easy-Bake oven. I used grown-up equipment and, with little guidance, somehow managed to teach myself how to bake and cook. I created things like monkey bread, dessert pizzas, and a wide array of cookies, including a masterpiece Victorian gingerbread house when I was in the fifth grade. That same year, I discovered a neighborhood dessert shop—Tassajara—and visiting it became my favorite pastime. Its location couldn’t have been more different from Fantasia’s in Pacific Heights; the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood was decidedly bohemian. The patrons were dressed casually, and the desserts were rustic and organic, yet, in their own way, as beautiful as those at Fantasia. The cases held homey tarts, dense chocolate cakes, and nutty and buttery cookies. I often went out of my way to be able to enter the shop, missing my school bus so I was forced to take public transportation and then had no choice but to walk the three blocks to school, passing by Tassajara. My circuitous journeys to school also gave me the liberty of spending as long as I liked while making my choice in front of the bakery case. On my first visit there, after staring at the case for what felt like hours, I realized that there was no need to choose: I would enjoy two pastries, an almond croissant and a palmier. What fifth grader could ask for more at 7:30 a.m.?


The hours I spent gazing into bakery cases had an enormous impact on my life’s path and on my own style of desserts. The casual organic approach of Tassajara and the classic elegance of Fantasia, the yin and yang of desserts, merged to create my hybrid perspective on sweets.


By the time I was eighteen, my relationship with desserts was well defined. My joyous moments have always been punctuated by dessert. The first time I fell in love, I could think of no better way of expressing my emotions than sending a package of homemade chocolate chip cookies to my boyfriend at college. And every Christmas, there were staples like Snowballs (page 254) and Brownies (page 266) for friends and family. Desserts can be a celebration, and desserts can also comfort us. The night my father died, the trauma seemed more than I could handle. I cocooned with my family at my childhood home for a few days. There were no activities to distract me, so I baked. Oatmeal cookies with dried apricots and almonds. The cookies were some of the best I had ever made—the centers chewy, the edges crispy, and the apricots’ tartness perfectly balancing the nuts. I see those days in hazy snapshots, but I do recall with absolute clarity the taste of those cookies.


The early 1990s were an exciting time for restaurants in San Francisco. Because of the dot.com boom, there was an abundance of diners with hefty expense accounts. I was in college studying drama during the day, and I spent my evenings working at one of those bustling restaurants, Lulu’s. It was an exhilarating place to be, as the farm-to-table movement was starting to burgeon and celebrity chefs were emerging from under the surface of our consciousness. I ran the door at Lulu’s, so it was my responsibility to know every name and face in the industry, to be familiar with the menu and wine list, and to orchestrate the seating of more than five hundred people a night. Every evening when we opened the doors, I was presented with a culinary who’s who from Alice Waters to Marion Cunningham to Alfred Portale. The produce all came from the farmers’ market, the beginning of what was to become the landmark market at Ferry Plaza. Dining out became my major source of recreation. Being surrounded by food gave me a rush and an enormous thrill, and I devoured it all. But I had no desire to work professionally in a kitchen. I treated my moments of creating food as an intimate activity and would never have predicted that that would change.


In 1997, I relocated to Los Angeles, having felt a pull in that direction for years. As cosmopolitan as it is, San Francisco is a very small town, and the idea of more anonymity and unfamiliar streets sounded like perfection. When I arrived, I immediately got a job managing Les Deux Cafés. Located on a run-down street in the middle of Hollywood, “the Café” was the vision of Michèle Lamy, a former fashion designer from Paris and the most forward-thinking individual I have ever worked with. The menu was market-driven French cuisine, but that wasn’t the restaurant’s main focus. If San Francisco was the food mecca, Los Angeles was the celebrity mecca, and each night the room was filled with a bevy of entertainment and other personalities: Madonna, Joni Mitchell, Al Pacino, Salman Rushdie, and David Bowie were frequent guests. Michèle taught me the art of detail, from the fabric-covered handwritten menus to the mignardises (tiny sweets) served in silver bowls from the flea market; her vision was compelling, honest, and consistent. The most valuable lesson I learned from my years there was simple: create something with what you have.


Unfortunately, it took an extended period of misfortune for me to realize what I had. Just after my thirtieth birthday, I suffered a broken back and found myself facing a painful and bleak future. I spent hours in solitude. I read Swann’s Way (twice), and very unironically meditated on the importance of a cookie in one’s life. And the concept for Valerie Confections was born. Like Scarlett O’Hara, I realized my life’s true calling. It had always been there, ever obvious to others, but not at all to me. It took one of my greatest struggles to make me see what I had always wanted to do.



FOR GIFTS AND PERSONAL ENJOYMENT
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Do you remember the last time you opened an exquisite box of chocolates? Untying the ribbon, lifting the lid, peeling back the wrapping, and gazing at them? Their different shapes and colors lie before you, and you want to take a tiny taste of all of them, to see which one you want to eat first. It makes you feel happy. It makes me feel happy. Every time.


Valerie Confections was started with that experience in mind, devoted to creating handmade chocolates that are both beautiful and delicious, each one a gift. Stan and I started the business in 2004 in our apartment with six flavors of toffee, a box that we called our Debut Assortment, and it’s still one of our biggest sellers. The first Christmas was crazy. In the pre-online-shopping era, we took orders by fax and phone. Our small dining room was curtained off for packaging; the second bedroom was the office. I made family meals for us and our two part-time employees as we all tied ribbons around boxes late into the night.


In 2006, when I was pregnant with our son, August, we moved to our current location on an unglamorous street just south of Silverlake, an eclectic community nestled between Hollywood and downtown Los Angeles. Soon after the move, I tested petits fours over a period of eight months, intent on making my own version of the tiny cakes I’d seen at Fantasia. I wanted to create a collection that, like the toffee, we could ship across the country. Our petit four cakes are dense and buttery, layered with ganache, and dipped in chocolate. The décor isn’t simply piped frosting—we candy individual rose petals, pansies, and citrus zest. The petits fours were the perfect bridge between the confections we were known for and the bakery we were becoming.


In 2008, our little factory on a weird street became our boutique. Michèle Lamy’s “work with what you have” credo was a great model to follow. With the economy at rock bottom, we needed a new focus for our company to survive. I got in the kitchen and cooked, threw the rules out the door, and was no longer limited by the parameters of a chocolate or petits fours box. I found myself newly invigorated by the challenge of making our company work. Our basic philosophy stayed the same: create a moment—every bite should have a beginning, a middle, and an end; use the best ingredients; and make everything as delicious as possible. We established booths at the local farmers’ markets and then purchased fruits from our neighboring vendors, creating a web of commerce with other small businesses. Every week we sent out a seasonal menu to our growing e-mail list. We offered the members of our community handmade sweet and savory pastries, and they responded.


Since the debut of our market booths, both our business and our family have grown. Despite the challenging economy, business has actually doubled. Following a more organic path of growth than the one we had originally set out on has allowed us to expand in ways we couldn’t have predicted. And our second child, a girl named Lee, was born on Christmas Eve 2011, one week overdue (she was considerate enough to let me work through the Christmas rush before I gave birth).


Although the hours are long, I get tremendous gratification from my work. I’m in the enviable position of truly being inspired every time I walk into the kitchen. New ingredients continue to motivate me, I’m energized by the process of developing new recipes, and I am humbled by the response our products elicit.


Before we started the company, we had an abstract idea of who our customers would be, but now they are our friends. We have families who stop by our market booths every week, and we get to see their kids growing up. And we have people who order our chocolates as gifts every year, for whom we have become a part of their holiday tradition.


Over the years, just as often as people have asked for recipes, they’ve come to me for advice. They want to find out how they can do what I’ve done, where I went to school, and how I became a chef. Well, I’m a self-taught home baker, and I don’t consider myself a chef. However, in a very real way, I was trained by all my favorite chefs, because I used their cookbooks to teach and inspire me. I started with a passion for learning, a willingness to experiment, and a stack of cookbooks. And I’m lucky enough to have turned my passion into a career.


I wrote this book to share some of what I’ve learned and, hopefully, to inspire you to feel confident in the kitchen. To make jam, or chocolates, for the first time. To attempt something that you haven’t tried, or to revisit something you’ve done before with a new perspective. And to approach baking with a sense of adventure and possibility so that after spending some time with these recipes, you’re able to expand not only your repertoire but also your understanding of the techniques and flavors involved, and start creating your own recipes—and telling your own stories through food.


I encourage you to experiment in your kitchen. Pair ingredients or components to suit your own palate, and feel free to alter recipes to your taste. It’s this sense of exploration that drove me to create Valerie Confections. It’s what I hope to inspire in anyone who tastes our desserts for the first time. And it’s what I hope you discover in this book.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I have tried to write the recipes in this book in the most approachable, nontechnical way possible in the hope that that simplicity will allow you to use them often. The array of desserts is large, so every season and occasion can be filled with delicious homemade treats. You’ll find cakes for celebrations, refreshing sorbets, cookies, chocolates, and pies for any time of the year. There are jams and granolas to satisfy your desire for a homemade breakfast, and you can make petits fours and scones for afternoon tea. I’ve also given mix-and-match components for cakes (see page 110) and pies (see page 164) so you can create hybrid sweets to your liking. Make your own signature dessert and see what happens.


Although the individual recipes can stand on their own, they are also intended to complement one another. For example, embellish a creamy dessert from the Bowl chapter with a crunchy cookie from the Jar chapter. Or use recipes in tandem to create dessert parties (see page 121).
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MISE EN PLACE


How many times have you started a recipe only to notice halfway through that you are missing a key ingredient? It’s a frustrating experience, and the best way to avoid it is to prepare your mise en place—a French phrase that translates to “everything in place”—before you start baking. Begin every baking session by reading the recipe carefully, reviewing the ingredients and the equipment needed, the “prep,” and the cooking process. Designate an area in your kitchen as your “station” and set everything up there: measure and prep all of your ingredients, and collect the tools and equipment called for.


INGREDIENTS


There is a group of key baking ingredients you will see repeatedly in these recipes. A well-stocked kitchen is a well-loved kitchen. Keep basic ingredients such as all-purpose flour, brown sugar, gelatin, confectioners’ sugar, and fresh eggs on hand at all times so you can create your favorite desserts without delay. Specialty ingredients, like some of those included in this list, may be a bit pricier or more challenging to source, but they will maximize both flavor and richness in a variety of recipes.


Atomized 69% Bittersweet Chocolate


This ingredient sounds far more exotic than it is; atomized chocolate is very finely ground fully conched chocolate. The more common unsweetened cocoa powder can taste bitter or astringent when used as a coating on truffles or other desserts; atomized chocolate has a smooth mouthfeel and a strong chocolate flavor, with no acidity. See Resources, page 335.


Butter


I use Plugrá unsalted butter for all baking and confections. Plugrá contains more butterfat than most American butters, resulting in richer, more flavorful desserts. Unsalted butter allows you to control the level of salt in your recipe.


Citrus Zest


Adding grated citrus zest is an easy way to infuse maximum flavor into whatever you are making. For instance, in the Lemon Cake (page 78), the lemon juice imparts a subtle lemon flavor. Using more juice for a stronger lemon taste would make the batter too wet; zest adds concentrated lemon flavor. It is important to buy organic or “nonsprayed” fruits when you will be using zest, as the skin can absorb significant amounts of pesticides.


Crème Fraîche


Crème fraîche is rich soured cream that is thicker and less tangy than standard American sour cream. You can make your own by combining heavy cream with a small amount of buttermilk and leaving it in a warm environment to ferment. Crème fraîche contributes a buttery, slightly tangy flavor to cakes and other baked goods and ganaches. Crème fraîche also helps baked goods retain moisture.


Fleur de Sel


This French sea salt (literally “flower of salt”) has larger crystals than table or kosher salt and brings out more flavor from the other ingredients, in both sweets and savory dishes.


Nut Flours


You will see nut flours in a variety of recipes in this book. Nut flour can be made easily by blitzing nuts in a food processor or coffee grinder for 2 to 3 minutes. Once the nuts are transformed into flour, stop pulsing. If you continue to grind them, they will turn into nut butter. Store nut flours in an airtight container in the refrigerator or freezer for 3 to 4 months. Blanched nut flour is made from blanched (skinned) nuts. For standard nut flours, or anything listed as raw nut flour, I tested the recipes using nuts with the skins intact. Toasted nut flour is made from nut flour that is toasted in the oven until it turns golden and smells toasty. Do not try to make toasted nut flour using roasted nuts; that will result in a mealy, oily nut mass. To make toasted nut flour, spread raw nut flour on a baking sheet and toast in a 350°F oven for 6 to 8 minutes, until the flour turns dark golden and smells roasted.


Nut flours are very popular today for use in gluten-free recipes. For the recipes in this book, nut flours are used specifically to create a forward, nutty flavor. See Resources, page 335, for information on where to purchase nut flours.


Nut Pastes


Almond paste, the nut paste I most commonly use, is sometimes confused with marzipan, which is substantially sweeter and softer. Nut pastes create rich, moist cakes with a fine crumb. The increased moisture also extends the shelf life of any baked good made with nut paste. See page 44 for a quick and easy recipe for almond paste.



Vanilla Bean Paste


Vanilla extract is a staple in most people’s cupboards; it is alcohol that has been infused with vanilla flavor. Some of these recipes call for vanilla extract, but more often I prefer to use vanilla bean paste, which is vanilla beans blended into a sugar syrup. Vanilla bean paste is slightly more expensive than extract, but it imparts a more intense flavor and also leaves speckles of vanilla beans in a dessert. And vanilla bean paste is easier to blend into a batter than seeds scraped from a vanilla bean, which can clump and result in uneven flavor and color. See Resources, page 335.


MEASURING


You will find both volume and weight measurements (in ounces and pounds) for the ingredients used in the recipes in this book. Most home bakers are accustomed to volume measurements, but I urge you to experiment with weight measurements. It’s the only way to ensure that your recipes will have consistent results, particularly when you’re making chocolate confections (see the Box chapter, page 169). Using a digital scale is incredibly easy, and once you grow accustomed to it, you will see it’s also faster, as well as more precise, to measure ingredients this way.


Measuring Dry Ingredients


When measuring dry ingredients like flour and sugar by volume, fill the measuring cup until the top is slightly rounded, then swipe a flat edge across the top. None of the dry ingredients used in these recipes, including brown sugar, were measured as “packed” cups.



EQUIPMENT
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This list includes all the necessary pans and tools you would need to make every recipe in the book. For specialty equipment and paper products, see Resources, page 335.


Baking Pans


Four 9-inch round cake pans


One 9-inch round cake pan with a removable bottom


Three 9-by-2-inch round cake pans


Three 9-by-3-inch round cake pans


One 9-inch springform pan


One 10-inch springform pan


Two 9½-by-5½-inch loaf pans


One 10-inch tube pan


Two mini cake pans (twelve 3-inch molds per pan; optional)


Two 13-by-18-by-1-inch baking sheets


Three 9-by-13-by-2-inch baking pans


One 9-by-9-by-2-inch baking pan


Four 9-by-6-by-1-inch baking pans


Three 8-by-8-by-2-inch square baking pans


One 9-inch pie pan


One 9-inch fluted tart pan with a removable bottom


One 11-inch fluted tart pan with a removable bottom


Two large muffin tins


Two popover pans


Eight 3-inch ramekins (optional)


Baking Supplies


Parchment paper: 9-inch circles and full sheets (12 by 16 inches)


Silicone liners: 13-by-18-inch and (optional) 9-by-13-inch


Two 13-by-18-inch wire cooling racks


Cake turntable (optional)


Pots and Pans


Small, medium, and large saucepans


One 4- to 6-quart pot


One 8-quart pot


Copper or heavy stainless steel pot


Double boiler (optional)


Mixing Bowls


Small, medium, and large, including heatproof bowls


Measuring Equipment


Measuring cups, both liquid and dry


Measuring spoons


Digital kitchen scale


Candy thermometer, preferably digital


Mixers and Food Processor


Stand mixer


Handheld mixer


14-cup food processor


Ice Cream Maker


I used the Cuisinart Frozen Yogurt, Ice Cream, and Sorbet Maker for all of the recipes in this book


Spatulas and Spoons


Small and large offset spatulas


Flexible rubber spatulas


Heatproof silicone spatulas


Wooden spoons



Knives


Long serrated knife


Cleaver or other heavy knife


Paring knife


9- or 10-inch chef’s knife


Sieves and Sifters


Fine-mesh sieve


Fine-mesh sifter


Cheesecloth


Pastry Equipment


Bench/dough scraper


Bowl scraper


One 3-inch round cookie cutter


One 2-inch heart-shaped cookie cutter


One 4-inch ring mold


One 6-inch ring mold


Ice cream scoop (for portioning cookies)


Marble slab (optional)


Pastry bag and assorted tips


Pastry brush


Pastry cutter


Pastry wheel


Pie weights or dried beans


Pizza cutter


Rolling pin


Other Kitchen Tools


Cherry pitter


Citrus juicer


Coffee or spice grinder


Kitchen shears


Melon baller


Oven mitts


Ruler


Tea strainer or tea ball


Vegetable peeler


Wax paper


Wire whisks


Zester


Candy-Making Equipment


Dipping forks, preferably 2- and 3-pronged


Candy cups


Chocolate depositor


Confectionery bars


Latex gloves


Canning Equipment


15- to 21-quart canning pot


Funnel


Jar lifter


Canning jars and lids


Paper Products


Cake boxes (optional)


Cellophane candy wrappers


Muffin papers


Paper containers for ice cream (optional)
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Pedetal


Celebration Desserts
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In March 2009, a good friend, food editor Lora Zarubin, approached me about contributing to a piece she was working on for the Los Angeles Times Magazine. The story revolved around wedding cakes, with the idea that a couple should be able to get their favorite cake transformed into a wedding cake for their special day. Lora chose a handful of bakers in Los Angeles and assigned each one a cake to execute in tiered form. “Have you ever heard of Blum’s Coffee Crunch Cake?” Lora asked. I’m sure my heart skipped a beat. It was such an amazing question to be asked—I grew up with the Blum’s cake. It was the most significant dessert of my life: literally every Christmas, Chinese New Year, birthday, and holiday of my childhood was defined by this cake.


Blum’s Bakery had eight locations in California, the last of which closed in the late 1970s. In 1948, Blum’s original baker, Ernest Weil, opened Fantasia in San Francisco, and the coffee crunch cake was served there, but, sadly, that too closed in the late 1980s. The impact that desserts have on our childhood psyches is remarkable. Desserts, and cakes in particular, represent defining moments of celebration in our lives. Very few people eat cake every day; cakes celebrate specific moments, and the memories of the excitement, anticipation, and taste are indelible. Blum’s and Fantasia hold a special place in the hearts of thousands because of the coffee crunch cake.


I researched and tested every published version of the coffee crunch cake I could find until I finally arrived at a tiered version I thought best represented the cherished cake. When Lora’s article was published, the response was astounding. We received more than a hundred phone calls that day from people with stories about the Blum’s cake of their youth. We filled endless orders that week, and the demand has scarcely diminished. One grateful customer put her hand on mine and, with tears in her eyes, said, “I tasted my childhood in that cake.”


After recovering from the whirlwind of crunch mania, I realized there must be many more “extinct” cakes that were due a revival. My research and recipe testing continued, and soon desserts from LA’s historic Chasen’s, Brown Derby, and Bullocks Wilshire Tea Room followed. I chose to re-create the most famous desserts from these establishments, because paying homage to the restaurants of Hollywood’s Golden Era and their desserts in tandem is doubly satisfying.


This chapter also includes a number of my favorite cakes that define holidays—the cheesecake we make every Thanksgiving, the cake no birthday is complete without, the fruitcakes our customers eat at Christmastime, and more. I hope you will create new memories and traditions for yourself with these cakes—I would love for people to bake them for many years to come.




	BLUM’S COFFEE CRUNCH CAKE


	CHASEN’S BANANA SHORTCAKE


	BULLOCKS WILSHIRE COCONUT CREAM PIE


	THE BROWN DERBY GRAPEFRUIT CAKE


	FRUITCAKE NOIR


	FRUITCAKE BLANC


	PUMPKIN CHEESECAKE WITH GINGERSNAP CRUST


	GOAT-CHEESE CHEESECAKE WITH ALMOND CRUST


	WHITE CHOCOLATE COCONUT CAKE


	SCANDIA’S APPLE CAKE


	CARROT CAKE WITH CREAM CHEESE FROSTING


	BUTTER CAKE WITH MILK CHOCOLATE FROSTING


	A CAKE FOR ALICE






Blum’s Coffee Crunch Cake
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Blum’s Bakery had eight locations in California until the last one closed in the late ’70s; the bakeries were pink-and-gold palaces that served generations of dessert lovers. Being able to offer this historic cake to our customers has been one of the greatest privileges of my career. The cake component is a chiffon cake, an oil cake that was invented in 1927 and released to the broader public by Betty Crocker in a mix in 1948. Although similar to an angel food cake in texture, it has more heft and moisture and a slightly richer flavor. Layered with coffee whipped cream and coffee-flavored honeycomb crunch, the cake is a marriage of complementary textures. Be sure to apply the crunch just before serving the cake, or it will start to melt.


MAKES ONE 9-INCH CAKE; SERVES 8 TO 12


FOR THE CHIFFON CAKE


1¼ cups (6.25 ounces) all-purpose flour


1½ cups (10.5 ounces) sugar


½ teaspoon kosher salt


5 large eggs, separated, plus 2 large egg whites


2 tablespoons water


¼ cup (2 ounces) canola oil


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


1 teaspoon cream of tartar


1 teaspoon grated lemon zest


1 tablespoon lemon juice


FOR THE COFFEE CRUNCH


2¼ cups (15.75 ounces) sugar


⅓ cup (2.66 ounces) strong brewed coffee


⅓ cup (3.75 ounces) light corn syrup


1½ tablespoons baking soda


FOR THE COFFEE WHIPPED CREAM


2½ cups (20 ounces) well-chilled heavy cream


2½ tablespoons sugar


2½ teaspoons vanilla extract


2½ teaspoons instant coffee granules


 


TO MAKE THE CAKE


[image: images] Position a rack in the center of the oven and heat the oven to 350°F. Coat the bottom and sides of a 9-inch round cake pan with a removable bottom with nonstick baking spray.


[image: images] Sift together the flour, ¾ cup of the sugar, and the salt into a medium bowl.


[image: images] In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment (or in a large bowl, using a handheld mixer), whip the yolks and ¼ cup sugar on medium speed until thick and pale yellow, about 4 minutes. Gradually add the water, oil, and vanilla, mixing well. If using a stand mixer, transfer the mixture to a large bowl and wash and dry the mixer bowl and whisk (or wash the beaters).


[image: images] Add the egg whites to the large mixer bowl (or another bowl) and beat until frothy. Add the cream of tartar and continue beating until the egg whites form soft peaks. Add the remaining ½ cup sugar and beat until stiff, glossy peaks form. Add the lemon zest and juice and beat just until incorporated, about 15 seconds.


[image: images] Using a rubber spatula, fold the yolk mixture into the egg whites. Gradually fold in the dry ingredients, approximately 1 cup at a time, until fully incorporated.


[image: images] Pour the batter into the prepared cake pan and smooth the top with a spatula. Bake the cake for 55 minutes to 1 hour, until it is golden brown and a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean.


[image: images] Let the cake cool completely on a cooling rack, about 45 minutes (removing the cake when it is still warm will cause it to deflate and likely tear).


[image: images] Run an offset spatula around the sides of the cake to loosen it from the pan. Holding the rim of the pan with one hand, press the bottom of the pan up and out. Run an offset spatula between the cake and the bottom to release it. Wrap the cake in plastic wrap and refrigerate until you are ready to assemble the cake.


TO MAKE THE COFFEE CRUNCH


[image: images] Attach a candy thermometer to the side of a 4- to 6-quart heavy pot. Add the sugar, coffee, and corn syrup to the pot and cook over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally with a heatproof silicone spatula until the mixture reaches 270°F, about 10 minutes.


[image: images] Meanwhile, heavily coat a 13-by-18-by-1-inch baking sheet with nonstick baking spray. Measure the baking soda into a ramekin or cup and place near the stovetop, along with a large whisk.


[image: images] When the crunch reaches 270°F, increase the heat to high and stir constantly until the crunch reaches 305°F. Remove from the heat and quickly whisk the baking soda into the crunch; the mixture will expand and aerate quickly, in a matter of seconds. Pour the crunch onto the baking sheet. Allow the crunch to cool, undisturbed, for at least 30 minutes.


[image: images] Using a cleaver or other heavy knife, chop the crunch into quarter-sized pieces. (The crunch can be made ahead and stored in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 2 weeks.)


TO MAKE THE COFFEE WHIPPED CREAM


[image: images] Combine the heavy cream, sugar, vanilla, and coffee in a large bowl and whip with a handheld mixer until medium peaks form.


TO ASSEMBLE THE CAKE


[image: images] Place the cake on a turntable or cake stand and, using a long serrated knife, slice the cake horizontally in half. Remove the top half and place cut side up on a plate. Cover both halves with whipped cream, using approximately ½ cup per side. Scatter 1 cup of the crunch evenly to cover the bottom half. Place the top half, cream side down, on the top of the crunch layer and press gently to even the layers. Frost the sides and top of the cake with the remaining whipped cream. Refrigerate until ready to serve.


[image: images] When you are ready to serve the cake, cover the sides and top with the remaining crunch (if you apply the crunch in advance, it will start to melt and lose its bite).


STORING


[image: images] This cake is best enjoyed the day it is assembled. Store it in a cake box or under a cake dome in the refrigerator.




SAVING THE EXTINCT DESSERT


[image: images]


AFTER RESURRECTING THE BLUM’S COFFEE CRUNCH CAKE, I was filled with excitement and an overwhelming desire to rescue other extinct desserts from our local culinary history. As I embarked on this journey, I quickly discovered a key problem—the Blum’s cake was the only “famous” dessert that I had actually tasted. Chasen’s and the Brown Derby were not part of my personal history, so I needed to piece together the stories of the desserts through recipes in print and online, and, most important, through the oral history of people who once frequented those establishments.


To date, the most challenging recipe in this ongoing project has been Scandia’s apple cake (see page 57). Recipes from the 1950s and ’60s were written in a style that is best described as bare-bones. For instance, a recipe I located for the apple cake listed “12 macaroons,” with no specification as to what kind of macaroon: almond or coconut. So, I tested the cake with both kinds of macaroon, but neither one seemed to obviously overshadow the other. Clearly I needed to go deeper in my research. I searched for other dessert recipes from Scandia’s and found one that listed almond macaroons as an ingredient, so that mystery was solved. But what about the type of apples, the sweetness of the whipped cream, and the mysterious toasted cake crumbs? I was forced to shelve the cake research for months, as I couldn’t find anyone who had tasted the actual cake at Scandia’s and had a clear memory of it.


Finally, a gentleman named Art Krauss came into the shop, asking if we had Scandia’s apple cake. I was away from our store at the time but received a text message that read, “Art Krauss remembers Scandia cake; call him.” I immediately picked up the phone and had an intimate conversation with Art about the cake. He gave me an in-depth description of the apples, the height of the cake, and the color of the currant jelly. Art has a very refined level of “taste memory,” which was a true gift for someone in my position. I asked if he could feel the fork in his hand cutting the cake. He answered affirmatively. “Does the cake resist your fork a bit?” I asked. “Yes, yes it does,” he replied. “Did the taste remind you of a crustless apple pie?” I pressed. “Yes, it was like pie and the cream wasn’t yicky.” After my fifteen earlier tests of the cake, Art had provided me with all the answers to my lingering questions, and he is forever an official taster at Valerie Confections.


So much of our culinary history can be found on handwritten recipe cards and in obscure cookbooks picked up at yard sales. Some recipes are embedded in the memories of our parents and grandparents, and one short conversation may bring those desserts back to life. I urge you to unearth some of your most beloved desserts and catalog them for generations to come. Unlike pictures, books, or paintings, we can’t just look at a recipe for a dessert to live on—we need to taste it.





 



Chasen’s Banana Shortcake


[image: images]


Back in the day, every big star went to Chasen’s. If you search for Chasen’s online, you will find photos of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, Spencer Tracy, Marilyn Monroe, and Cary Grant laughing gaily in one of their storied booths. It was a glamorous destination for Hollywood royalty, renowned not only for its clientele but also for how it catered to the specific needs of its famous patrons. When Elizabeth Taylor was filming Cleopatra in Rome, Chasen’s shipped orders of chili to her on set. Which brings me to a theory I have about this cake: it seems very likely that some food-fixated celebrity asked the owners of Chasen’s to create a cake that tasted like a banana split. You’ll see what I mean when you taste it—the chocolate sauce, sliced bananas, whipped cream, and melted ice cream are deliciously reminiscent of that ice cream shop favorite.


MAKES ONE 9-INCH CAKE; SERVES 8 TO 10


FOR THE CAKE


2 cups (10 ounces) all-purpose flour, sifted


¼ teaspoon kosher salt


1 teaspoon baking powder


2 sticks (8 ounces) unsalted butter, softened


1 cup (7 ounces) sugar


4 large eggs


2 teaspoons vanilla bean paste (see Resources, page 335)


2 tablespoons heavy cream


FOR THE CHOCOLATE SAUCE


¾ cup (3 ounces) unsweetened cocoa powder


1 cup (8 ounces) heavy cream


¾ cup (5.25 ounces) sugar


½ cup (5.5 ounces) light corn syrup


FOR THE BANANA SAUCE


2 very ripe bananas


¾ cup (6 ounces) heavy cream


1 tablespoon sugar


1 teaspoon vanilla bean paste (see Resources, page 335)


1 pint high-quality vanilla ice cream, softened


3 tablespoons light rum


FOR THE WHIPPED CREAM


2 cups (16 ounces) well-chilled heavy cream


¼ cup (1.75 ounces) sugar


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


2 bananas, sliced into ½-inch disks


TO MAKE THE CAKE


[image: images] Position a rack in the center of the oven and heat the oven to 350°F. Coat the bottoms and sides of two 9-by-3-inch round cake pans with nonstick baking spray.


[image: images] Sift together the flour, salt, and baking powder into a medium bowl.


[image: images] In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment (or in a large bowl, using a handheld mixer), beat the butter and sugar on medium speed until pale and fluffy, about 3 minutes. Add the eggs one at a time, mixing well after each addition. Add the vanilla paste and mix well, about 30 seconds. Add the dry ingredients in two batches, mixing until fully incorporated. Pour in the cream and mix for 1 minute.


[image: images] Divide the batter between the prepared cake pans, spreading it evenly. Bake for 30 minutes, or until the tops appear dry and slightly golden and a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean. Allow the cakes to cool for 15 minutes in the pans on a cooling rack, then remove the cakes and cool completely on the rack. Wrap the cakes in plastic wrap and refrigerate until you are ready to assemble the cake.


TO MAKE THE CHOCOLATE SAUCE


[image: images] Put the cocoa powder into a medium bowl. Combine the cream and sugar in a small saucepan and cook over medium-low heat, stirring, until the sugar dissolves. Pour in the corn syrup, increase the heat to medium, and continue stirring until the mixture boils.


[image: images] Pour the hot cream mixture over the cocoa powder and whisk until smooth. Pour the mixture back into the saucepan and cook over medium-low heat, stirring occasionally, until large bubbles form and the sauce appears glossy, about 5 minutes. Pour the sauce into a small pitcher or a bowl. (The sauce can be stored, covered, in the refrigerator for 1 week. Reheat over low heat before serving.)


TO MAKE THE BANANA SAUCE


[image: images] Slice the bananas into very thin rounds. Using a handheld mixer, whip the cream, sugar, and vanilla paste in a medium bowl until stiff peaks form. Using a rubber spatula, fold in the ice cream, sliced bananas, and rum, just until incorporated. Cover and refrigerate. (The banana sauce can be refrigerated for up to 3 hours. It actually holds well if refrigerated for longer, but the bananas will turn brown; if you need to make the sauce more than 3 hours ahead of time, add the bananas just before serving.)


TO MAKE THE WHIPPED CREAM


[image: images] Using a handheld mixer, whip the cream, sugar, and vanilla in a medium bowl until stiff peaks form.


TO ASSEMBLE THE CAKE


[image: images] Place one layer on a turntable or cake stand. Using an offset spatula, spread one-third of the whipped cream over the top of the cake. Cover with a layer of the sliced bananas. Spread another one-third of the whipped cream on top of the bananas. Top with the second cake layer. Frost the top of the cake with the remaining whipped cream, spreading it evenly. Arrange a circle of the remaining banana slices around the edge of the cake. (If assembling the cake ahead, do not add the circle of banana slices until just before serving.) To serve, drizzle a bit of chocolate sauce over the cake. Cut into slices, arrange on plates, and drizzle with the banana and remaining chocolate sauces.


STORING


[image: images] This cake is best enjoyed the day it is assembled. Store it in a cake box or under a cake dome in the refrigerator.



Bullocks Wilshire Coconut Cream Pie


[image: images]


If only Bullocks Wilshire Tea Room existed today. The building still stands—it is a gorgeous example of art deco architecture that was meticulously restored by Southwestern Law School. The tearoom itself is again in pristine condition and is now used as the student cafeteria, but, sadly, it lacks the carts filled with little sandwiches and coconut cream pies. Regulars of the tearoom know this pie was a favorite because of its heavenly soft coconut filling.


MAKES ONE 9-INCH PIE; SERVES 8


FOR THE CRUST


1¼ cups (6.25 ounces) all-purpose flour


½ teaspoon kosher salt


½ teaspoon sugar


¼ cup (2 ounces) vegetable shortening, chilled


5⅓ tablespoons (⅓ cup/2.66 ounces) unsalted butter, cubed and chilled


1 tablespoon ice water


FOR THE FILLING


1 cup (8 ounces) evaporated milk


1 cup (8 ounces) heavy cream


½ cup (3.5 ounces) sugar


6 large egg yolks


1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon cornstarch


1 tablespoon unsalted butter, softened


¼ teaspoon vanilla extract


¼ teaspoon almond extract


3 tablespoons cream of coconut, such as Coco Lopez


FOR THE TOPPING


½ cup (1.87 ounces) sweetened shredded coconut


3 cups (24 ounces) heavy cream


¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons (2.75 ounces) sugar


TO MAKE THE CRUST


[image: images] Combine the flour, salt, and sugar in a food processor. Add the shortening and butter and pulse until they are in pea-sized bits, about 1 minute. Add the water and pulse until just combined; you should still see little pieces of shortening and butter in the dough. Remove the dough from the processor, shape it into a disk, and wrap it in plastic wrap or parchment paper. Chill for at least 30 minutes.


[image: images] Heat the oven to 325°F.


[image: images] Place the dough on a floured cool surface.


[image: images] Using a rolling pin, roll the dough into a 12-inch circle: Start from the center of the dough and roll outward, rotating the dough 2 to 3 inches after each roll—this will help create a true circle. After every four to five rolls, run a large offset spatula under the dough to release it from the work surface. Add a little flour to the surface, rolling pin, and/or dough if the dough sticks or becomes difficult to roll.


[image: images] Roll the dough up onto the rolling pin, then unroll into a 9-inch pie pan, centering the round. Gently press the dough into the bottom of the pan and against the sides, making sure there are no air pockets. Press the dough against the upper edges of the pan so it extends about ½ inch beyond the rim; trim any excess dough with kitchen shears. Chill the crust for 15 minutes, or until the dough is cool and firm.


[image: images] Prick the bottom of the dough with a fork about 10 times, evenly spacing out the score marks, then use the back of the fork to make symmetrical indentations all around the rim of the crust.


[image: images] Put the pie pan on a baking sheet and bake for 30 minutes, or until lightly golden. Let cool completely on a cooling rack. (Leave the oven on.)


TO MAKE THE FILLING


[image: images] Combine the evaporated milk, cream, and sugar in a medium saucepan and bring to a boil.


[image: images] Meanwhile, whisk together the yolks, cornstarch, butter, vanilla, almond extract, and cream of coconut in a medium bowl. Whisking constantly, gradually stream the cream mixture into the egg mixture. Return the mixture to the saucepan and cook over low heat, stirring constantly, for 10 to 15 minutes, until the custard thickens and coats the back of the spoon.


[image: images] Pour the custard into the baked pie shell. Bake for 35 minutes, or until the custard is set and lightly golden on top. Let cool completely on a cooling rack. (Leave the oven on to toast the topping.)


TO MAKE THE TOPPING


[image: images] Spread the coconut on a baking sheet and toast in the oven, stirring twice, for 6 minutes, or until golden. Let cool completely.


[image: images] In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment (or in a large bowl, using a handheld mixer), whip the cream with the sugar until very stiff peaks form.


TO FINISH THE PIE


[image: images] Scoop the whipped cream onto the center of the pie and, using an offset spatula, smooth it into a dome shape. Cover with the toasted coconut.


STORING


[image: images] This pie is best enjoyed the day it is made. Store it in a cake box or under a cake dome in the refrigerator.




TIP: PARBAKING, OR PARTIALLY BAKING, a pie crust is a technique used when the filling is exceptionally wet or requires only a shorter cooking time. Both criteria are true of this filling, so the parbaking time is longer than you may have seen in other recipes to ensure the crust is not underbaked.









The Brown Derby Grapefruit Cake


[image: images]


I drive past the original Brown Derby on my way to Valerie Confections every day. In a building distinctively shaped like a Derby hat, the most popular of the chain’s four locations was across the street from the Ambassador Hotel and the Cocoanut Grove. The Brown Derby was famous for its wall of fame lined with caricatures of celebrities, its Cobb salad, and this cake.


MAKES ONE 9-INCH CAKE; SERVES 8 TO 10


FOR THE CAKE


1¼ cups (6.25 ounces) cake flour


¾ cup (5.25 ounces) sugar


1½ teaspoons baking powder


½ teaspoon kosher salt


2 tablespoons water


2½ tablespoons canola oil


3 large eggs, separated


2 teaspoons grated grapefruit zest


1 teaspoon grated lemon zest


1 tablespoon grapefruit juice


¼ teaspoon cream of tartar


FOR THE CREAM CHEESE ICING


10.66 ounces cream cheese, softened


6 tablespoons (¾ stick/3 ounces) unsalted butter, softened


1 packed tablespoon finely chopped grapefruit zest


1 packed teaspoon finely chopped lemon zest


1¾ teaspoons grapefruit juice


½ teaspoon vanilla extract


1 cup (4.5 ounces) confectioners’ sugar, sifted


3 large pink grapefruits, peeled, segmented, and seeded


TO MAKE THE CAKE


[image: images] Position a rack in the center of the oven and heat the oven to 325°F. Coat the bottoms and sides of two 9-inch round cake pans with nonstick baking spray and line with parchment circles.


[image: images] Sift together the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt into a medium bowl.


[image: images] Whisk together the water, oil, egg yolks, grapefruit zest, lemon zest, and grapefruit juice in a small bowl. Create a well in the center of the dry ingredients and pour in the wet mixture. Using a fork, slowly incorporate the dry ingredients into the wet, stirring until fully combined, about 3 minutes.


[image: images] In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment (or in a large bowl, using a handheld mixer), beat the egg whites and cream of tartar until the whites form stiff peaks. Fold the egg whites into the batter until just combined. Divide the batter between the prepared cake pans, spreading it evenly. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes, until the cakes are slightly golden and a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean. Resist the urge to check on the cake layers until they have baked for at least 20 minutes; opening the oven door earlier may cause the centers to collapse. Let the cakes cool in the cake pans on a cooling rack for 30 to 45 minutes. Remove the cakes from the pans, peel off the parchment, and let the cakes cool completely on the rack. Wrap the cakes in plastic wrap and refrigerate until you are ready to assemble the cake.


TO MAKE THE ICING


[image: images] In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment (or in a large bowl, using a handheld mixer), beat the cream cheese at high speed until very smooth. Add the butter and beat until smooth. Add the zests, grapefruit juice, and vanilla and beat until completely incorporated, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the confectioners’ sugar in three increments, mixing thoroughly after each addition.


TO ASSEMBLE THE CAKE


[image: images] Place one layer top side up on a cake stand. Slide strips of parchment or wax paper under the edges of the cake. Frost the top of the layer with a thin layer of icing, using approximately ½ cup. Cover with grapefruit segments, arranging them in concentric rings. Place the second cake layer top side down on the grapefruit layer and press gently to even the layers. Using a small offset spatula, frost the sides and top of the cake with the remaining icing.
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