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ROSIE’S


What is cooking on Chestnut Hill?


Rosie is baking on Chestnut Hill!


Millions of mavens marvel and chatter,


“See all that butter go into the batter!”


Out of the oven pops her poppy-seed pound cake,


Her prize winning chocolate bound-to-astound cake,


The country’s best brownies, on Chestnut Hill!


Why all the crowds on Chestnut Hill!


Groupies and gourmets on Chestnut Hill!


The aroma of baking tells where Paradise is,


Gluttony here is the nicest of vices,


So sample a sample, nibble a nibble,


Once you have tasted, how can you quibble?


Critics will praise her, poets will scribble,


“Rosie’s is Heaven on Chestnut Hill!”


No one bakes bread on Chestnut Hill!


Let ’em eat cake on Chestnut Hill!


Let ’em eat cake and have it, too


For weddings, bar mitzvahs, a bris, a debut.


Rosie is ready, her pastries behind her,


Her fan clubs have met and almost enshrined her,


So follow your palate, your taste buds will find her


In Heaven at Rosie’s on Chestnut Hill!


—MOM AND DAD, 1978





INTRODUCTION
Meet Rosie








I can’t say for sure that I came out of the womb on a diet, but it certainly wasn’t long afterward that I was put on one. As far back as I can remember, it was a family ritual to climb on the scale each morning: first my father, who was blessed with a metabolism that burned up everything that he ate; then my mother, who had the will power to stay thin; and finally, me, their chubby child. No one would have guessed then that I’d end up a baker, least of all me.









We lived in a huge apartment in the middle of Manhattan. My mother was a theatrical agent, and my father quit teaching English to join her in the business. Our apartment was often full of people, all talking, making music, and eating. I heard the score for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum way before anyone else. I remember Julie Andrews and Jean Stapleton coming over for auditions. Rob Reiner was at my third birthday party, and best of all, Marilyn Monroe lived in an apartment upstairs. It seemed ordinary to me.


It also seemed perfectly ordinary that my mother worked. I think of her as forever talking on the phone, making arrangements or organizing some event, so with all that, she didn’t have a lot of time to spend in the kitchen. But that was never a problem. A master orchestrator, she’d go through cookbooks to pick out recipes for our housekeeper to make, and her instincts were unerring. Although my mother was anything but domestic, she knew exactly where to shop to get the best meats, the best fish … and the best desserts.


Sometimes, as a special treat for me, my mother baked brownies. It was the only thing she did bake, but her grandmother was reputed to have been a master baker in Czechoslovakia, so it may have been an inherited talent. In any event, those wonderful brownies were the stuff of my dreams from early childhood on. I still get a heightened physical reaction, a buzz, when I bite into a spectacular dessert, and lust is probably the only word that accurately describes my relationship to chocolate. So when people ask me how I came up with the name “Chocolate Orgasms” for Rosie’s brownies, I don’t know how to answer because it seemed the most obvious name in the world to me.


In the 1950s there weren’t cookie shops or gourmet ice cream outlets on every corner, even in New York City, where you can get nearly anything you can imagine if you’re willing to pay for it. But if you were as serious in your quest for the ideal dessert as I invariably was, you would be well rewarded. There were William Greenberg Jr.’s brownies made of that dense, not-too-sweet chocolate that I think of as pure American. There was Reuben’s cheesecake, heavy enough to choke on if you didn’t drink milk with it, and Serendipity’s Frozen Hot Chocolate, which was so cold it gave me a headache, but so good I didn’t care. Eclair made a chocolate cake with sour cherries, Ebinger’s had rugalah, Bonte’s madeleines would have inspired Proust to write cookbooks, and even Schrafft’s brownies were great in those days. On the home front, there were Hershey’s Golden Almond Bars, which my mother hid in her stocking drawer for fear my father and I would consume them in a frenzy. A good number of my childhood memories, it seems, were chocolate-coated.


MAJORING IN DESSERT


Things didn’t change much as I grew older. When I went away to college at the University of California at Berkeley in the late sixties, I continued my research into the ultimate dessert and added Crucheon’s Fudge Pie, King Pin donuts, and See’s candy to my pantheon. Officially I was studying French, but it was the era of the Free Speech movement, communes, and organic food, so I learned a lot of other things on the side. After graduation, I moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts, and looked for work. To no one’s surprise, I gravitated toward food.


For a while, I waitressed in a coffeehouse in Harvard Square (which I loved and my parents hated), then I went back to school for another degree (which I hated and my parents loved), all of which qualified me to waitress at a classier restaurant and spend a year and a half at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts School (which, at last, pleased both my parents and me).


It was in those days that I developed my philosophy of food, an answer to every glutton’s dream, because I figured out how to have my cake and eat it, too. It all had to do with balance, a kind of yin and yang of calorie consciousness. I lived on a strict diet of brown bread, cheese, fruit, nuts, and vegetables—sensible, healthy, balanced eating. Then I’d polish the meal off with a fat slab of cheesecake from Jack and Marion’s, a now departed Brookline delicatessen. After all, guilty pleasures are still pleasures.


THE AWAKENING


Then on Valentine’s Day, 1974, all those years of appetite and abstinence were vindicated. I was wondering about life after art school when it popped into my mind to create edible valentines. Until then I had done only the most basic baking: brownies and birthday cakes when the occasion demanded, not much more. Yet once I started, I found that this was how I loved spending the day: creating pastries that would delight the eye as well as the belly.


I baked heart-shaped sugar cookies, glazed them in lavender and pink, and decorated them with velvet flowers, miniature angels, silver sugar pearls, and colored crystals. They were elaborately campy concoctions that could have been eaten, I suppose, although I thought of them more as romantic gifts to be saved and savored. I arranged them on trays lined with purple satin, and trotted off to present my wares to four Cambridge art galleries and one food shop called Baby Watson Cheesecake.


The cookies were a hit, and Baby Watson called me early the next morning. “What else can you bake?” they demanded. I was on my way. There was the chocolate layer cake I made for birthdays, a carrot cake whose recipe had come from a friend’s mother in California, and my own brownies, which I had perfected when I realized that I didn’t want to go through life without a really good brownie recipe. Beyond that, I was starting from scratch. I began to investigate recipes, but I was seldom satisfied—too sweet, not chocolaty enough, too many additions. So I experimented and learned. I created Boom Booms, Harvard Squares, Chocolate Orgasms, Queen Raspberries … the names entered the Cambridge lexicon. I called them all my BabyCakes and went into the baking business.


I lugged hundred-pound bags of flour up to my second-floor apartment, where every doorknob was coated with chocolate. I learned to sleep with sugar in my bed and ignore that my floor crunched as I walked on it. I invested in a twenty-quart professional mixer and thirty-gallon trash cans to hold the sugar and flour. I woke at five in the morning and baked, took a quick run while the pastries cooled, then delivered them to Harvard Square, where customers lined up in anticipation. I must have been quite a sight, almost an emblem of the era, in my hot pants and platform shoes with a hairdo that stuck out about a foot from my head. I was having the time of my life.


Everything moved so quickly in the beginning that within six months I had outgrown the kitchen in my apartment. I built a new kitchen adjacent to Baby Watson, right in the heart of Harvard Square, and enclosed it in glass so that customers buying my goods could see the baking process. It was like a movie set, complete with custom-built cherry cabinets and cut-crystal knobs, an Art Deco lantern with satin shades, Edwardian botanical prints on the walls, and the insistent pulse of Toots and the Maytals in the background.


HELLO, ROSIE’S


After almost three years of working there and selling through Baby Watson, the next obvious step was to market my pastries myself. So I opened my own store in Inman Square in Cambridge and named it Rosie’s as a declaration of independence. This new place was a full-range bakery where you could pick up a muffin and coffee on your way to work, a pie to take home for dinner, or a custom-made cake decorated for a special celebration. If you had the time, there were tables where you could indulge in a brownie and a cup of tea while discussing the soaps, a proposal for work, or the meaning of life. Over time Rosie’s became the incongruous but appealing combination of a friend’s kitchen, a neighborhood bar, and a thriving bakery.


In those first days, though, going from Harvard Square to Inman Square was a shock. The two neighborhoods are less than a mile apart, but when Rosie’s arrived, Inman could be most charitably described as “funky.” Since restaurants and jazz clubs were opening there, we did a lot of business late at night when people came from all over the city. During the day we were a neighborhood attraction and had our regulars. There was the professor who came in every morning to read his newspaper over coffee and a lemon poppy-seed muffin, and a guy writing his magnum opus—about what I never found out—in daily sessions at one of our tables. We had little kids counting out pennies to buy a treat, mothers with baby carriages converging every afternoon at about three o’clock, doctors and nurses from Cambridge City Hospital who never ordered fewer than twenty items for takeout, and the firemen of Cambridge Local 30 who gave us a plaque in appreciation of our hospitality and pastries after a particularly bad fire nearby.


Graduate students who had once gotten stoned to the strains of the Velvet Underground stood shoulder-to-shoulder with businessmen who had never heard of the rock group but hungered just as avidly for our dark chocolate cake of the same name. Genteel women ordered Chocolate Orgasms in elegant but unflinching tones, while our nonchocolate products developed equally loyal followings since rugalah, butter cookies, and shortbread seemed appropriate tributes to everyone’s grandmother, no matter what her heritage.


In a neighborhood then short on decoration, the pink neon sign in our window drew people in, and, once inside, they stayed, mostly for the goodies but also for the homey atmosphere. I had determined from the first that Rosie’s would be a treat not just for the taste buds but for all the senses, so I painted and decorated, lugged in overstuffed furniture, and made sure we had fresh flowers every week.


Since those early years, Rosie’s has grown larger and more established. What began as a whim in Harvard Square now delights residents of Cambridge, Chestnut Hill, and Boston’s South Station. In the intervening years, my first customers have cut their hair, put on suits, acquired kids, mortgages, and life insurance, and ventured beyond the rarified atmosphere of “the Square.” But what hasn’t changed is their desire for a little something from Rosie’s, and they still indulge it, even if that now means having to go out of their way.


So it’s sometimes tempting to view Rosie’s as an inevitability—you know, the hand of fate gently nudging me in that direction from birth, all that lust and denial as a rite of passage. Or maybe it was bred in the bone, this taking my chocolate very seriously and insisting on the best. Not that it matters, really. When you’re having so much fun, it seems greedy to question fate.





CHAPTER 1
Common Sense Baking








We all have certain conversations that get repeated so often we could conduct them in our sleep. Mine begins, “No kidding! You own Rosie’s? Where did you study baking?” When I answer that I didn’t but learned on my own, the response is often amazement. But what’s amazing to me is that so many people don’t believe it’s possible. It makes me wonder who has been perpetuating this myth that baking involves a delicate chemical reaction that only the chosen few can control. And, more to the point, it makes me ask where all the hocus-pocus has gotten us. I mean, how many oh-so-stylish Baba au Hazelnut Tortes do we have to try before we admit that both Aunt Esther and our college roommate’s mother could whip up better at a moment’s notice?









I don’t mean to denigrate expertise, but all this training business should be put in perspective. Baking does involve chemical reactions, but so does taking an aspirin. While you may not reach baker’s heaven on your first try, if good food is important to you, if you like desserts, and if you can count, none of the recipes in this book are beyond you. It’s as simple as that. Baking can also be fun; there are even those among us who find it more therapeutic than a hot bath or a session on the couch, and that’s not even considering its more tangible rewards.


Now, about achieving those tangible rewards. Let’s start with one basic rule I learned from my years on the baking front: Don’t let yourself be intimidated. That may sound simple, but bear in mind that these are the words of a woman who used to panic whenever a recipe called for beaten egg whites. I was sure I had a genetic inability to tell if they were stiff or soft enough, and even if by some miracle I made it past that hurdle, who knew how gently I should be folding the stiff-soft whites into the batter? I had myself convinced that if I beat the egg whites one second too long, the entire enterprise would be a flop. And you know what? It often was, fear of failure being one of those things that fulfills itself with depressing regularity.


Only slightly daunted though, I remembered that old chestnut about learning from my mistakes, and I now stand before you a reformed egg beater. The moral of this story (and the trick with more than just egg whites) is to develop a feel for what you’re doing and the confidence to make adjustments. That’s where real creativity comes from, because when you’re in control, you feel freer to experiment.


There’s something to be said for serendipity, too. I’ve put too little flour in a cake only to find that it came out lighter, and the time I forgot to add the eggs to pumpkin bread, I ended up liking the texture better without them. Archimedes, on discovering the principle of displacement of water, was said to have run naked through the streets shouting, “Eureka! I have found it!” I merely file my discoveries in the back of my mind to use for future creations.


In addition to goofs, there are lots of factors that affect how a recipe comes out, and you can’t be aware of all of them before you start. Your oven may bake differently from mine, your apples may be less juicy, or your eggs larger. That’s where adaptability and experience come in.


First you learn that time-honored baking ritual in which you take something out of the oven, hit yourself on the forehead, and say, “Darn, I should have thought of that!” Next you figure out how to adjust your oven temperature so that your cake layers don’t have a crust or how much juice to add to keep your apple pies from drying out. One of the joys of baking is that problems have solutions, and they’re often a matter of common sense.


Aside from the power of positive thinking and the incantation I chant over each batch of brownies that I’m not at liberty to disclose, I have a few suggestions that should help you avoid basic problems in baking and keep your frustration level within reason.








BAKING TEMPERATURE AND TIMES


I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to remember that oven temperatures vary greatly from oven to oven and sometimes even from week to week in the same oven. Consequently baking times will vary, too. Don’t take the times suggested in the book too literally; rely on the visual descriptions of the various stages and finished product, as well as the techniques suggested to test for doneness.









METHOD TO THE MADNESS


Soul and panache go a long way in making a good baker, but it helps to be organized and systematic, too, and I don’t make that suggestion lightly. When I left home and my mother’s compulsion for tidiness, I realized that by nature I’m a slob. So it wasn’t until years later that I also realized my mother was on to something. Chaos makes baking twice as hard. I don’t always practice what I preach, but nonetheless I’d like to pass on to you: Rosie’s Five Steps to Carefree Baking, Longer Life, and Gaining Permission to Use Your Mother’s Kitchen:


1. First, read the entire recipe so that there are no surprises. It’s a pain to discover halfway through that you’re out of an essential ingredient and can’t finish baking without a trip to the store.


2. Line up, pour, measure, and count out all your ingredients in advance, replacing boxes and containers as you go along to avoid confusion (as in: Uh oh, is that white mound in the batter baking soda or baking powder?).


3. Avoid distractions: chatty phone calls, drop-in visits, disgruntled children pulling at your apron strings, the soaps, or Ellen DeGeneres. You may think you’re concentrating, but sooner or later you will be rummaging through the garbage counting egg shells to figure out how many you’ve cracked.


4. Bake when you’re not tense or in a hurry. Otherwise baking becomes a chore, not a pleasure, and you’re more likely to make mistakes.


5. Make sure you understand basic baking techniques and try to become comfortable with the procedures explained in the recipes you use so that you can deepen your confidence and expand your creativity.


THE RIGHT STUFF


When you’re stocking up on ingredients, keep in mind that it’s hard to improve on nature when it comes to food, so you’re on firm ground if you rely on fresh, pure items as much as possible. That doesn’t mean that you have to buy the most expensive ingredients or that all things imported are heaven-blessed, despite what many gourmet shops would have us believe. But baking with second-rate ingredients is like playing a sonata on a kazoo; it’s not the real thing and it’s not as good.


Check the pantry box on page 4 for a list of all-important baking ingredients.


EQUIPMENT


As with ingredients, having the equipment you need on hand will make baking convenient and more spontaneous. It’s easy to go overboard on kitchenware, though, what with those seductive displays at kitchen shops and all the fads. Remember fondue pots and yogurt makers, those necessities of the seventies? And before you make major purchases, I suggest you shop around, because prices can vary widely. You might start at a commercial kitchen supply store. They usually offer a large selection, sturdy quality, and reasonable prices.


To make the recipes in this book easily and successfully, regardless of where you acquire your tools, I recommend that you equip your kitchen with as many of the following items as possible:


ELECTRIC MIXER with paddle and whisk attachments and two mixing bowls. If your budget allows, invest in a mixer mounted on a base, as opposed to a handheld one, for the simple reason that it leaves your hands free. The extra bowl is essential for cakes that require beaten egg whites. The KitchenAid mixer is the absolute best.


FOOD PROCESSOR. Great for preparing pie crusts, chopping nuts and chocolate, making Bavarians or fillings for tarts, and on and on. I don’t know what I did without one.


TWO 8-INCH LAYER CAKE PANS (2 inches deep) of heavy metal.


TWO 9-INCH LAYER CAKE PANS (2 inches deep) of heavy metal.


ONE 9-INCH AND ONE 10-INCH SPRINGFORM PAN, although you can usually get away with only the smaller one.


STANDARD JELLY-ROLL PAN, l5 X 10¼ inches.


TWO SQUARE PANS: 8 inches and 9 inches.


TWO RECTANGULAR PANS: 11 X 7 inches and 13 X 9 inches.


BUNDT PAN or TUBE PAN 10-inch-diameter with a removable bottom.


TWO LOAF PANS, about 9 × 5 × 3 inches.


TWO STANDARD PIE PLATES, 9 × 1½ inches.


DEEP-DISH PIE PLATE, 9 × 2 inches, usually made of Pyrex.


TWO BAKING SHEETS, 15 × 12 inches, standard, heavy weight. I don’t care for the air-cushion baking sheets—they tend to take the crunch out and leave the cookies soggy. I’d use them only for baking cakelike cookies.


TWO COOLING RACKS.


TWO BAKING DISHES for puddings and custards, preferably ceramic: 1½ quarts and 2½ to 3 quarts.


DOUBLE BOILER, 3 quarts, heavy weight.


SAUCEPAN, 3 quarts, heavy weight.


THREE OR FOUR SMALL BOWLS: 2 cup and 4 cup, for cracking eggs, sifting dry ingredients, and measuring nuts.


ONE LARGE BOWL, 12 to 14 cups, for sifting flour or folding ingredients together.


TWO ATTRACTIVE BOWLS for mousses, Bavarians, and puddings: 5 cups and 2 quarts.


TWO SETS OF GRADUATED MEASURING CUPS: ¼ cup, ⅓ cup, ½ cup, and I cup for dry ingredients. Metal ones with handles last longest.


PYREX MEASURING CUP, for liquids, 2 cup.


TWO SETS OF METAL MEASURING SPOONS.


TWO STURDY, STANDARD-SIZE RUBBER OR SILICONE SPATULAS, 9½ inches long (even better, make your second one commercial-quality, 13½ inches long—available at a kitchen supply store).


ONE VERY SMALL RUBBER SPATULA


STANDARD METAL SPATULA to remove cookies from baking sheets.


STANDARD METAL FROSTING (OFFSET) SPATULA, 10 inches long and 1½ inches wide, for icing cakes and for leveling off dry ingredients in measuring cups.


SMALL HAND WHISK, 8 inches long, and a standard whisk, 12 inches long, for beating by hand.


STANDARD SIZE OR LARGER ROLLING PIN.


PIE WEIGHTS.


LARGE WOODEN SPOON for mixing puddings and custards.


TIMER AND A CLOCK or watch with a second hand.


TWO STRAINERS, about 3 and 5 inches in diameter.


TWO SHARP KNIVES, one thin and one sturdy.


ONE 10- OR 12-INCH PASTRY BAG with writing tips for decorating cakes.


BAKING PARCHMENT for lining baking sheets and cake pans (also consider parchment cake pan liners).


PLASTIC WRAP OR WAXED PAPER for rolling dough.








ROSIE’S PANTRY


Most of my recipes call for ingredients that your supermarket stocks regularly, but if you want to be able to bake from this cookbook with a degree of spontaneity (“I think I’ll whip up a little chocolate mousse cake tonight in case this blizzard lasts another week”), here are the ingredients you should keep in good supply in your pantry.


Unbleached all-purpose flour


Cake flour (not self-rising)


Baking soda


Baking powder


Cornstarch


Granulated sugar


Brown sugar (light and dark)


Confectioners’ sugar


Molasses


Honey


Corn syrup (light and dark)


Unsalted butter


Unflavored gelatin


Fruit preserves


Raisins


Peanut butter (salted or unsalted)


Instant espresso or other good-quality coffee powder


Pure vanilla extract Almond extract Salt Spices:


ground ginger, cinnamon, nutmeg, mace, allspice, cloves


Sweetened shredded coconut


Semisweet chocolate chips


Unsweetened chocolate











SOME NOTES ON INGREDIENTS


BUTTER: Keep in mind as you follow these recipes that melted butter is not equal to solid butter in terms of measurement. For example, 6 tablespoons of melted butter equals approximately 5½ tablespoons of solid butter. Always remeasure the butter once it’s melted to make sure you are using the correct amount.


CAKE FLOUR (NOT SELF-RISING): This flour is lighter than all-purpose flour because it contains less gluten. Although the standard wisdom says that 1 cup of all-purpose flour equals 1 cup plus 2 tablespoons of cake flour, I find that when I substitute all-purpose flour, I often have to adjust other ingredients to avoid getting a powdery texture. So to make life simple, I recommend using cake flour when it’s called for. Convenience stores and smaller markets don’t usually stock it, but you’ll find it at large supermarkets.


SUGAR: Granulated and light and dark brown sugar differ in moisture and mass, though they are the same in weight. This means that the drier granulated sugar tends to produce crunchier cookies and slightly drier cakes when it is substituted for equal amounts of brown sugar. Also, dark brown sugar has a higher molasses content than light brown sugar, so the equivalent cup measure weighs more. When you substitute dark for light, you need smaller amounts. You can make accurate substitutions if you have an ounce scale. In other words, 6 ounces of granulated sugar equals 6 ounces of light brown sugar equals 6 ounces of dark brown sugar.


CHOCOLATE: I’ve spent my lifetime thinking and dreaming about chocolate, and I still swear by Baker’s when it comes to baking chocolate. I find the taste to be real, unadulterated, and exactly what I think chocolate should be. You’ll find a lot of cookbooks and chefs who recommend imported chocolate, but I haven’t found any that’s better than our homegrown variety for baking.


That said, I make two exceptions to the rule. For chocolate chips, I like Nestlé. Whatever brand you buy, make sure that they’re real chocolate, not “chocolate flavored.” And for making glazes, I’ve found that the more expensive chocolates do have a smoother texture, so I use Lindt bittersweet chocolate. Often, when a recipe calls for semisweet chocolate, I’ll substitute bittersweet for one-third to one-half of the amount because I feel it adds more depth to the chocolate flavor.


EGGS: Uncooked eggs can be a source of Salmonella bacteria, which causes food poisoning. If you are unsure of the quality of the eggs you buy, avoid recipes that use them raw.











BARE ESSENTIALS


Having listed what may appear to be enough equipment to outfit Buckingham Palace, let me say that I know many bakers who wouldn’t be able to fit into their kitchen if they followed my suggestions to the letter. Never fear, there’s no question that you can bake successfully without purchasing a whole battery of equipment.


Of course, with less equipment you will have to make some common-sense recipe adjustments. For example, if a recipe calls for baking brownies in an 11 × 7-inch pan and you only have an 8-inch square pan, your brownies will be thicker and therefore should bake more slowly and at a temperature 25 degrees lower than the one called for. If you bake a recipe calling for 8-inch layers in a 9-inch layer pan, they will require a shorter baking time because the batter level will be lower. Use your judgment; if the results are less than perfect, you’ll know to make further adjustments next time.


If you want to start off easy, here are the important items to have on hand:


1 electric mixer, stationary or handheld


2 round layer cake pans, 8 or 9 inches


1 springform pan, 9 or 10 inches


2 baking sheets


1 standard pie plate, 9 × 1 inches


1 set graduated measuring cups for dry ingredients


1 measuring cup (2-cup size) for liquid ingredients


1 set measuring spoons;


1 set small, medium-size, and large mixing bowls


1 rubber spatula


1 handheld whisk


1 wooden spoon


1 rolling pin









A FINAL WORD


I confess that I began this book with grand ambitions. It was to be a cookbook that grew dog-eared and smudged with fingerprints from generations of use while the recipes wormed their way into family lore and got trotted out along with the old photos. You know, my recipes were the ones referred to in statements like: “I’ve still never run across anyone who can make brownies as scrumptious as my father’s,” or “Every time I visited my grandmother, she used to make this really incredible chocolate cake with raspberries.”


I still hope for something like that. But, as I mentioned earlier, my more immediate goal is to demystify baking through common sense, because I’m convinced that that is the key to successful and happy baking. In an odd way I was lucky in my baking career. Lacking formal training, I learned what I know through passion, instinct, and trial and error, and these still seem to me to be the best teachers anyone—novice or pro—can find.


So my final advice is to trust my recipes but trust yourself as well. After all, the worst that can happen is that you make a mistake—and one of the joys of baking is that the majority of our mistakes are edible.








SOME NOTES ON EQUIPMENT


ELECTRIC MIXERS: The recipes in this book were tested with a KitchenAid mixer, which is more powerful than a standard hand mixer, so your mixing times may vary from the ones noted. When you’re mixing batters, use the paddle attachment, if you have one. Save the whisk for whipping cream and egg whites and yolks.


MICROWAVE OVENS: I’m crossing my fingers we won’t discover someday that microwaves turn teeth green or make our great-grandchildren grow horns, because I use mine constantly in baking. It’s wonderful for melting butter and chocolate; bringing eggs, cold butter, liquids, sour cream, or cream cheese to room temperature; and softening hard brown sugar. Test your microwave to find the best temperatures and times for the results you’re looking for, since ovens vary. But, for the most part, avoid all high temperatures.












Cakes
1





CHAPTER 2
Piece of Cake








From birthday cakes adorned with plastic ballerinas or cowboys and Indians, to wedding cakes worthy of Claes Oldenburg, it’s hard to imagine a proper anniversary or holiday as a cakeless event. So, early on, Rosie’s started developing an array of cakes for every occasion.









I began with a little something chocolate, of course: Rosie’s Famous Chocolate–Sour Cream Layer Cake, which, when topped with ice cream, was cause for celebration in its own right. That was followed by the Snow Queen, inspired by the yellow cakes with white frosting and raspberry jam that are the perennial mark of an authentic birthday party among the underten crinoline set. Next came the Velvet Underground (as decadent as the group it was named after), the Mocha Cake, Queen Raspberry, Cold Fudge Sundae, and Texas Ruby Red, which have become the mainstays of Rosie’s menu.
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THEME AND VARIATIONS


I learned quickly an old baker’s strategy of taking a basic recipe and adding one or two things to make it into a whole new cake. For instance, once you’ve perfected a simple chocolate cake, you can layer it with fudge, preserves, whipped cream, mousse, fresh or frozen fruit, bananas and cream, or liqueur, and—voilà!—have seven additional cakes in your repertoire. Or take the humble pound cake, which, like one of those makeovers in a fashion magazine, can be plain at morning coffee, be dressed tastefully with fruit for afternoon tea, or be transformed into a rich layer cake for a ritzy dinner party. And you get to call the cake something different in each of its incarnations—naming is half the fun.


Since getting a cake just right can take some doing, you need something that comes easily at the beginning. Cake batters can be finicky, and a slight variation, such as the sequence in which ingredients are added, the mixing technique, or the baking time and temperature, can affect the outcome greatly.


Telling someone how to bake a cake gets complicated because nearly every rule has an exception. To try to simplify things in the following sections, I’ve identified basic rules. Where there are exceptions to the rules, I’ve noted in the recipe how to deal with them.


PREPARING THE PAN FOR EASY CAKE REMOVAL


LAYER CAKES: Do yourself a favor and line your baking pans with inserts made of baking parchment, which are larger versions of muffin papers and are usually available at kitchen stores. This way, you won’t have to grease or flour your pans, and because the batter doesn’t touch the sides of the pan, your cake edges come out moist and spongy. If you don’t have ready-made liners, I recommend making a partial liner for the bottom of the pan using parchment rather than waxed paper, which smokes as it heats.


To cut parchment circles from a larger roll, place the baking pan right side up on the paper and trace around the base of the pan with a pen or pencil. Cut out the shape with scissors just inside the outline and place the paper cutout in the bottom of the pan. Lightly grease the pan side.


Regardless of whether you grease the pan or use parchment, it’s best to cool all your cakes on a cooling rack and to leave the layer in the pan until you’re ready to frost the cake. If you leave it for any length of time, cover it with plastic wrap after it has cooled.


When you use a pan insert, after the layer has baked and cooled, pick it up by the edge of the insert and lift it out of the pan onto a plate. Remove the insert just before you frost the layers. When you’ve used circles cut out of parchment, after the cake has baked and cooled, run a frosting spatula around the edge to loosen it. Then turn the pan upside down at a 45-degree angle and allow the layer to drop onto your hand. Peel the parchment off with your other hand and flip the layer onto a plate.


If you have neither paper inserts nor baking parchment, use a small piece of paper towel to grease the pan lightly and thoroughly with vegetable oil or butter. Then, when the layer has cooled but is still slightly warm, run the spatula along the edge to loosen it, turn the pan over, and, holding the layer in place with your hand, tap the pan lightly on the counter as you rotate it. When the layer has loosened, let it fall onto your palm, then flip it over onto a plate.


TUBE AND BUNDT PANS: Parchment doesn’t work here, so grease these pans lightly with butter or oil, paying special attention to where the center tube meets the bottom of the pan because cakes tend to stick there. Pans without removable bottoms require particularly thorough greasing.


When the cake has cooled in the pan, run a flat frosting spatula around its sides. If the bottom is removable, lift it out, then run the spatula between the cake and the bottom of the pan and leave it under one side of the cake. Place a second spatula or a knife under the opposite side of the cake and use both to lift the cake off the pan bottom. (I sometimes press my chin against the top of the tube to help release the tube from the cake, too.) Put the cake on a plate and cover it with plastic wrap until you’re ready to frost or serve it.


For chiffon and angel food cakes, use a tube pan with a removable bottom and don’t grease it because grease keeps them from rising. When cooling the cake, rest it upside down on the counter to prevent it from dropping back into the pan. If the tube pan isn’t high enough to keep the top of the cake from touching the counter, stick a funnel or bottle into the hole of the pan, then turn it upside down and balance it on the funnel. Either way, after the cake cools for about 1½ hours, run a spatula around the sides and bottom and remove it the same as you would above.


SPRINGFORM PANS: This is an either/or situation vis-à-vis inserts or greasing. If you’ve greased the pan, when the cake has cooled, run a spatula around its edge, release the pan’s lock, and remove the side of the pan. Then run a spatula between the cake and the bottom of the pan and use the spatula and your hand or two spatulas to lift the cake onto a plate.


If you have time to chill the cake (for a minimum of 6 hours) after baking, it will be sturdy enough to invert out of the pan. In this case, you should line the bottom with a parchment circle. Chill the cake in the pan, then run a spatula around its edge and release the sides. Turn the cake upside down onto a plate or counter, remove the pan bottom, and peel off the paper. Then flip the cake right side up, if necessary (depending on the type of cake, the bottom can be more attractive than the top and easier to frost).


SQUARE AND RECTANGULAR PANS: If you plan to frost your cake in the pan and cut it into squares to serve, then it’s best to grease the bottom and sides of the pan with butter or oil. If, however, you want to take the cake out of the pan in one piece and serve it on a plate, I’d go with a parchment liner. Let the cake cool, run a spatula around the edges, invert the pan onto a plate, drop the cake out, and then remove the parchment. When you don’t have parchment but want to remove the cake, grease the pan and remove the cake from the pan while it is still slightly warm with the assistance of your trusty metal spatula.


MUFFIN/CUPCAKE TINS: You don’t have to be a kid to love cupcakes. They’re portion controlled, transportable, festive, and best of all, fun to eat. If you’re a cupcake fan, keep a couple of muffin tins and a package of muffin cup liners on hand. I find that the paper liners keep the outside of the cupcake moist and make life very easy when it comes to removing the cupcakes from the tin. If you don’t have liners, just be sure that each muffin cup is well greased with vegetable oil before pouring in the batter.


Once baked, cool the cupcakes in the pan. If you’ve used paper liners, the cupcakes should lift right out. If you’ve greased the pan instead, run a thin knife or spatula around the cupcakes and gently pick them up by their tops. Sometimes it’s necessary to place the pan on an angle and tap it lightly on the counter to release the unpapered cupcakes.


LOAF PANS: To line a loaf pan, cut a piece of parchment paper big enough to overhang the sides and ends by a couple of inches when it is molded into the pan. After the loaf has cooled, lift up the overhang and slide a metal spatula along the inner edges of the pan. Use the overhang to lift the cake gently out of the pan. Loosen the parchment by holding the overhang and tipping the cake gently from side to side. Carefully slide the cake off the paper.


MIXING THE BATTER


So much depends on texture that, to me, it contributes as much to a cake’s character as does its flavor. A cake’s texture depends largely on the way you mix the batter, and there are basic rules for mixing that will stand you in good stead.


I’ve found it useful to divide mixing techniques into five categories, and once again, I suggest you find the one that applies to the recipe you’re making. This system is imperfect, however (too much order makes me nervous), and a few recipes in this chapter blithely defy all my categories.


Before you begin to follow any of these methods, it’s very important that all of your ingredients be at room temperature, unless the recipe specifies otherwise. This makes it easier to mix everything together thoroughly.


CREAMING METHOD: This is a standard method for mixing cakes, such as Poppy-Seed Pound Cake and Breakfast Coffeecake, that have a high fat content (for example, eggs, butter, and margarine). You alternate adding liquid and dry ingredients so that the flour helps the butter blend with the liquid. These cakes have a sturdy texture, but can vary in lightness and density.


[image: image]


1. Sift all the dry ingredients except for the sugar together into a small bowl.


2. Blend the butter and sugar with the paddle attachment of an electric mixer set on medium or medium-high speed until light and fluffy.


3. Add the eggs one at a time to the butter mixture (unless the recipe says otherwise) and beat at medium-low to medium speed until each one is distributed evenly. Scrape the bottom and side of the bowl with a rubber spatula once during the mixing. Then turn the mixer to medium-high speed and mix until light and fluffy.


4. Add the dry ingredients to the butter, sugar, and egg mixture, alternating with the liquid. To do this, set the mixer on low speed, add one-third of the dry ingredients, and mix just until they are blended. Scrape the bowl with the spatula each time new ingredients are blended in. Next add half the liquid; blend and scrape. Follow this with another one-third of the dry ingredients; blend and scrape. Add the remaining liquid; blend and scrape. Then add the remaining dry ingredients and—do I sound like a caller at a square dance?—blend just until everything is incorporated and scrape again. If the recipe doesn’t call for liquid, add the dry ingredients in two parts, mixing just until blended.


5. Use your spatula to complete the blending by hand.


6. Pour the batter into the prepared pan and bake the cake immediately.








SOME NOTES ON PROCEDURES


TO SEPARATE AN EGG: Hold a raw egg over a bowl and crack its shell open around the middle with a knife. Gently separate the two halves of the shell, keeping the yolk in one half while letting the white run through your fingers into the bowl. Take care not to allow any of the yolk to get into the white, then slide the yolk into a separate bowl.


TO DIVIDE A YOLK IN TWO (WHEN YOU WANT TO HALVE A RECIPE): Follow the procedure for separating an egg, but rather than sliding the yolk into a bowl at the end, slide it into the palm of your hand. With a sharp knife—careful, now—slice through the yolk’s center and push half off your hand into the cake batter. Save the other half to scramble into your kid’s eggs.


TO MELT CHOCOLATE IN A DOUBLE BOILER: Place the chocolate in the top of a double boiler; the water in the bottom shouldn’t touch the top pan. Cover the top pot and allow the water to simmer until the chocolate is about two-thirds melted—the shape will still be discernible but the chocolate will be soft. Turn the heat off and let the chocolate continue to melt completely. Once melted, remove the top pot to allow the chocolate to cool, if necessary.


TO MEASURE DRY INGREDIENTS: This includes flour, sugar, cocoa, confectioners’ sugar and others. Use individual measuring cups (1 cup, ½ cup, ⅓ cup, ¼ cup, ⅛ cup, and so on) and spoons (1 tablespoon, 1 teaspoon, etc.). Scoop the ingredients into the cup or spoon, then level the top by scraping off the excess with a frosting spatula.









CREAMING WITH SEPARATED EGGS METHOD:


This method is good for recipes such as Sour Cherry Fudge Cake and Pineapple Upside-Down Cake. Because the whites are beaten to a froth before being added to the batter, this method produces a lighter cake.
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1. Follow the Creaming Method through step 2, but separate the egg yolks from the egg whites and set the whites apart in a grease-free bowl.


2. Add the egg yolks to the butter and sugar mixture and beat until incorporated, using the paddle attachment of an electric mixer set on medium-low speed.


3. Add the dry ingredients and liquid alternately as in the standard Creaming Method (step 4).


4. Whip the egg whites with a clean whisk attachment on medium speed until they are frothy. Gradually add the sugar reserved for the whites over a span of about 20 seconds. Increase the speed to high and beat until they form firm but not dry peaks. Add one-third of the egg whites to the batter and whisk gently to lighten the batter. Fold the remaining egg whites in with a rubber spatula.


5. Pour the batter into a prepared pan and bake the cake immediately.


STANDARD SPONGE METHOD: This type of cake, such as Lemon-Strawberry Sponge Roll and Chocolate Custard Sponge Roll, usually contains little or no butter or oil and gets its sponginess from the air in the eggs. The mixing process begins by foaming the eggs, that is, beating air into them with a whisk or paddle. Sometimes the whole egg is foamed, other times the egg yolks are foamed separately from the whites, or just the whites are foamed.
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1. Sift the dry ingredients together into a small bowl.


2. Separate the egg yolks from the egg whites, and set the whites aside in a grease-free mixing bowl. Put the yolks in a separate medium-size mixing bowl and, with the whisk attachment of an electric mixer, beat them with the sugar at high speed until they are thick and pale.


3. Sift the dry ingredients over the egg yolk mixture, then fold it in with a rubber spatula.


4. Whip the egg whites with a clean whisk attachment on medium-low speed until they are frothy. Increase the speed to medium and gradually add the sugar reserved for the whites. Beat until they form firm but not dry peaks. Fold the egg whites into the batter gently by hand right away.


5. Pour the batter into the prepared pan and bake immediately.


BUTTER SPONGE METHOD: This type of cake is similar to the one above but includes melted butter, producing a cake that is somewhat denser and richer. Desert Island Butter Cake, for example, uses this method.
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1. Sift all the dry ingredients except for the sugar into a small bowl.


2. In a medium-size mixing bowl, beat the eggs and sugar with the whisk attachment of an electric mixer at high speed until the mixture is thick and pale, 4 to 5 minutes.


3. While the eggs and sugar are beating, melt the butter.


4. Sift the dry ingredients a second time over the egg and butter mixture and fold them in carefully with a rubber spatula.


5. Fold the melted butter in with the spatula.


6. Pour the batter into the prepared pan and bake immediately.


TWO-BOWL METHOD: Batters containing a lot of sugar and more liquid than usual (for example, eggs, milk, or juice) use this method. The batter is usually runny before baking, and the texture of these cakes can vary considerably. Rosie’s Famous Chocolate–Sour Cream Cake Layers and Lemon-Glazed Orange Chiffon Cake both use this method.


1. Sift the dry ingredients together into a medium-size mixing bowl. Add the butter or oil and mix on low speed, using the paddle attachment of an electric mixer.


2. If the recipe calls for melted chocolate, mix it in now.


3. Stir the eggs together with the liquid ingredients in a separate bowl and add the liquid in a stream to the dry ingredients, while mixing at low speed. Mix just until the batter is blended.


4. The batter will be thin, but pour it into the prepared pan and bake immediately.


ON THE WAY TO THE OVEN


Few recipes I’ve come across pay attention to the steps between mixing the batter and getting it into the oven. Yet how the batter sits in the pan is crucial to the baking process. Loose (thin) batters should be poured directly into a prepared pan by tipping the mixing bowl at a sharp angle and using your trusty rubber spatula to direct the flow and to scrape the bowl clean. The batter needs to be distributed evenly in the pan to bake well, so rock the pan gently from side to side to achieve this. With thicker batters, use a rubber spatula to scoop it from the bowl and to spread it evenly in the pan.


The tricky question though (and one my mother never really answered) is, when is enough enough? It’s important to know how full a pan should be. Too much batter in the pan can overflow, and, even if it doesn’t, the edges of the cake will overcook before the center is done. With too little batter, the cake won’t rise or brown properly. Layer, springform, and sheet cake pans should be between one-half and two-thirds full. Bundt and tube pans should be two-thirds full. So if you don’t have a large enough pan, put the right amount of batter in the one you have and make cupcakes from what’s left over. If you don’t have a small enough pan, borrow one from your neighbor.


INTO THE OVEN


So now you’ve got the properly mixed batter properly poured into the proper size pan, and all that’s left is to get the cake into the oven—properly. But oven temperature and the position of your oven racks are crucial to attaining the proper taste and texture. No matter what kind of cake you’re baking, you want to place it in the center of a rack that is positioned in the center of the oven, where the heat is most even. When baking layer cakes, make sure that the pans are at least 1 to 1 ½ inches apart and arrange them on a slight diagonal so that they can both take advantage of this sweet spot in the oven.


The majority of cakes bake at 350°F, but several kinds require a slightly different temperature. When an oven is too hot, a cake rises too quickly, often forming an underdone mound at the center and a dark crust at the edges. When an oven is too cool, a cake, unlike the sun, never rises.


SPONGE ROLL: I bake this type of cake (such as Chocolate Custard Sponge Roll and Lemon-Strawberry Sponge Roll) at 400°F. Because there’s usually less than an inch of batter in the pan, the cake can bake quickly and evenly without burning or drying out, even at this high temperature.
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FLOURLESS AND CHIFFON CAKES: These cakes (such as Chocolate Truffle Soufflé Cake and Lemon-Glazed Orange Chiffon Cake) contain a number of beaten egg whites and often call for an oven set between 300°F and 325°F so that they will bake evenly and rise gently.


CHEESECAKES: Because cheesecake batter is heavy and doesn’t rise much anyway, I use a lower temperature, usually 300°F. In this cooler oven, cheesecake bakes slowly and evenly and its surface is less likely to crack. Try putting a shallow pan of hot water on the oven rack below; its steam will keep the cake moist. You can turn the oven off when the cake is done and leave it inside to set for 1 hour. By avoiding a quick change in temperature, you can often keep your cake from dropping or cracking. Or you can cool it on a wire rack. I’ve had success both ways.


AND OUT OF THE OVEN


Ovens vary; that’s one of those truisms like fish swim and birds fly, only with fewer exceptions. It’s for that reason that I suggest you first look at your cake about 10 minutes before the end of the baking time suggested in the recipe. To tell if it’s done then, consider three indicators in the following order:


1. How the cake looks.


2. What the cake feels like when you touch it lightly.


3. Whether a tester inserted into the center comes out clean.


Layers will spring back to the touch; cheesecakes will feel firm; Bundt cakes will have a rounded crisp top, and cakes baked in jelly-roll pans will be spongy in texture and almost level. Every recipe in this book describes what the cake should look like when it’s finished baking, but the most dependable test is to insert a tester or a long wooden skewer in the center of the cake when you think it’s done. (I don’t use the time-honored toothpick because it’s seldom long enough to get to the bottom of the cake.) If the tester comes out dry or with a few crumbs on it, the cake is done. If it comes out at all wet, the cake isn’t done and needs to be baked a little longer, after which you should test it again. Don’t remove the cake from the oven when performing this test, just slide the cake forward on the rack or gently slide out the rack.








SPLITTING LAYERS


To split each layer in two through the thickness, put the full layers on a piece of waxed paper on a flat surface, such as a counter or table. Place the blade of a long, thin knife at the midpoint of the first layer. With your free hand resting lightly on the top of the layer, slice through the layer evenly, keeping the knife parallel to the flat surface. Repeat with the second full layer.


If you have a cake wheel or lazy Susan, follow these instructions, but turn the wheel carefully for a full revolution as you cut through the middle of the layer.









THE EYES HAVE IT


On more than one occasion I have argued for an anatomical connection between the eyes and the appetite, but even if there isn’t one, there is surely a sensual relationship. So how your cake looks can add to its appeal. I’m partial to decoration that enhances the taste and appearance of the cake without overwhelming the cake itself. I find desserts that proclaim “Look at me!” are about as appealing as people who do, and it’s been my experience that cakes with gobs of sugary frosting lose their allure shortly after one’s tenth birthday.


The simplest decoration for a cake is a modest amount of frosting, although getting the frosting on evenly and neatly takes several steps. Before beginning make sure your cake has cooled to room temperature.


Filling and Frosting a Two-Layer Cake


1. To keep the plate clean, cut 4 strips of parchment or waxed paper, each 3 inches wide and 2 inches longer than the diameter of your cake. Arrange the strips around the edge of your cake plate to form a square with the ends of the strips overlapping. Put the plate on a cake wheel or lazy Susan, if you have one.


2. Place one layer right side up on the plate so that the strips of paper are under the outer edge of the cake with their ends sticking out.


3. Using a frosting spatula, spread frosting ¼ inch thick over the top of this layer and then stack the second layer on top.
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4. Apply a thin layer of frosting to the top and sides of the cake to form a base coat that seals the cake, contains the crumbs, and makes it easier to frost.


5. Spread another layer of frosting, no more than ¼ inch thick, over the sides of the cake and smooth it out with the long, thin edge of the spatula.
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6. Spread the remaining frosting over the top of the cake, smooth it out, then glide the rounded tip of a frosting spatula across the top of the cake on a diagonal to form parallel ridges. Trim off excess frosting by passing the long edge of the spatula around the circumference of the cake’s top.


If you have a cake wheel or lazy Susan, you can add a swirl by centering the cake on the wheel and spinning the wheel slowly while holding the top of the spatula at a 45-degree angle to the cake and gliding it toward the center of the cake in a continuous stroke.
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7. Pull the paper strips out carefully. If there are any frosting or finger smudges on the plate, wipe them off with a damp paper towel.


If you were working on a cake wheel, ease your spatula underneath the cake and gently lift it. Use both your free hand and the spatula to support the cake as you move it to a cake plate.
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Frosting a Four-Layer Cake


Follow the directions for frosting a two-layer cake, but in step 2, carefully slice each layer horizontally through its middle (see the box, page 18, on splitting layers). In step 3, spread frosting on the top of each layer before stacking on the next one. Then continue on to the next step.


Writing on a Cake


Use a #14 or #15 star tip and a 10- or 12-inch pastry bag. All of the items needed for writing are available at a cake-decorating store or online. Before beginning, write your message down on a piece of paper. Check the spelling of all words, especially names.


1. If the pastry bag is new, clip just enough of the tip off so that the plastic cone fits securely, and insert the cone. Put the metal writing tip over the end of the cone and secure it by screwing the ring in place.


2. Fold the top of the bag down once over your left hand and hold it there. With a rubber spatula, fill the bag one-third full with frosting, then pull the collar back into place.


3. Gather up the top of the bag with your right thumb and forefinger and squeeze out any air bubbles with your palm.


4. Use your left thumb and forefinger to support and guide the bag as you write. If you’re left-handed reverse these directions.


5. Again, practice writing on a piece of parchment or waxed paper before you tackle your cake; it’s not erasable.


Making a Chain of Rosettes


Fit a 10- or 12-inch pastry bag with a large star tip. All the items needed to make rosettes are available at a cake-decorating store or online.


1. Remove all parchment paper strips from under the cake.


2. Follow steps 2 and 3 for writing on a cake but fill the bag half full of frosting.
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3. Hold the bag as you would for writing, but keep it at a 45-degree angle with the tip touching the outer edge of the top of the cake. Squeeze the bag enough for a single rosette, then slowly pull the bag away while releasing the pressure. Continue this rocking motion until you have a chain of rosettes around the edge of the entire cake.


4. Repeat this process around the base of the cake, pointing the tip at the edge where the cake meets the plate.
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Fresh Flowers


Not all decorations have to be edible. When I first started adorning my cakes, I had no idea how to make those pink, sugary roses bakeries use, and I waited for someone to discover my secret and say, “And you call yourself a baker!” So in self-defense, I found the one lavender plastic orchid in a five-and-ten that didn’t look tacky and stuck it on top of a chocolate–sour cream layer cake whose rich brown frosting showed it off to distinction.


Then it dawned on me that there is an alternative to plastic, and I began to decorate cakes with real flowers. I’ve learned how to make the bakery buds since then, but why bother when a bouquet of fresh flowers is so much prettier?


I generally opt for unsprayed (always unsprayed!) elegant flowers such as roses, orchids, tiger lilies, dendrobium orchids, freesia, and snapdragons. Delphiniums and sweet peas are lovely as well, although they do not last more than a couple of hours. Statice, baby’s breath, and any frilly or lacy flower and the like can cover stems and create texture between flowers and greens such as various ferns, fica leaves, palm spears, and ivy. The greens provide accent and structure to the bouquet. Look for variety in color, texture, and shape when you’re choosing your flowers and avoid lilies of the valley and the berries on holly leaves because of their toxicity. In fact, it’s always a good idea to ask your florist if the flowers that interest you are poisonous or harmful in any way.


Fresh Fruit


Fruits in season (and, for some varieties, out of season) add decoration, taste, and extra freshness to your baking. Try strawberries or raspberries arranged around the top of a frosted cake (I’m partial to berries with chocolate), or intersperse flowers with fruit. For a special touch, you can dip the strawberry peaks in melted bittersweet chocolate, allow the chocolate to harden, and then arrange the strawberries point side up on top of the cake.


You can cut thin slices of citrus fruits and press them along the sides of a frosted cake or at the base of a Bundt cake. Or you can slit the slices up the center, twist them and place them on top of the cake to give it height. Put the fruit on the cake just before serving so it won’t dry out.


Chocolate Shavings


Chocolate shavings are a perfect final touch for any cake with chocolate in it. Use an ounce of unsweetened or dark chocolate. Using the fine side of a standard kitchen grater, first dust the top of the cake with shavings, then accent it with coarser gratings. For a dramatic effect, shave larger flakes onto the cake using a sharp, thin knife. Press hard as you shave to form more shardlike pieces. Allow the flakes to fall randomly over the top or around the outer edge of the cake.
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Salvaging


Even the best of cooks goof on occasion; layers can come out overcooked and cakes sometimes crumble as you transfer them to a plate. That’s when you revert to a salvage operation. You can slice a layer horizontally through the middle so that you have two thinner layers, and then smother each half with frozen berries in juice and whipped cream. If that won’t work, cut the layers into chunks, toss them with wet fruit—raspberries, strawberries, ripe peach cubes—maybe mix in some vanilla pudding or custard, and put the whole thing in custard cups, crowning it with a piece of fruit and a dollop of whipped cream. Because you need the liquid to moisten the cake, pour the fruit’s juice over the chunks as early before serving as possible.


SERVING


Presentation doesn’t stop with what’s on the cake but includes what the cake is presented on as well. I swear by decorative plates, which I pick up everywhere from china shops to garage sales. I’m partial to lacy paper doilies, but since cutting a frosted cake on a paper doily can be a messy business, I avoid the problem by putting the doily under the plate instead of under the cake.


Make sure that your doilies are crisp and clean, your flowers, berries, and nuts are fresh, and all your toppings are perched lightly on the cake, not imbedded in the frosting and looking like ships foundering at sea.


If it’s theatricality you want, present your cake on a pedestal cake server and maybe add the circular straw or cloth place mat or a crocheted doily underneath. When you’re serving several cakes at once, create tiers by putting one or two on a pedestal and others on flat plates or baskets turned upside down.


Consider serving a Bundt cake or a loaf cake in slices, or with half of it whole and the other half in overlapping slices like felled dominoes. If you’re serving part of a Bundt or tube cake, cut thin slices and arrange them in concentric circles on a round plate. Then dress them up by sprinkling confectioners’ sugar over the top and strewing strawberries or flowers over all.


Cut frosted cakes with a long, sharp, thin knife. To make each slice come out neatly, dip the knife in hot water and wipe it dry before you make each cut. But if this means bringing a bowl of water to the table, just wipe the knife well after each cut.


Pound cakes, chiffon cakes, sponge cakes, and unfrosted Bundt cakes, which are somewhat fragile, are best cut with a serrated knife, which puts less pressure on them. I find cake servers—slightly wedged–shaped spatulas—useful, especially for removing the first slice or when I’m serving frosted rectangular or square cakes from the pan.


STORING


To keep a frosted cake that has been sliced, pat plastic wrap against the cut surfaces. The wrap will stick to the cake interior and help keep the exposed part of the cake moist. If you plan to finish the cake in a day or two, keep it at room temperature, preferably under a cake dome. Longer than that, a cake needs to be refrigerated, but bring it to room temperature before you serve it again. (Cold cakes usually taste dry and bland.)


Unfrosted cakes don’t have a built-in sealer, so they should be kept under a cake dome or covered completely with plastic wrap. Most unfrosted cakes will stay moist for two or three days if they’re well covered.


You can freeze any cake (although a cake that’s been frozen won’t taste as fresh or as flavorful), but you have to seal it from the air. Tupperware dome containers work best placed over cakes wrapped in plastic. But if your generation missed out on Tupperware parties, you can wrap your cake in a layer of plastic wrap, followed by a layer of aluminum foil. Finally, put it in a heavy plastic bag and use one of those twisty things to close it up tight.


RELAXING


All these directions and admonitions—do this, don’t do that—may leave you reeling and wondering why anyone in his or her right mind would bother. Bring on the Hostess Twinkies, you say, but the truth is that much of baking becomes second nature quickly.


Perhaps that’s why, more than any other class of desserts, cakes seem to bear the individual stamps of their creators. Each has its own style and each has a mystique that I’d be the last to try to analyze. Instead I recommend that you follow these recipes with care, unleash your imagination when the cake comes out of the oven, and then flash a Mona Lisa smile as everyone asks you how you did it.





CHAPTER 3
Layer Cakes








Although I baked my share of cake mixes as a little girl, my most vivid memories of layer cakes were the mile high ones on glass pedestals covered by domes that lined the spotless counters at Hamburg Heaven in Manhattan. These classic American cakes were frosted in velvety buttercreams of different flavors, sometimes covered with coconut. They were irresistible. They looked even better than the ones depicted on the outside of cake mix boxes; almost too good to be real.









What is nice about layer cakes is the many choices that we have for filling and frosting them, and how different those fillings and frostings make the end result. Lemon curd, fresh fruit, chocolate ganache, preserves, and buttercreams are just a few of the many options that create different flavors and textures. These cakes can be decorated with any whimsical doodads that suit the occasion.


From the time we are one year old, most of the special days in our life are celebrated with layer cakes of all sorts—including large sheet pan cakes and single layer squares, also included here. And most of the time, we remember the cakes that made those days even more delicious.



Rosie’s Famous Chocolate–Sour Cream Cake Layers


I’ve read that chocolate contains a chemical similar to the one our bodies produce when we fall in love. This doesn’t surprise me because I’ve never had any doubt that chocolate has transcendent powers. I wish my readers all the love they need, but in a pinch I offer this recipe. Baking the layers a bit below 350°F keeps them moist. In my well-considered opinion, these are the perfect chocolate layers: dark and not too sweet compared to other chocolate cakes, quintessentially American. I have included the measurements for both a two-layer and a three-layer cake. If you’re feeling particularly festive, split the layers horizontally for a four-layer or six-layer cake, fill it with the Creamy Dreamy Chocolate Marshmallow Buttercream (page 115), and frost it with the Fudge Frosting (page 112).


The variations that follow match them up with rich fillings and frostings for unbeatably delicious layer cakes.


INGREDIENTS


For a two-layer cake:


Vegetable oil or butter for greasing the pans (optional)


4 ounces unsweetened chocolate


2 cups sugar


1½ cups sifted all-purpose flour


¾ teaspoon baking soda


½ teaspoon salt


1 cup hot strong brewed coffee or 5 teaspoons instant coffee powder dissolved in 1 cup hot water


½ cup sour cream, at room temperature


½ cup vegetable oil


2 large eggs, lightly beaten with a fork, at room temperature


MAKES 12 TO 16 SERVINGS when frosted


1. Place a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 345°F. Lightly grease two or three 8-inch layer cake pans with vegetable oil or butter or line them with parchment circles or pan inserts.


2. Melt the chocolate in the top of a double boiler placed over simmering water, then turn off the heat.


3 Sift the sugar, flour, baking soda, and salt together into a large mixing bowl.


4. In a separate bowl, blend the hot coffee, sour cream, and vegetable oil with a whisk.


5. With the mixer on low speed, add the coffee mixture in a stream to the dry ingredients and mix until blended, 35 to 45 seconds, depending on how many layers you’re making. Stop the mixer several times to scrape the bowl with a rubber spatula.


6. Add the eggs one at a time and mix on medium-low speed after each addition until smooth, about 15 seconds. Scrape the bowl each time. Add the melted chocolate and mix until the batter is uniform in color, 10 to 15 seconds more.


7. Divide the batter evenly among the prepared pans. Bake until the cake springs back to the touch and a tester inserted in the center comes out clean (do not wait for a crust to form), 35 to 38 minutes.


8. Let the layers cool completely in the pans on a rack before frosting.


NOTE: To make the cake shown in the photo on page 8, follow the measurements for preparing three layers. Don’t split the baked layers; leave them whole and frost them with the Creamy Dreamy Chocolate Marshmallow Buttercream (page 115). To frost, follow the directions for frosting a two-layer cake on page 19, making sure to center the middle layer, right side up, on the bottom layer.


For a three-layer cake:


Vegetable oil or butter for greasing the pan (optional)


6 ounces unsweetened chocolate


3 cups sugar


2 ¼ cups all-purpose flour


1 ⅛ teaspoons baking soda


¾ teaspoon salt


1½ cups hot strong brewed coffee or 2 tablespoons plus 2 teaspoons instant coffee powder dissolved in 1½ cups hot water


¾ cup sour cream, at room temperature


¾ cup vegetable oil


3 large eggs, lightly beaten with a fork, at room temperature


Fudge Cake


[image: image]


Two layers and one terrific frosting stack up to the simplest and dreamiest of chocolate cakes. It’s the ultimate at birthday time—copacetic with ice cream—need I say more?


MAKES 12 TO 16 SERVINGS


Follow the directions for filling and frosting a two-layer cake on page 19, using the Fudge Frosting.



Velvet Underground Cake
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