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For my brother‚ Robin‚


whose sweet ways with all kinds of flavors


(and people) inspire me every day‚


And for Dylan‚
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Welcome to the wonderful world of cast iron skillet dump cakes—delicious desserts that are so easy to put together, you’ll wonder why you ever bothered to take the time to make a fussy layer cake from scratch. Here, all you need to do is dump a cake mix and a handful of ingredients into a bowl, give them a stir, then pour the batter into a 12- or 12½-inch cast iron skillet for baking. Some forty minutes later, a big, delicious cake comes out of the oven ready to go. No layers, no frosting, and nothing more to add other than maybe a scoop of ice cream or a dab of whipped cream. I make these simple cakes all the time—whenever I want a quick snack, something for the kids after school, a last-minute dessert, or even something to serve at a dinner party or bring with me when I’m a guest.


Although savory “dump” recipes have been around for several years now, dump cakes are a recent phenomenon. Who knew that elevating a box cake mix into a fabulous cake could be so easy?


The mix allows you to skip the time-consuming task of measuring out the flour and leavening agents. But that’s just the beginning. What you add beyond the eggs, oil, and water (or their substitutions) can be as creative as you like. My goal was to keep the concept of the dump cake as simple as possible while elevating its flavor and character with a few delicious additions.


But what really makes these dump cakes unique is the large 12- or 12½-inch cast iron skillet that’s used as the baking vessel of choice. There are so many reasons for a cook to love a cast iron skillet, and for this collection of recipes I was reminded of the most elemental: versatility and ease. The simple skillet takes you from preparation to baking to presentation—all with delicious results. And a lot less cleanup! The virtues of this culinary tool are well known in savory cooking, but few realize how ideal the skillet can be for baking cakes. Most of these recipes start out by melting a few tablespoons of butter in the skillet to create a lovely, light-brown crust when the finished cake is flipped out of the pan. Sometimes fruit or chocolate or coconut is added to the butter for a more exotic topping.


This book is divided into six cake flavors based on the basic cake mixes used in each category—vanilla, chocolate, carrot, spice, lemon, and strawberry. And now the fun begins. Imagine what a few pieces of Andes™ Thin Mints can do to transform a simple chocolate cake mix batter! What about cocoa powder and Rich Chocolate Ovaltine®, or peanut butter chips and peanut butter? To a basic lemon cake mix batter, perhaps add a swirl of cherry jam? Or a bit of light brown sugar and coconut flakes for a yummy topping? I let my imagination take these cakes to the next level with flavor pairings that really work. My hope is that you’ll try many of these cakes, then create dump cakes of your own.


In the following sections, I’ll give you more ideas for stocking your pantry, so you’ll be ready to make these dump cakes whenever the urge hits you. Honestly, many of the ingredients you can add to your cakes are those you’ll want to snack on anyway—unsweetened applesauce, unsweetened coconut flakes, nuts, fruits, berries, and even mini marshmallows and candies. Then I’ll give you a few simple instructions so that you can keep your skillet in top shape. Turn the page, and let’s get started!
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The premise of this cookbook is to show you how to make delicious cakes as simply as possible. Before I discovered the beauty of creating dump cakes in my cast iron skillet, making any cake—from scratch, or even from a box mix—involved multiple pots, pans, and cooking instruments. There were the mixing bowl(s), the measuring spoons and cups, the whisks or beaters, the cake pans and their preparation (so the batter didn’t stick)—and this was just for the cake itself, never mind the frosting. It wasn’t difficult, per se, but it was time-consuming at all stages, including cleanup. Of course, the results were delicious and impressive—there’s no doubt about that—but I always had to think twice before taking on a cake because it was a project.


But what if you could reap the reward of a truly yummy cake without so many pots and pans to clean up, without so many measurements of this and that, and without needing to make sure the baking dish was prepared just so? It is possible, thanks to a few simple tweaks.


Simplify with a Cake Mix


First, you have to make your peace with using cake mix from a box. I know, I know. . . . It’s junk, right? Not “real food.” A glance at the ingredients panel isn’t exactly reassuring either, but consider this: You’re not eating box-mix dump cakes all day, every day; you’re adding “real” ingredients like eggs, butter, and other goodies; and you’re preparing something tasty and largely homemade with better quality ingredients than you’d get from a pre-packaged, grocery store cake.


Box mixes come in many different flavors, with more and more being introduced—chocolate, vanilla, white, spice, lemon, fudge, carrot, strawberry, and devil’s food, to name a few. Basically, each mix contains the flour, sugar, leavening, and flavor ingredients that you otherwise would have to carefully measure out (and clean up after). And each mix requires that you add water, oil, and eggs for moisture and substance. So, essentially, box mixes are nothing more than a base—a base to which you can add almost anything. However, all cake mixes are not created equal, even though all are supposed to yield a moist, flavorful cake. Some need three eggs, some just two. Some call for one-third cup of oil, some for half a cup. Some cake mixes even come with add-in flavor packets.


It was a revelation to me that I didn’t need to strictly follow the suggested cake mix additions. While it’s critical to add moisture for obvious reasons, you don’t have to stick with water, vegetable oil, and eggs (though you certainly can still do this). In this cookbook, I use a variety of the most basic mixes and change up the moisture ingredients before adding my own special ingredients. As you will see, all of these simple changes make a big difference and drastically improve the flavor.


Here are some simple (and often healthier) substitutions for the basic add-ins:


Instead of water, use fruit juice, coconut water, soda, or wine.


Instead of vegetable oil, use melted butter, yogurt, sour cream, or unsweetened applesauce. (I was delighted to find that 6-ounce “large” cups of unsweetened applesauce, the perfect amount to substitute for oil, are now available, eliminating any measuring and cleanup!)


Instead of eggs, use banana, unsweetened applesauce, silken tofu, or even peanut butter.


You can use mayonnaise as a substitute for the oil and eggs asked for in the mix. Use the same amount of mayonnaise as the recipe calls for oil, and use no eggs at all.


Embrace the Cast Iron Skillet


By using a cast iron skillet instead of baking pans, you can eliminate all the fussy pan prep work. No more spraying nonstick cooking spray on to every surface of a cake pan or greasing your cake pans with butter and then adding flour and tapping it around to cover the butter so that the batter won’t stick to the side of the pan. Once the cast iron skillet is properly seasoned, a small amount of butter or oil is all that’s needed to keep foods from sticking to the surface. The more a cast iron skillet is used, the better the seasoning gets.


And with the cast iron skillet, there is no need to measure out the batter as equally as possible between two pans. In fact, there is no more worrying about layers at all. A cast iron skillet that’s 12 or 12½ inches in diameter holds the full amount of batter. All you have to worry about is melting some butter in the skillet, “dumping” in the batter, baking, and then (if desired) inverting the big, single-layer cake onto a platter.


As you will quickly notice by handling its hefty weight, cast iron cookery is solid and distributes heat evenly. As a healthy bonus, a very small amount of iron is leached from the skillet into the cake but does not alter flavor. (See page 18 for more information on seasoning and caring for your cast iron skillet.)



Forget About Frosting


A classic layer cake is frosted. Frosting is typically a combination of butter, sugar, and flavoring (vanilla or chocolate, usually), and making it requires a whole other set of bowls and cooking tools. It can be messy, and it can be tricky to apply. For starters, it has to be properly allocated so you don’t run out of it before you’ve covered the cake! While it’s true that a good frosting can make or break a classic cake and a frosted layer cake is a thing of beauty as well as a great treat, making it is, well, an effort. Part of the joy of dump cakes is that you can ditch the frosting. They’re fashioned so that when they’re turned out of the skillet, they have good stuff on what becomes their top, so there’s no need for extra sweetness. This isn’t to say that the cake wouldn’t be even more delicious served with whipped cream on top—and many of the recipes suggest that—but it’s truly not necessary. Even the scoop of ice cream suggested to accompany many of the recipes is just a personal preference and a simple pleasure. Take it or leave it. (Okay, full disclosure here: You will find one or two frosting options in this book when I could not resist the temptation, but they are simple concoctions and just guild the lily! You can take or leave them, too.)


Dump Cake Add-Ins


Think of these add-ins as a palette and the cake mix your blank canvas, but until you’re really comfortable with playing, I suggest that you follow the recipes. Some of the goodies are melted in the skillet before adding the cake batter, some are stirred into the batter itself, and some are added to the top once the batter is in the skillet. Fruit can be served along with the cakes, of course, and various spices and extracts can be added to whipped cream to serve on top of or alongside the cakes.


Fruit


Rest assured, you can use fresh, frozen, or canned fruit in a cast iron skillet dump cake, but each is going to give you a slightly different result. Fruits have various textures as well as flavors, and texture has a lot to do with how fruit holds up in a recipe. For example, the flesh of a ripe, soft-fleshed fruit, such as a peach, will be tender and succulent in a cooked cake, while the flesh of a crispy fruit, such as an apple, will remain firm and crunchy unless it’s cooked for a longer amount of time. If you want to add peaches, plums, kiwis, bananas, or other soft-fleshed fruits, keep in mind that they’re more fragile. Firmer-fleshed fruits, like apples, pears, or pineapple will stay true to that texture, which isn’t always what you want in a cake. I often cook them down in a bit of butter and sugar to soften before adding them to the cake batter. And, to prevent fruit from sinking to the bottom of a cake, I toss them in a bit of flour or dry cake mix before adding them to the batter.
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Frozen fruits will sink when added to the batter. I dust them with flour or dry cake mix, too, and sprinkle them over the top of the cake just before I put the cake in the oven, so they’ll sink more slowly.


If you want to use canned fruit, that’s okay, too. They are more like compotes because they are in a liquid base already. Usually, I like to cook canned fruit down in the skillet in some butter, lemon juice, and a bit of sugar to become the bottom of the cake (or the topping when flipped out of the skillet). Canned fruit can also be stirred into the batter before being poured into the skillet.


•      Apples


•      Bananas


•      Berries


•      Cherries


•      Coconut


•      Lemon zest/juice


•      Nectarines


•      Oranges


•      Peaches


•      Pears


•      Pineapple


•      Plums


•      Raisins


Spices & Extracts


Warm, nutty spices, like cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice, and clove, bring out the best in fruits and nuts, so they are used often in baking, but there are lots of other exciting options! Black and cayenne pepper, basil, and thyme are some of my favorites. Be sure to store spices in a cool, dark area to preserve their freshness.
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•      Allspice


•      Cayenne pepper


•      Cinnamon


•      Cloves


•      Cocoa


•      Coffee


•      Cumin


•      Curry


•      Nutmeg


•      Peppermint


•      Vanilla


Sweets


This category encompasses so many tasty possibilities! Baking chips are a great example. It wasn’t so long ago that baking chips were semi-sweet chocolate, butterscotch, or peanut butter. Now there are dark chocolate chips, white chocolate chips, and mint chocolate chips. There are regular-size chips and mini morsels. There are even chunks. There are lots of choices, and that’s just in the baking section. There are so many kinds of chocolate bars, chocolate-covered fruits, chocolate-covered hard candies, and, of course, hard candies. Again, try out a few recipes before you go out on your own.


•      Candies


•      Cookies


•      Jams and jellies


•      Maple syrup


•      Chips—chocolate, white chocolate, peanut butter, and butterscotch


Dairy


Cream, sour cream, and yogurt add moisture and flavor whether in the cake or used as a type of frosting. They’re also a neutral base to which other flavors can be added—everything from liqueurs and spirits to flavors like mint or coffee.


•      Heavy cream


•      Sour cream


•      Yogurt


To Invert or Not to Invert Your Cake


The cast iron skillet makes a beautiful serving dish in which to present the cake you’ve baked, and it’s fine to do so. However, if you keep the cake in the skillet, be sure to use a serving utensil that will not scratch the cured surface of your seasoned skillet. Hard plastic or silicon spatulas are ideal.


Also, when inverting your cake, you should know that your cake may not fall out of the skillet perfectly, the way a cake comes out of a traditional cake pan. While the surface of a well-cured skillet turns out food that doesn’t stick, when you go from stovetop to oven, the likelihood of some sticking increases. All you need to do is get the hard plastic or silicon spatula gently underneath the cooked cake and gently separate it from the surface of the skillet. Sure, there’s something wonderful about a cake that looks like it came from a store, but there’s also something wonderful about a cake that looks like it took a wrong step along the way (so long as it’s properly cooked). My mother used to say, “Pretty is as pretty does,” meaning, where food is concerned, how it tastes is what’s ultimately most important. Don’t get caught up in how the cake looks. Touch it up with some additional fruit, a dollop of whipped cream, or ice cream. Or, when all else fails, break it into pieces and serve it with fruit and yogurt in a parfait glass. Yum!
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