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Introduction


As a teenager, I loved crafts. I made greeting cards by hand, tended to the strawberries in my garden, crocheted granny squares for blankets, performed major renovations to my collectible dollhouse—and, of course, I baked! For me, “playing” was synonymous with “making,” and the kitchen was the best place for fun. After I came home from school, baking was my favorite way to relax and explore. I made cupcakes, cakes, and cookies for my swim team, for bake sales, and to share at slumber parties. I would study new recipes and techniques, using my imagination to determine the best treat for upcoming birthdays, special occasions, and holidays, and I would prepare them with my own creative twist.


The first over-the-top cake I made was for my Sweet Sixteen birthday party. Most of my friends spent the hours before their parties primping to make themselves gorgeous, but I spent the day in a much more enjoyable way—by beautifying my cake. I shaped a huge golden cake that could feed more than one hundred people into the number “16.” The numerals were outlined with row after row of stars piped onto the cake in a rainbow of colored frosting. Not only did the frosting match the party decorations, but it also served as an introduction to a new level of cake making. I realized that cakes are the baker’s ultimate platform—at the same time as they allow us to create “look at me” desserts, they visually excite and then comfort us in a fleeting moment of tasty bliss.


After college, I turned my love of crafting and playing into a career and became an industrial designer. Today, I design products by first playfully exploring their materials and then translating those explorations into models and sketches. I’ve created dozens of new products this way, including furniture, toys, clothing, stationery, housewares, and soft goods.


I approach baking in exactly the same way. I develop new recipes by playing with a pantry full of ingredients, cabinets filled with baking pans, and a tool kit of decorating supplies. I particularly love the creative opportunities that sweets provide—this is one realm where it is completely acceptable to push the limits. Sometimes I want to create something healthful, sometimes I want to create something cute; at other times I want something fancy and indulgent. Taste, texture, form, and color all come together in the process of baking and decorating.


Another reason I love cakes is because of their ties to tradition and culture. Cakes are the baked treat that we are most likely to eat every day or for dessert. If there is a special occasion, holiday, or party anywhere in the world, you can bet there will be a cake made with love at the center of the celebration.


The influences for the cakes in these recipes come from far and wide, but mostly I was inspired by one of three major themes: retro-modern, ethnic fusion, and flavor fusion. In other words, I wanted to blend the past with the present, cultural influences from all flour corners of the globe, and flavors to satisfy all our senses—all with a sense of fun.


RETRO-MODERN


Whether you want authentic made-from-scratch recipes for the old-fashioned cakes we all know and love or modernized interpretations that contain less flat and more natural ingredients, you’ll find them in this book. For example, I have added new spices to age-old cakes such as Golden Saffron Tea Cake, White Fruitcake, and Chocolate Cherry Fruitcake. Nostalgic trifes, checkerboard cakes, sandwich cakes, and a tiered wedding cake with a lovebird topper combine retro styling and modern flavors. The proliferation of “kidults” (adults who are still part kids) in our society inspired many of the cakes, including those based on beloved characters such as Alice in Wonderland and those whose flavors are based on favorite childhood foods, such as the Peanut Sesame Raspberry Roll and the Creamsicle Cake Pops.


ETHNIC FUSION


In these types of cakes, flavors from one cuisine are blended with a twist from another. For example, New York–style cheesecake takes a trip to Florida and discovers not only Key limes but also the Nuevo Latino influences of guava, pecans, and coconut. Global ingredients such as plantains, chayote, yucca, and beets inspired me to rethink vegetable cakes. My Italian heritage inspired the Mascarpone Cheesecake and Zuccotto, a gelato ice cream cake. Regional flavors from the American Southwest inspired the Dulce de Leche Cheesecake and Blue Corn Cake. And when it comes to styling, I drew on the often whimsical designs of the Japanese lunch box to create the playful Bento Birthday Bear.


FLAVOR FUSION


As I developed the recipes in this book, my friends and family couldn’t believe that I was actually experimenting with such unconventional cake-baking ingredients as corn and Cheddar (for the Mac and Cheese Cupcakes), or that I was making cakes topped with eggs and sesame seeds, or that I was making croutons from Chocolate Spice Cake for Strawberry Soup. (But they were very happy with the results!) Indeed, although many of the cakes in this book are sweet, you’ll find plenty of savory options and variations. My version of the classic pound cake is flavored with rosemary, olives, and sun-dried tomatoes. I also use salty and sweet combinations like bacon and chocolate, feta and apricot, and butterscotch and sea salt to fill a dinner-party array of Bundts. And I encourage everyone to experiment with unexpected contrasts in flavors, such as blueberry-chocolate and fried dough flavored with beer. Many recipes use alcohol as a flavoring, partly because I love boozing cake up but also because alcohol offers an array of outside-the-box flavorings that are perfect to enjoy at cocktail or dessert parties.


THE HOME BAKER’S ADVANTAGE


One of the biggest benefits of baking at home is the fact that you have the ability to control the quality of your ingredients. In my recipes, I use only natural sweeteners, and I often substitute fruits or other sweet ingredients for a portion of the granulated sugar. I love to use “superfoods” like berries, pineapple, dates, and nuts and seeds, which are high in antioxidants. All-natural butter and all-purpose flour are the basis for most of my cakes, but you’ll find plenty of recipes that use unsaturated fats and whole grains as well. Seasonal flavors such as summer or fall fruits don’t have to be “limited edition”—many recipes can be adapted to use ingredients that are available throughout the year. And finally, when using chocolate, remember that it is not about how much you use. I recommend the highest quality you can find.


Home bakers can also control the size of their creations—after all, good things come in small packages. The craze for cupcakes has taught us to enjoy the little things in life—no more supersizing! With a focus on quality, you can have it all in a few bites of bliss. Miniature or portion-size indulgences come in every form, from German Chocolate Loaves and Chocolate-Covered Doughnuts to Chai Tea Cake Sandwiches, Pine Nut–Basil Financiers, and Miniature Tiered Wedding Cakes.


CAKE CRAFTING


I love the fact that, in many homes, the kitchen is the new living room, and instead of hanging out in front of the TV, people are cooking and baking. Men and women are finding happiness in the domestic arts, and a fantastic way to show off those skills is through handcrafted cakes. But the cakes we enjoy today are not the complicated creations of the past that take days to make, resplendent with spun sugar and superdetailed decorations. Artisans of all skill levels can now show off their chops with a perfectly risen sponge cake or with “accessories” like chocolate cups for Irish Cream Cakes. My decorated cakes are not overwhelmingly complex but feature perfect details—see the recipes for the Mom Cake, the Tea with Alice cake, the Diploma Cake, and the Holiday Ginger Cakes. Crafting also extends to presentation, and this book provides ideas for serving and plating cakes in recipes and in photographs.


CAKE IS LIFE!


From baking to eating, I find the whole cake experience to be fun, but—like many people—I bake cakes for specific purposes or events. I want to make the right cake for each occasion, whether it’s to serve as a simple snack, to present as a birthday gift for a friend or loved one, or to bring out as a showstopping finale to a dinner party or wedding. That’s why I organized the cakes into five chapters—Everyday Cakes, Birthday Cakes, Special-Occasion Cakes, Party Cakes, and Holiday Cakes. This structure reflects how we truly experience cakes, and to me that is the most important part of baking.


If you want to learn more about the tools, techniques, ingredients, and how-tos of baking, take a look at the Cakes in the Know chapter. From tips on choosing the right pan to ideas for storing leftover cake, you’ll find everything you need to know to expand your skills as a baker and decorator. The techniques, recipes, and design ideas in this book are here for you to re-create in your kitchen or to use as a springboard for concepts of your own. Make your cakes as simple or complex as you like. Follow the recipes exactly or experiment. Whatever approach you choose, I hope you have fun exploring all the possibilities that cake provides.


Happy baking and good eating!


—Krystina Castella














Chapter 1


Cakes in the Know


THE CAKE MAKER’S TOOL KIT


It’s all about the gear. My particular obsession is collecting various pans and tools for cake making—especially the vintage items. I treasure the baking pans that I inherited from my grandmother, which are almost one hundred years old. I also scour estate sales and flea markets, where I can find really unusual tools that are no longer available. I don’t draw inspiration just from antique items, though. Silicone bakeware is fairly new to the market, but I find it inspirational because it makes shaping my cakes so easy. Whatever your inspiration, using “the right stuff” is an essential part of the process.


Cake Shapes


LAYER CAKES


Most of us think of layer cakes as two or three layers, stacked on top of one another, with frosting between the layers and on the top and sides of the cake—but layer cakes are so much more. They can be any shape or size or number of layers; they can be filled or frosted with just about anything, and you may choose to leave the sides unfrosted to expose the tasty goodness.


Layer cakes can be stacked in a glass dish, as they are in a trifle (such as the Christmas Cactus Trifle), or made into sandwiches (such as the Passover Cakes). Tiered cakes (like the Quinceañera Cake) are layer cakes made by stacking layers of decreasing size on top of one another; cakes with multiple layers include Princess Cake and Devil’s Food Cake.
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SHEET CAKES


These rectangular or square cakes are common party cakes because, when frosted with a smooth surface, they are ideal for decorating. They are also easy to scale up or down, depending on the size of the crowd you are expecting. Sheet cakes can be rectangular or square, filled—with cream, jam, or frosting—or not. The most common homemade size is a 9 × 13-inch rectangle.


SHAPED CAKES


Easy yet impressive, shaped cakes can be baked in special molds or pans, or formed into shapes after baking. The Day of the Dead Cake, for example, is baked in a skull-shaped pan. Cakes that are shaped after baking include the Bunny Cakes and Mom Cake.


Shaped cakes made from dough (instead of batter) are often molded by hand and kneaded and rolled out on a floured work surface. This surface could be a cutting board, a silicone mat, or the countertop. I like to use large plastic cutting boards because they are light and easy to move around. I have a marble one, too, but I don’t use it much because it is heavy.


ROLLED CAKES


Baked in a jelly-roll pan, and most often starting with a springy spongecake batter, rolled cakes are made by covering a large thin sheet of cake with a thin layer of frosting, filling, whipped cream, buttercream, or jam, and then rolling it into a log shape before baking. Examples of rolled cakes are the Strawberry Pistachio Yule Log Slices and the Peanut Sesame Raspberry Roll.


INDIVIDUAL CAKES


Although cupcakes are the best-known examples, individual cakes— or single-serving cakes—come in many shapes and sizes. They are usually made in small pans, such as muffin-top pans, mini-Bundts, or mini loaf pans. Examples of individual cakes include the Salty-Sweet Savory Bundts.
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LOAF CAKES


These casual cakes are usually eaten for breakfast or snacks. Pound Cake is most often baked in these relatively tall, rectangular pans. Other examples of loaf cakes include the Lemon Poppy Loaves and the Tomato Basil Cake.


RING CAKES


True to their name, these cakes are shaped like a ring, and contain a hole in the middle. In other types of cakes the center is the last part to achieve doneness during cooking. So a ring shape ensures even baking throughout by allowing heat to reach the center more quickly. Angel Food Cake is a specific type of ring cake made in a special pan to allow for even rising of the sponge batter. Some Bundt cakes are also ring cakes, such as the Purple Rose of Cake. Other examples of ring cakes include the Cinnamon Walnut Coffee Cake and the Pecan Cake.


Cake Pans


ROUND PANS


Readily available in diameters from 3 to 20 inches, round pans are most popular in the 8-inch, 9-inch, and 10-inch sizes. The standard depth is 2 inches, which is ideal for layer cakes. Pans that are 3 to 4 inches deep are used for single-layer or tiered cakes. Some have contoured sides (see the picture of the Chocolate Champagne Cake); others have a removable bottom, similar to a tart pan or springform pan.


SPRINGFORM PANS


Although springform pans are suitable for baking any type of cake, they are most commonly used for cheesecake. A springform pan consists of two parts: a removable base with a waffled texture, which gives it strength, and a tall ring that fits around the base and is secured with a buckle. This buckle unlocks to release the cake after baking.




Material Matters


It isn’t just the shape of the pan you choose that affects how it looks—the material of the cake pan is very important for proper baking. When you choose a pan, consider its color and weight. Light-colored bakeware, including shiny metals such as aluminum or steel or cast iron coated with enamel, reflects heat. Because it does not absorb as much heat as dark pans, your cakes won’t get as brown on the bottom or the edges. Stainless steel is a nonreactive metal and good for baking.


Dark-colored bakeware, including pans with nonstick coatings, absorb more heat. Nonstick pans are nice if you prefer not to heavily grease the pan. Many pans are made with reactive metals like aluminum, copper, and cast iron, which sometimes react negatively with acidic ingredients in the batter, such as lemon juice. Thick metal bakeware distributes the heat more evenly than bakeware made from thin metal. If you are concerned about browning the sides of the cake too much when baking a large cake, or one with a long baking time, your best bet is to use a thick metal pan. Earthenware and ceramics do not do a good job of retaining heat, but they are fantastic for cakes with moist ingredients and longer baking times, such as the Sweet Potato Cake. Silicone bakeware is great when it comes time to get the cakes out of the pan, but silicone’s flexible nature makes the pans flop around and hard to pick up and put in the oven when they’re full of batter. The solution is to always place silicone pans on top of a rigid baking sheet before filling. Transfer the sheet and pan to the oven and bake on the baking sheet as directed.





The most popular sizes for springform pans are the 9-inch and 10-inch varieties, with 3-inch-high sides. I like to make miniature cheesecakes in 4-inch-diameter springform pans. One caveat: most springform pans leak, so make sure to wrap the outside bottom and sides with foil before filling the pan with batter.
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TUBE PANS


Round, with a hole in the middle, tube pans may have flat or rounded bottoms. They are available in many different diameters, with varying interior and exterior ring dimensions. The hole in the middle helps tall cakes cook more evenly. A tube cake is usually inverted before serving, to create a pleasing shape on top (see, for example, the Coffee Liqueur Bundt Cake.


ANGEL FOOD PANS


Designed specifically for angel food cake (a sponge cake made with egg whites rather than yolks; see angel food cake), the traditional angel food pan is a 9- or 10-inch tube pan that is 4 inches deep. It has a removable inner core and bottom, as well as cooling legs. Angel food cakes can rise to an elegant height when exposed to heat (hence the tall sides and core of the pan), yet they are very delicate and can collapse if not cooled properly (hence the legs).


BUNDT PANS


The crimped or fluted tube-shaped Bundt pan was created in the 1950s and is now an American icon. The pans allow figured cakes to pop straight out of the pan, and with only a little dusting of sugar or drizzling of glaze you have a beautiful cake. Fluted Bundt pans will need care when greasing to be sure that every nook and cranny is covered.


There are dozens of Bundt shapes, from pumpkins to roses, available in several sizes.


SQUARE PANS


Square layer cakes are “in” right now— using square pans instead of round pans gives a cake a more modern look. The most common sizes for square pans are 8-inch, 9-inch, and 10-inch.
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SHEET PANS


If you’ve ever ordered a cake at a bakery, you probably had to choose either a full sheet (24 × 16 inches), or a half sheet (12 × 16 inches), or a quarter sheet (8 × 12 inches). Most home ovens are too small to accommodate the larger sizes, so the most common size for a homemade sheet cake is 9 × 13 inches. To make larger cakes, you can butt two smaller cakes next to each other—or, if your oven is large enough, consider purchasing larger sheet pans at a restaurant supply store.


LOAF PANS


These long, slim pans are available in a variety of sizes and lengths. Small loaf pans are typically 3 × 5¾ inches and are great to use when preparing miniature cakes as gifts. The most common larger sizes are 4 × 8 (or 4¼ × 8½) and 5 × 9 inches. Some recipes call for the extra-long 4 × 16-inch pan, which is great for baking a long family-style cake in a unique presentation. I like to line loaf pans with paper liners so the cakes are easy to remove.


JELLY-ROLL PANS


These large, flat pans look like baking sheets, except that they have taller sides—typically ¾–1 inch high. They are used to make thin sheets of cake that are suitable for rolling, or as baking sheets for pastries. The household size is 10½ × 15½ inches, although some recipes call for 11¾ × 7½, 12¼ × 9, or 17¼ × 11½-inch pans.


BAKING SHEETS


Baking sheets can be used to support other pans or to bake a hand-formed cake made out of dough. The best sheets are made from shiny aluminum; darker sheets absorb heat and may make your cakes too brown on the bottom. Purchase baking sheets about 4 inches smaller than your oven, so heat can circulate around them—12 × 15½ inches is a good size. Sheets with no lip on three sides and a raised, angled lip on the fourth side make it easy to slide cakes off—on purpose! Line baking sheets with parchment paper to diffuse the heat and allow easy cake removal.


MUFFIN TINS


Also used for cupcakes, muffin tins are commonly available in mini, medium, and large sizes. When I call for a cake to be baked in a mini muffin tin, that means I have tested the recipe using tins that have cavities about 1¾–2 inches in diameter and about ¾–1 inch deep. Standard or medium cupcakes were baked in a tin that has cavities about 2¾–3 inches in diameter and 11/8–1½ inches deep; large muffin tins have cavities that are about 2–2½ inches deep. Although you can bake cupcakes directly in the tin—and some recipes specify this—most people prefer to use paper or foil liners so that the cakes are easy to remove and hold. Liners are available in standard sizes, as well as in different heights, which can vary the size and shape of the cupcake. You can also find figured muffin tins that have patterns molded into the metal.


SPECIALTY PANS


There are hundreds of specialty cake pans on the market, for everything from miniature bite-size treats to larger-than-life extravaganzas. The shapes range from very simple stars and hearts to incredibly complex castles and storybook characters. You can find geometric shapes (pyramids, hexagons, or domes), religious shapes (crosses), numbers, and seasonal shapes (snowflakes). Two-part pans are used to create teddy bears and other shapes that are designed to stand upright.


[image: img]


OTHER BAKING CONTAINERS


You don’t have to bake your cake in a pan. You can bake cakes in drinking glasses, coffee mugs, earthenware bowls, or baking dishes. Paper cups can also be used for baking, because most are lined with a wax coating that does not melt—although if you are unsure, line the inside of the cup with parchment paper or aluminum foil. Cakes stored in a baking dish will give your presentation a homemade feeling. I have seen some people try to pass off a store-bought cake as homemade by transferring it to a cake plate, but I have never seen someone transfer a cake to a baking dish. This is a sure sign that it is homemade! Pretty baking dishes are perfect for sheet cakes or single-layer cakes (such as the Chocolate Cherry Fruitcake that you plan to transport to a party or give as a gift. In addition, disposable baking pans are very useful for giving and transporting cakes. They can also be placed inside a cake pan and used instead of parchment paper to prevent sticking and to diffuse the heat.
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Cake-Making Tools


As an industrial designer, I love my tools. I have five toolboxes: one for woodworking, another for metalwork, one for sculpting, a fourth for sewing, and the fifth one is filled with cake-making and decorating supplies. But no matter what I’m making, I’ve found that the secret to success doesn’t have anything to do with purchasing tons of tools; rather, it lies in having the best basic tools for the job. Following is a list to get you started.


MEASURING CUPS


To achieve the most accurate measurements, use 2-cup glass measuring cups with spouts for liquid ingredients (use 2-quart cups for dividing batter between pans). Use cup sets in graduated (typically ¼-, 1/3-, ½-, and 1-cup) sizes for dry ingredients. Spoon the dry ingredients into the cups and remove any excess ingredients by running a knife over the top of the cup to level.


MEASURING SPOONS


Household teaspoons and tablespoons usually are designed for aesthetics and are not accurate for cooking or baking. To be sure you have the correct volume, use a set of measuring spoons in graduated sizes.


MIXING BOWLS


Although I have many choices when it comes to mixing bowls, my antique Pyrex bowls with ’60s-style patterns on the side are sturdy and versatile and make me happy, so I use them all the time. For most home cooks, a good starter set consists of three bowls—one with a 3-quart capacity, one with a 2-quart capacity, and another with a 1½-quart capacity. The larger bowls are useful for whipping eggs, creaming, and combining dry ingredients, and the smaller bowl is good for melting chocolate and combining mix-ins such as chips, nuts, and dried fruits. An array of 1-cup bowls to hold chopped ingredients and small mixtures is also handy. Plastic and melamine bowls are light, durable, nonreactive, and quiet when using an electric hand mixer and can be put in the microwave. Purchase bowls with a spout for pouring, if possible; bowls with lids are also useful for transporting ingredients or mixtures to places where you need to complete your preparation on-site. Stainless steel bowls are good for mixing and folding, but they might be noisy when using an electric hand mixer and can’t be put in the microwave. Heavy-duty ceramic bowls are designed not to chip when using a hand mixer, but many are purely decorative, so make sure they’re meant for cooking before you purchase them.


ELECTRIC MIXERS


An electric mixer is the best way to beat eggs to various stages of consistency and is also the best way to cream ingredients. If you’re using a handheld electric mixer, you’ll notice that the beaters on older models have a post running down the middle of each beater, whereas newer mixers have convex, curved wires with open centers that allow for better movement of the batter. Buy a handheld mixer that has a good range of power and speeds and both whisk-style and standard beater attachments. Hand mixers are available in cordless and corded models.


If you’re in the market for a stand mixer, you already know that its main advantage is that you don’t need to hold the bowl steady as you mix; it locks in place. Stand mixers also come with many different attachments—for whisking, kneading dough, and making ice cream.


FOOD PROCESSOR OR BLENDER


I use my food processor all the time to grind nuts, blend sauces, and form dough into a ball. A blender can sometimes be used as a food processor to whip or purée relatively small amounts of liquids.


PASTRY BLENDER


This hand tool has several parallel U-shaped wires attached to a handle. It is used to blend shortening and flour together until the mixture forms crumbs, usually about the size of coarsely ground meal.


SPATULAS, WHISKS, WOODEN SPOONS


Stock your tool kit with whisks, wooden spoons, and rubber spatulas of varying sizes. Use whisks for beating ingredients, wooden spoons for folding, and rubber spatulas for scraping the bowl and mixing frosting.


CAKE LEVELER


If you bake a lot of cakes, you may want to invest in a cake leveler, which cuts a cake horizontally into equal thicknesses. Most cake levelers are adjustable, so you may be able to create several layers out of a single cake. A sharp, long, serrated knife can also be used for creating layers.


COOKIE CUTTERS


Cookie cutters aren’t just for cookies; I often use them to cut cakes into shapes after baking. Metal cutters are usually sharpest, but when shape matters, plastic cookie cutters will also do. Metal cutters rust if not dried properly, so be sure to place them in an oven on low heat (200°F) for 10 minutes to dry out after washing.


DOUGHNUT CUTTER


This metal tool is made of two 1-inch-high rings, one inside the other. Doughnut cutters are available with plain or fluted edges. Convertible cutters allow you to take out the center ring to make round filled doughnuts. To use the cutter, first dip it in flour, then press it into the dough.


ZESTERS AND GRATERS


Used to remove the zest from citrus fruits, a zester or a microplane grater allows you to remove only the thin outer layer of the peel and not the bitter white pith. A box grater can be used for large ingredients, such as carrots and potatoes, but many of them have a side with small holes for zesting as well.


OVEN


All ovens bake differently and vary in accuracy, so get to know your oven intimately by testing a variety of recipes. Is the oven hotter or cooler than the thermometer indicates? Does the air circulate well, or is the oven hotter at the edges? Once you know your oven, adjust the timing, baking temperature, and placement of cakes accordingly.


If you are using a convection oven, a good general rule is to bake your cake for slightly less time and/or at a slightly lower temperature than you would if you were using a conventional oven. Due to increased air circulation around the pans, cakes baked in a convection oven have less moisture loss, and the sugars in fruits and vegetables caramelize more quickly. Either bake your cake at the same temperature you would use in a conventional oven, but for a shorter time (about 25–30 percent), or bake your cake for the same amount of time at a lower temperature (about 25 degrees cooler). The recipe directions in this book assume that you are using a conventional oven.


OVEN THERMOMETER


I lived in a rental house for ten years, and the oven in that house had no temperature gauge on it whatsoever. I got used to measuring its temperature with an oven thermometer, and even now that I have a digital oven, I always like to check its accuracy with an oven thermometer. The time of day and altitude can also affect oven temperature.


CANDY AND FRYING THERMOMETERS


A candy thermometer is used to measure the temperature of sugar mixtures, sauces, and frostings at their various stages of cooking. A frying thermometer measures the temperature of oil for frying doughnuts and other fried cakes. Some thermometers can be used for both candy making and deep-frying; others are designed for either purpose. Purchase one that clips onto the side of the saucepan.


COOLING RACKS


Although some cakes should be cooled partially or completely in the pan, others may continue to brown slightly and get soggy if left in a hot pan. These should be placed on a rack to cool. Cooling racks are essentially metal grids or bars on legs. They allow air to circulate around the entire cake so it cools evenly. If you have a small kitchen, look for stackable cooling racks.


DOUBLE BOILER


A double boiler is good for items that need to be heated very slowly or gently over low heat. Delicate foods are placed in the top pan and water is placed in the bottom pan. Make sure that the water in the bottom does not touch the top pan, or it may boil over and contaminate the ingredients. If you don’t have a double boiler, you can fashion one by placing a large heatproof mixing bowl over a medium saucepan filled partially with water. Melting chocolate and blending delicate sauces are usually best done over simmering water in a double boiler (not in the microwave) because you can keep an eye on the ingredients, heat them gradually, stir them gently, and remove them immediately from the heat when they’re done. Look for a double boiler in which the top saucepan is not too deep—about 3 inches for a 2-quart saucepan.


DEEP FRYER


If you don’t have a special appliance for deep-frying, a heavy-bottomed pot or saucepan will do the job nicely. Just remember to keep a lid handy in case of an unexpected fire. Also, choose a large pot with short handles to lessen the chance that you might accidentally tip it over; deep sides will lessen grease splatters.


SIFTERS


Most people, including me, hate sifting, but sometimes you just have to “go there.” Sifting gets rid of lumps in dry ingredients like flour and confectioners’ sugar that can cause clumps in your cake or frosting. When directed to do so in recipes, sift flour before measuring. If you don’t have a sifter, you can use a handheld sieve. Small sifters are good for dusting cakes with confectioners’ sugar or cocoa powder.


PLASTIC WRAP


Use plastic wrap whenever you want to retain moisture; for example, you should cover dough with plastic wrap when you put it in the refrigerator or freezer to chill.


PARCHMENT PAPER


Lining your pans with parchment paper prevents sticking and encourages even baking by absorbing and distributing the heat. It also prevents the bottoms of your cakes from burning. Some people like to butter the paper before filling the pan to further prevent sticking, especially for batters that are low in fat. I also put paper on baking sheets when I prepare pastries.
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PASTRY BRUSH


A pastry brush is used to distribute sauces and syrups evenly over cakes. Invest in an all-natural, high-quality boar-bristle or silicone brush so you don’t risk getting hairs on the cake. You will know it is a high-quality brush by the price—good brushes are not cheap. Good brushes can handle anything from thick syrups to light egg washes; they are lightweight and easy to grip. Dedicate your brush for use with baked goods only—unless you want your cake to taste like barbecue sauce or garlic!


ROLLING PIN


If you splurge on one tool, make it a heavy marble rolling pin: it’s worth every penny. It makes rolling out dough much easier than it is with a wooden rolling pin.


RULER


A ruler is good to have on hand for marking a cake before cutting it into layers and for ensuring that decorations are evenly spaced.


TIMER


Baking time is always going to be inexact. It will depend on the moisture in the ingredients, how many pans are in the oven at the same time and thus how much room there is for air to circulate, and how accurate your oven’s temperature is. Buy a kitchen timer but carry it with you when you are baking. You don’t want the timer on your stove or oven to beep while you’re too far away to hear it!





THE CAKE DECORATOR’S TOOL KIT


Beautiful cakes tempt us through our eyes. We love looking at them, hate cutting into them, and adore eating them. Millions of people around the globe decorate cakes as an outlet for their creativity. Some find cake decorating fun and relaxing; others are very serious about it as an art—the art of edible sculpture. To most decorators, the process of decorating is just as important as the look of the final cake.


To me, the appeal of decorating lies partly in its impermanence. As an industrial designer, I create mass-produced products out of plastic, metal, wood, and fabric. I always try to lengthen the life cycle and improve the sustainability of my designs, but with cake, the pressure is off. I make it, I eat it—and it is gone.


Today, sugar craft—the fancy term for candy making and cake decorating—is a large industry, and cake decoration is a major sector of it. Cake decorating appeals to everyone from pastry chefs to graffiti artists to stay-at-home moms. Classes are taught at community colleges, cooking schools, gourmet shops, and hobby stores. Well-known cake decorators have their own recognizable styles, and up-and-comers subscribe to magazines, attend workshops, and practice to develop their skills. Some decorators build life-size figures out of cake, others focus on daintily decorated half-inch cubes. Below is a crash course on the basics of the craft.
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Types of Decoration


FROSTING AND ICING


Although these terms are often used interchangeably, frosting is usually thick enough to spread on a cake and icing is generally thin enough to be drizzled or poured over it. Both are made primarily with confectioners’ sugar mixed with liquid and flavorings. Sometimes, eggs and butter are added. Some are cooked; others are not. There are hundreds of different types of frostings and icings, including thick and fluffy Chocolate Frosting, smooth Lemon Icing, and hard Royal Icing.


BUTTERCREAM


Sinfully rich and fluffy, buttercream is made from butter, eggs, and sugar. Some buttercreams are cooked; others aren’t. The bases for buttercream include whole eggs, egg whites, yolks, and custards, and they can be flavored with melted chocolate, extracts, liquor, zests, and fruits.


GLAZES


Glazes—similar to icings, but thinner—are shiny toppings and fillings that are brushed, poured, drizzled, or dripped onto cakes. Thin glazes soak into the cake for additional favor. Fresh fruits, jams, and preserves can be made into fruit glazes by straining out the seeds and thick chunks of pulp. Jellies can be made into glazes by heating them and mixing with other ingredients. Chocolate glazes are made by combining melted chocolate with cream and butter or corn syrup until the mixture reaches a pourable consistency. Caramel glazes (such as the one that goes on the Caramel Apple Cake,) form a shell on the top of a cake that can range in consistency from gooey to hard. Egg-wash glazes are brushed on cakes, creating a shiny finish and allowing the cake to brown evenly.


JAMS, PRESERVES, FRUIT PURÉES, AND FRUIT CURDS


Jams and preserves can be used straight from the jar for fillings, and fresh fruit, either alone or with a bit of sugar, makes a fine filling when puréed. Curds, usually made from citrus fruits (see the Key Lime Cheesecake), also incorporate butter, eggs, and sugar, and have a rich, creamy texture.


GANACHE


Chocolate ganache, made from melted chocolate and heated cream, is poured over cakes to create a smooth surface and always makes an impressive topping. When combined with butter, it makes a delicious Chocolate Buttercream filling (see Liquid Ingredients).


PASTRY CREAM


This rich, delicate custard is made with milk, eggs, sugar, and flour and can be used to fill cakes, doughnuts, pastries, and many other desserts. It can be flavored with vanilla, lemon, chocolate, raspberry, orange, and many other flavors. The Princess Cake uses pastry cream in between the layers.


WHIPPED CREAM AND NONDAIRY TOPPING


A generous amount of whipped cream adds a sweet, luscious finish to cakes and can also be used to fill, frost, and moisten them. Whipped cream is made by beating air into cream that contains more than 30 percent milk fat. You can sweeten it by adding flavorings or sugar. Nondairy topping is made from coconut or palm oil and is sweeter than whipped cream. It is good for those who are lactose intolerant.
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MERINGUE


Made from sugar and egg whites beaten until they are very stiff, meringues are frequently used as frostings and fillings. Meringue can be left out to dry for a period of time, resulting in a crunchy outer layer and a soft interior, or toasted quickly under the broiler or with a kitchen torch to achieve a light brown finish. The s’mores are topped with meringue.


MARZIPAN


Marzipan is a pliable confection used to fill and cover cakes. Made with finely ground almonds, sugar, and egg whites, it is very dense and sweet. It can be rolled out into sheets, cut to size, and then wrapped around cakes, or it can be artistically sculpted into shapes ranging from simple to elaborate, including fruits, animals, and fanciful characters (see the Almond Marzipan Cake,). It is also available premade in many supermarkets and cake-decorating shops.


FONDANT


Fondant is a pliable, moldable confection made from sugar, water, and cream of tartar. After it is cooked to the soft-ball stage, it can be rolled out into sheets and cut into pieces and used to top and fill cakes. When done well, is quite impressive and professional—see the Wedding Cupcakes. Fondant can also be sculpted into shapes and used for cake decoration. It requires some skill to make: the sugar mixture must be heated and cooled in a precise way to prevent crystals from forming. Otherwise, the fondant becomes flat and gritty. It is also available premade in cake-decorating stores. Pieces of fondant can be attached together by dipping them in water, pressing them together, and allowing them to dry.
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Decorating Tools


TURNTABLE


A turntable is helpful to rotate the cake while filling or topping it. There are cake-decorating turntables that elevate the cake, but lazy Susans work just fine.


ACETATE


This clear plastic film is used for shaping melted chocolate. Pipe a pattern on the acetate, let it dry, and it can be transferred to the cake. It works much better than parchment or wax paper because the chocolate does not stick to it and it can be easily rolled, allowing the chocolate to dry in a curved shape. Large 12 × 18-inch sheets of acetate are available at cake-decorating and candy-supply stores. I usually cut them down into smaller, more manageable sheets. Clear report covers, available at office-supply stores, are also made of acetate (and very cheap), so in a pinch you can use them.


CORRUGATED CARDBOARD


Instead of decorating a cake on a serving plate, sometimes it is easier to place it on a very stiff piece of cardboard (use a piece the same size as the cake or slightly larger), decorate, and then, using a large spatula, transfer the cake to a serving plate. Cardboard also works well when you are planning on transporting your cake in a cake keeper or if you want to box it for gift-giving.


Cake decorating stores sell food-safe corrugated-cardboard rounds and squares in every size imaginable. I always have a selection on hand just in case I get the impulse to bake a tiered cake! If you do not have precut cardboard rounds or squares on hand, you can use a utility knife to cut the shapes out of a clean corrugated box. After cutting, wrap the cardboard in aluminum foil.


ICING SPATULAS


Most of the time, I use a simple butter knife or rubber spatula to apply frosting and icing in a textured pattern, but if I want a smooth surface, a flexible icing spatula with a thin, straight edge makes frostings and fillings so much easier to apply. Choose a stainless steel spatula with a blade that is six or eight inches long and has a rounded tip. For more detailed icing, an offset spatula works well, too.


SMOOTHERS, EDGERS, AND DECORATING COMBS


These tools, which come in a variety of sizes, allow you to sculpt textures, patterns, and intricate designs in the icing on the sides and tops of cakes. Smoothers are broad plastic scrapers used to create a smooth finish on buttercream frostings. Edgers and decorating combs create patterns, such as straight lines or cross-hatching, as you draw them across the cake. The tines of a fork or the edges of a serrated knife also can be used for this purpose. A fondant smoother—a flat plastic tool with a handle—is used to press and smooth fondant and marzipan on the tops and sides of cakes. The advantage of using this tool as opposed to your hands is that it has a large flat surface and eliminates the chance of leaving fingerprints.


FOOD COLORING


Liquid, gel, or powdered food coloring can be added to batter, frosting, icing, fondant—you name it—to create almost any color in the rainbow. Liquid food coloring is available at most grocery stores and is best used with white or light frostings or batters. To create light colors, add a few drops; to make deep colors, add several drops. Adding liquid food coloring will thin a frosting or icing, so you may need to add more confectioners’ sugar to reach the desired consistency.


Gel and paste food colorings are highly concentrated; you need only a little bit to create dark or bright colors. You can find these products online or in specialty stores. If you want to make black or dark-colored frosting, start with chocolate frosting and add coloring gels. Powdered food coloring can be brushed on to create deep colors. Combine powders with water or lemon extract to use for painting. You can purchase powdered food coloring in metallic, iridescent, and deep colors.


CUTTERS AND STAMPS


After rolling out marzipan or fondant, you can cut it into a variety of shapes using small cookie cutters. Dip the cutter in confectioners’ sugar or flour if it sticks to the topping. Cutters can also be used to press outlines into frosting or icing that can be filled with sugar or other topping ingredients. Cookie stamps are a great way to press patterns into marzipan or fondant. If you can’t find cookie stamps you like, you can use the rubber stamps available in stationery stores, which provide many more options. You can also have your own rubber stamps custom-made by a local office supply store.


CANDY MOLDS, COOKIE MOLDS, AND ICE CUBE TRAYS


These molds are all great for shaping chocolate. Just pour the melted chocolate in the mold and let it cool, and it snaps right out. That’s how I made the white chocolate leaves in the Magic Peppermint White Forest Cake. I particularly like springerle molds—used in the preparation of traditional German anise-flavored cookies—which have especially intricate details. Freezer trays that form ice cubes into interesting shapes are available in both hard plastic and silicone. There are many more types of shapes available in hard plastic, but I like silicone better because it is more flexible.


PASTRY BAGS


Pastry bags are cone-shaped bags used to extrude—or pipe—icing, frosting, whipped cream, meringue, and pastry dough through a shaped tip. A coupler holds the tip to the bag. They are made out of reusable or disposable materials such as plastic, canvas, parchment paper, or nylon. Bigger is better: 10-inch and 12-inch bags are the most common, but as you learn to control the bags you may want to get larger ones. It is nice to have several pastry bags at your disposal, so you can separate the different colors without stopping to refill.


A mechanical pastry bag has a stainless steel or silicone barrel to hold the frosting or icing and usually comes with a number of interchangeable tips. Many people find mechanical bags easier to control than a conventional pastry bag. To use one, place the frosting in the barrel and crank the handle to press the mixture to the tip.


You can also use homemade tools, such as recycled squirt bottles and airtight plastic bags with a corner cut off, to pipe frosting. The latter is excellent for drizzling chocolate.


In many stores, you can buy disposable, ready-made tubes of icing and frosting with the piping tip built into the tube. You can cut the tip to vary the line thickness, and throw it away when finished. These tubes are available in a variety of colors and consistencies. They present a simple way to create small decorations and to write on cakes for home bakers who don’t have a large selection of equipment on hand.
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PASTRY TIPS


Pastry tips are sold in sets. I have one set that includes more than one hundred tips, but I really only use the same few over and over. Large tips are good for thick mixtures like meringue and pastry dough, small tips are good for delicate writing, and medium-size tips are best for borders. Round tips extrude a smooth line and are used to outline shapes, to fill and pipe designs, for writing, beads, dots, balls, stems, vines, flower centers, lattice, or cornelli lace. Serrated tips extrude textured lines and are used to create stars, zigzags, textured borders, shells, ropes, and rosettes. To get started, you need just a few round and star-shaped tips in large, medium, and small sizes.
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STENCILS


Plastic stencils are available in a variety of patterns. You can use them to create a design in sifted sugar on the top of a cake, or to outline shapes for cutting. Paper doilies make good stencils, or you can make your own stencil with paper and scissors or chipboard and a utility knife.


EDIBLE PATTERN TRANSFERS


At most cake-decorating supply stores, a multitude of nicely designed patterns are available to transfer directly onto cakes and candy. For those who prefer not to create their own custom-designed transfers, these add an elegant touch.





INGREDIENTS


Remember chemistry class, when you put certain elements together and—poof!—magic (or, in my case, an explosion) took place? Cake making is the same. It relies heavily on the chemistry of certain ingredients to achieve the desired results. Understanding a little about the properties of each ingredient will help you not only to improvise in the kitchen, but also to make better cakes—and to prevent explosions!


Flours, Meals, and Oats


ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR


For most of the recipes in this book, I used unbleached all-purpose flour—that is, for all except the white or brightly colored cakes, for which I used bleached flour. When added to batter, the high protein (gluten) levels in all-purpose flour make cakes more sturdy. That’s why all-purpose flour is good for dense cakes, such as pound cakes.


CAKE FLOUR


Because it has less protein than all-purpose flour, cake flour makes softer, lighter, more airy cakes. It is available in bleached or unbleached forms. Both forms can be used interchangeably, but bleached flour produces a cake that’s brighter in color.


WHOLE WHEAT FLOUR


Whole wheat flour lends cakes an earthy favor. Strain it through a sieve to soften it up a bit before baking.


WHOLE WHEAT PASTRY FLOUR


Ground from whole wheat flour, whole wheat pastry flour is softer and finer, and has more nutrients, than white flour. It gives cakes and pastries a “natural” favor.


SEMOLINA


Semolina, or coarsely ground durum wheat, contains the wheat kernel that flavors cakes and also gives them a crispy texture. When added to cakes, semolina is almost always combined with flour. It produces a rich wheat favor.


SPECIALTY FLOURS


Flours made from plants or grains other than wheat can be added to cakes, but they cannot be directly substituted for wheat flours. Yucca flour— also known as manioc flour or cassava flour—is made from yucca root that is dried, shredded, and pounded into flour. It is used as a mainstay in many Latin American recipes. If used alone, it is a gluten-free ingredient, although in cakes it is often combined with other flours. It can be found at many Hispanic groceries. Potato flour is made from cooked, dried, and ground potatoes and should not be confused with potato starch, which is made only from the starch of a potato. Potato flour is an important part of Jewish cooking and the Passover meal because it contains no leavening agents. If used alone, it is a gluten-free ingredient, although in cakes it is often combined with other flours.


CORNMEAL, POLENTA, CORN FLOUR


Cornmeal is a grain ground from yellow, white, or blue corn. It is available in fine, medium, and coarse consistencies (I prefer fine or medium grinds). Polenta is made by boiling cornmeal; corn flour is more powdery in texture than cornmeal and looks similar to all-purpose flour.
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OATS


In cakes, it’s best to use uncooked old-fashioned rolled oats, not instant or quick-cooking oats, which produce mushy results. Steel-cut oats can also be used, but they are less absorbent than rolled oats and give the cake a crunchy texture.


Binders


EGGS


Eggs contribute in several ways to cakes. They add moisture (because of their high water content) and some flat (from the yolks), but their primary role is to give cakes their tender texture. As eggs are heated, their proteins bind themselves to each other and to other ingredients. When you beat eggs (or the yolks or whites alone), bubbles form. These bubbles trap air, which helps distribute the oven’s heat evenly throughout the cake. If you don’t beat eggs long enough—at least 2 minutes, for most recipes—the result will be a flat cake. On the other hand, if the eggs are overbeaten—longer than about 5 minutes—they become too stiff, and you must start over. Eggs come in a variety of sizes, from peewee to jumbo, but all the recipes in this book call for large eggs. Eggs combine better at room temperature, but they are easier to crack when they are cold.


SHORTENINGS


Fats—including butter, vegetable shortening, margarine, and oil— are called shortenings because they coat flour and keep its strands of gluten short, which in turn prevents the cake from getting too tough. I prefer butter over other shortenings because to me it contributes the most favor, and I also prefer to use unsalted instead of salted butter because I like to control the amount of salt in a recipe. All the recipes in this book call for unsalted butter.


MILK


To achieve the richest flavor, all the recipes in this book that call for milk were developed using whole milk, not skim or low-fat milk. However, if you prefer to use milk with a lower flat content, feel free to experiment with it. I also like to use buttermilk, which has a high flat content and adds a buttery rich, tangy flavor to baked goods. Evaporated milk is a dense milk that has about 60 percent of the water removed and gives cakes a heightened milk favor. Sweetened condensed milk is a very thick and creamy milk to which sugar has been added; it is often used for cake sauces.




Clarified Butter


Clarified butter (or ghee) is butter with the milk solids and water removed, leaving pure butterfat. To make clarified butter, melt 25 percent more butter than you will need in a saucepan over low heat. Do not stir. There will be three layers: a top layer of foam, a middle layer of liquid, and a bottom layer of water and milk solids. Carefully skim off the foam layer. Using a ladle, scoop up the butterfat from the bottom and place it into another container. Let it sit for a few minutes and remove any excess water or foam.





CREAM


Heavy cream and heavy whipping cream are creams that contain 36 percent or more flat and double in volume when they are whipped. Whipping cream and light whipping cream have between 30 and 36 percent flat and can also be whipped. I use them all interchangeably, with only slight differences in the resulting texture and fullness. Light cream, half-and-half, coffee cream, and table cream are all names for creams with 18 to 30 percent fat; they cannot be whipped. Nondairy whipped topping traditionally contains no dairy products and is good for those who are lactose intolerant, but recently some major brands have begun adding milk and cream to their nondairy toppings for marketing purposes, so check the label.


CHEESE


The most common type of cheese used in baking is cream cheese. It is soft and smooth, gives cheesecake a wonderful texture, adds tang to frostings, and makes a tasty filling for coffee cakes. Always use dense softened blocks of cream cheese, not whipped cream cheese, which has too much air. Other cheeses you will use for recipes in this book are mascarpone, a soft Italian cheese with a delicate favor; queso fresco, a mild, soft, unaged Spanish cheese; and my all-time favorite, sharp Cheddar cheese.


Leavening Agents


YEAST


Yeast is a cluster of tiny living cells that convert to carbon dioxide in the presence of sugar, thereby leavening the dough. Active dry yeast and quick-rising yeast are the two most common forms used for cakes. (Fresh yeast is also available, but it has a very short shelf life.) Quick-rising yeast has lower moisture content and more active cells per package, which helps it act faster. But I call for active dry yeast in my recipes because I find that it has more flavor than quick-rising yeast.


When preparing a cake, proof the yeast by combining it with sugar and a warm liquid—if it is foamy in 10 minutes, it is suitable for use. Do not add yeast to liquid that is boiling, or you can kill it. The liquid should be warm to the touch. If you don’t use it often, purchase yeast in small packets instead of jars or large containers to prolong its shelf life.


CREAM OF TARTAR


Cream of tartar is also known as potassium bitartrate—an acid salt that is a by-product of wine making. It is sometimes added to egg whites to stabilize them during whipping.


BAKING POWDER AND BAKING SODA


These ingredients, when mixed with liquid, cause a chemical reaction that releases carbon dioxide, which makes cakes rise. Baking soda contains sodium bicarbonate, which is activated immediately when it comes into contact with an acidic ingredient like buttermilk or sour cream. When using baking soda, you will need to bake the cake right away because carbon dioxide dissipates quickly. Baking soda is unstable at high temperatures and good for recipes with short baking times.


Baking powder contains sodium bicarbonate and cream of tartar. It is commonly labeled double-acting because the two ingredients react with acids at different times. Baking soda acts when the ingredients are first combined, and the cream of tartar reacts over a long period of time during baking. Baking soda and baking powder are often mistaken for each other, but they are not interchangeable. They leaven differently, and their flavors are different, too. Baking soda is bitter, so if you add too much it will destroy the taste of the cake.


Sweeteners


SUGAR


In addition to sweetening, sugar absorbs liquid, making cakes soft and light. Creaming butter and sugar together incorporates air, creating tiny air bubbles. These bubbles expand in the oven during baking to help the cake rise.




There are five types of sugar commonly used in cakes:


•  Granulated sugar is standard white table sugar. It has a medium-grain texture and is a good all-around sugar for cakes.


•  Superfine sugar, also known as castor sugar, has a fine-grain texture and is good for delicate cakes and meringues.


•  Brown sugar is white sugar combined with molasses. It is available in both dark and light versions, depending on how much molasses flavor you want. Always pack brown sugar firmly into the measuring cup to get an accurate measure.


•  Confectioners’ sugar, or powdered sugar, is sugar that is ground to a powder and combined with cornstarch. It is sometimes used for baking when you want an extremely fine texture. It is more often used in icing to produce a silky-smooth surface.


•  Crystal, or coarse, sugar has extra-large granules and is used for decorating.





HONEY


Honey, available in many varieties, is both a flavoring and a preservative. I use clover honey, the most popular type of honey, but you may choose to vary the flavor with sage honey, orange-blossom honey, or one of the many other kinds available. If you are the type of person who doesn’t eat an entire cake in a few sittings but rather slowly rations it out over the course of a week, add honey to your cake to prolong its shelf life.


MOLASSES


Molasses can be used alone as a hearty sweetener, or in combination with sugar or other sweeteners to add a rich, rustic favor. Molasses is what lends gingerbread its distinctive favor. The recipes in this book call for unsulfured molasses—the finest quality available—which is made from the clarified and concentrated juice of sun-ripened sugar cane.


MAPLE SYRUP


A natural sugar derived from black, red, or sugar maple trees, maple syrup is available in various grades. Grade A is light and has a mild favor; grade B is darker and has sharper favor. Although I will use only grade A on my pancakes, I use grade B for baking because I want the maple flavor to really stand out.




Substituting Honey for Sugar


Honey can be used as a substitute for sugar in many recipes to modify the favor, keep cakes moister longer, or reduce the “sugar high” experienced after eating cake. My recommendation is to experiment by cutting the amount of sugar called for in a recipe by half and substituting honey for the remainder. Keep notes as you bake, and once you see how the recipe behaves, you can take away more sugar and add more honey the next time you bake. Keep the following properties of honey in mind as you experiment:


• Honey is sweeter than sugar, so use less of it. If the recipe calls for 1 cup of sugar or less, substitute a scant measurement in the same volume of honey. If the recipe calls for more than 1 cup of sugar, reduce the quantity of honey to two-thirds of the volume of sugar.


• Honey is heavy: 12 ounces of honey weighs about the same as 8 ounces of water. So avoid using it as a substitute in light, airy sponge cakes (they will have a hard time rising). On the other hand, honey works very well in pound and butter cakes.


• Honey is a liquid: reduce the other liquids in the recipe by ¼ cup for each cup of honey used.


• Honey is acidic: add ½ teaspoon of baking soda for each cup of honey used.


• Honey encourages baked goods to brown: reduce the oven temperature by 25 degrees and watch the oven toward the end of the baking time to avoid blackened cakes.


• Honey is best when bought locally.


• Honey should be not served to babies less than one year old.


• Honey can act as an allergen for some people.


• Honey is better for diabetics than sugar, but diabetics must still consume it in moderation.





CORN SYRUP


Made from cornstarch, corn syrup consists primarily of glucose. It is used as a sweetener, thickener, and preservative in cakes and icings. It prevents crystallization and stabilizes the cake as it bakes. Light corn syrup, which contains small quantities of salt and vanilla, is clear and colorless has a light, sweet favor. Dark corn syrup has a medium-brown color and contains refiners’ syrup (a type of molasses). It has a much more assertive favor. Both can be used interchangeably in recipes, resulting in the same texture but different flavors.


AGAVE NECTAR


Agave nectar is rapidly becoming the sweetener of choice for vegan baking and for those looking to lower their glycemic index. It is a good substitute for honey, maple syrup, corn syrup, granulated sugar, and brown sugar. Agave nectar has a more neutral flavor than honey or maple syrup, and works well in cakes with delicate flavors. Like corn syrup, agave nectar will not crystallize; like honey, agave nectar may cause baked goods to brown too quickly, so lower the oven temperature by 25 degrees and keep an eye on the cake during baking.




Cooking with Flavorings


Spices, chocolate, extracts, alcohol, seeds, nuts, coffee, and salt are all used to flavor cakes. Many of these ingredients intensify when heated. You can add gusto to your cake by creating layers of ingredients of the same favor, such as lemon juice and lemon zest, by contrasting flavors, such as orange zest and chocolate, or by choosing a frosting that intensifies or contrasts with the flavor of the cake. When flavoring with coffee, or ingredients that have a lot of water in them, double strength works best. Wine also has a much better flavor when it is heated and reduced to one-quarter of its original volume.





AGAVE SUBSTITUTION CHART


1 cup honey = 1 cup agave nectar


1 cup maple syrup = 1 cup agave nectar


1 cup corn syrup = ½ cup agave nectar; increase other liquids in recipe by ½ cup


1 cup granulated sugar = 2/3 cup agave nectar; reduce other liquids in recipe by 1/3 cup


1 cup brown sugar = 2/3 cup agave nectar; reduce other liquids in recipe by 1/4 cup


Flavorings


SALT


Salt boosts flavors—it even increases sweetness—and it also strengthens the gluten in wheat and slows down all those chemical reactions created by leavening agents. Most of the time, I use common table salt in cakes, but when I want to boost the salt flavor I use kosher salt or sea salt.


SPICES


Even though I prefer to buy many ingredients in bulk, large jars of spices are never worth it for me. I prefer to invest in variety of spices, and because they lose their potency quickly, I would rather buy only the quantity that I need.


EXTRACTS


Like spices, extracts can lose their flavor over time—although some people say that vanilla extract improves with age if stored properly. Flavor loss occurs because many extracts include alcohol, which evaporates. Recommended storage time is up to one year. Purchase small amounts of extracts, then store them in a cool, dark place. Make sure to close bottles of extract tightly. For better favor, purchase pure extracts—those that are derived from plants, nuts, or beans—whenever possible. Artificial extracts are chemical compounds that mimic the flavor of natural ingredients.
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LIQUOR, LIQUEUR, SPIRITS, WINE, AND BEER


Many types of alcohol can be used to flavor cakes. My favorite is rum—light, golden, and dark, all of which enrich the flavors of cakes, fillings, and frostings. I also like nut-based liqueurs like amaretto and fruit-based liqueurs like Kirsch. Coffee and Irish cream–flavored liqueurs go well with both vanilla and chocolate cake. Champagne, wine, and beer can also be used in cakes to add subtle flavors. There is a misconception that alcohol burns off during baking: in truth, only some of it burns off with heat. The shorter the baking time, the more alcohol remains. For example, miniature cupcakes that bake for 10–15 minutes will retain more alcohol then a large Bundt cake that bakes for 45–50 minutes. Alcohol in boiled icings or sauces will retain less potency than alcohol added to uncooked icings, sauces, and fillings. If you don’t have a well-stocked bar, the best thing to do is to purchase small (airline-size) bottles to use as flavorings.


COFFEE


Coffee adds a delicious flavoring to cakes and provides a stay-awake jolt that many diners crave after a rich meal. It accents vanilla- and chocolate-based cakes perfectly but also goes well with fruity flavors, such as raspberry and orange, and nutty flavors, including almonds and hazelnuts. When thinking about coffee, think strength. Dissolve instant-coffee granules in a couple of tablespoons of hot water, or prepare double-strength espresso for small batters and triple-strength drip coffee for high-volume batters. And if you don’t mind a coarser cake, add finely ground espresso beans for an intense coffee flavor.


COCOA AND CHOCOLATE


Ah, chocolate—my favorite ingredient! Chocolate comes in many forms, including solid and powdered. Powdered chocolate for baking is sold in two varieties: unsweetened cocoa powder and Dutch-process cocoa powder. Unsweetened cocoa powder is bitter but has a nice deep chocolate favor. It is an acid, and when it is used in recipes that have baking soda, an alkali, their interaction causes the cake to rise. Dutch-process cocoa powder is treated with an alkali to neutralize its acids. It is used in some recipes that have a more delicate favor. Cocoa powder can be sifted and added to other dry ingredients or mixed with a small amount of boiling water and added to liquid ingredients.


Solid chocolates include bittersweet, semisweet, milk, German sweet, unsweetened, and white.


Bittersweet chocolate generally has a strong bitter chocolate taste and contains less sugar than semisweet chocolate. The best bittersweet chocolate contains 65 percent or more chocolate liquor: the higher the percentage, the more flavorful the chocolate. The most popular chocolate chips are made from semisweet chocolate and usually contain less cocoa butter than bittersweet chocolate, so they are better able to retain their shape during baking.


Milk chocolate is made from either condensed milk or a milk-and-sugar mixture. It contains less chocolate liquor than bittersweet or semisweet chocolate. The better the milk chocolate, the higher the percentage of chocolate liquor.


German sweet chocolate was created in 1852 by a man named Samuel German, from whom—rather than the country of Germany— it derives its name. It is a chocolate blend that is sweeter than semisweet chocolate and contains chocolate liquor, sugar, cocoa, flavorings, and lecithin.


Unsweetened chocolate is chocolate in its rawest form, with no sugar added. It has a strong bitter taste that is sweetened by the sugar in the baked goods.


Rich and creamy white chocolate does not contain chocolate liquor, so officially it should not be classifed as chocolate. But high-quality brands of white chocolate contain many ingredients found in other chocolates, such as cocoa butter, sugar, milk solids, vanilla, and lecithin. White chocolate is extremely delicate, so always melt it over very low heat.


Couverture is a high-quality chocolate found in specialty stores. It contains extra cocoa butter and is used for coating cakes and pastries, to which it gives a smooth finish and glossy sheen.


Fruits and Vegetables


DRIED FRUITS


Dried fruits, such as raisins, currants, and apricots, add flavor and a chewy texture to cake. If the recipe calls for softening, place the dried fruit in boiling water or liquid for 5 minutes before using.


FRESH FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


Fresh fruits and vegetables, such as carrots, zucchini, apple, and bananas, not only add flavor and texture to cakes but also keep them moist and soft for a long time. Shredded, grated, or mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, yucca, and yams are often used as a starch in cakes. In many cases, fruits and vegetables of the same type can be substituted for others with similar textures if you are willing to tolerate a substantial flavor variation. Berries can be substituted for other berries (some sweet and some tart); squashes can be substituted for other squashes; root vegetables for other root vegetables, and so on.


CANDIED FRUITS


Candied fruits—like pineapple, red and green cherries, oranges, and currants—are much sweeter and a bit softer than dried fruits. Traditionally used inside fruitcakes, they also make festive decorative toppings. To candy your own fruits, cut large fruits into small pieces or slices (cut cherries in half). Combine 1 cup sugar, 1/4 cup honey, and 1 cup water in a heavy saucepan. Boil, stirring constantly, until the mixture reaches 235°F on a candy thermometer. Lower the heat and drop ½ cup cut-up fruit into the liquid. Cook over low heat for 5–10 minutes, or until the fruit is soft and the rind is transparent. Drain and let cool on wax paper.
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Coconut Know-How


HOW TO MAKE COCONUT CURLS


Preheat the oven to 350°F. Using a hammer and an ice pick, pierce two of the black “eyes” on the top of a fresh coconut. Release the milk and save it for another use. Place the whole coconut on a baking sheet and bake for 30–40 minutes, or until the coconut begins to crack. Set it aside to cool for 1 hour. Wrap the cooled coconut in a clean kitchen towel and break it into pieces with the hammer. Remove the shell and, using a vegetable peeler, remove the dark skin. Use the peeler to shave long or short curls from the flesh. Store the curls in damp paper towels until ready to use or toast as directed below.


TWO WAYS TO TOAST COCONUT






	Place fresh coconut curls on a cookie sheet and bake at 325°F for 7–10 minutes, or until golden. Stir a few times during baking.


	Place a little butter in a skillet. Add fresh coconut curls and sauté for 5–7 minutes, or until golden.








HOW TO TINT COCONUT


Combine a few drops of water and a few drops of food coloring in a small plastic container. Add fresh coconut curls. Cover and shake well until the coconut is colored.





COCONUT


Coconut comes in many forms—fresh, dried, sweetened, unsweetened, shredded, flaked, and desiccated. Fresh coconut can be shredded with a peeler or in a food processor, or it can be shaped into large curls. Unsweetened coconut allows you to control the sugar in the recipe. Sweetened coconut is soaked in corn syrup and is therefore sweeter and moister than unsweetened coconut. Flaked and shredded coconut can be used interchangeably—only the textures are different. Flaked coconut makes a smooth cake; shredded coconut makes a coarser cake. I like to use large coconut flakes as a garnish. Desiccated coconut is usually unsweetened, dried, and very finely ground. Toasting coconut dramatically changes the flavor by bringing out the fruit’s natural oils. Tinting coconut with food coloring is common in cake decorating.


PUMPKIN


Pumpkin purée is the form of pumpkin most often used for baking. Most people prefer canned pumpkin purée because it is quick and easy to use in recipes—and, boy, was I glad I know how to make my own purée when, in 2009, there was a big canned-pumpkin shortage in America! I use sugar pumpkins, which are smaller and sweeter than the pumpkins from which you carve your jack-o’-lantern. To make your own, slice a pumpkin in half and remove the seeds. Reserve the seeds for roasting if you like. Bake at 375°F for 1½ hours. Remove the pumpkin and cool. Scoop the flesh into a food processor or blender and purée until smooth.


SEASONAL FRUITS


These days, most fruits are available throughout the year, regardless of whether they’re in season or not—although you may pay dearly for them and they are not always of great quality. I love to bake with fresh fruits of the season—strawberries, the first fruits of spring; peaches, the fruits of summer; and cranberries, the delicacies of the fall. I also love to create unique flavor combinations with fruits out of season— there is nothing like adding blueberries to apple cake in the fall or pomegranates to an apricot cake in the summer. I stock up on seasonal fruits when they are fresh, available, and cost-effective, and either freeze or can them to use when they are hard to find. When I can’t find a particular fruit for a recipe, I substitute a similar fruit—for example, if I can’t find kumquats, I use bitter oranges.


CITRUS FRUITS


When a citrus fruit requires both zesting and juicing, zest it first, then squeeze the juice. Using a microplane zester or a grater with very small holes, zest only the colored part of the peel. Try not to zest any white pith. Then slice the fruit in half and extract as much juice as possible. Strain the seeds before using.


Nuts and Seeds


Nuts and seeds are high in fat. When they are exposed to heat, whether during baking or toasting, they release their oils, thus intensifying their wonderful flavors—but they can also burn quickly. Mixing nuts into a batter protects them, but when they are placed on top of a cake they toast much more rapidly than the cake bakes, so they may burn. Covering the cake with foil after the nuts and seeds are slightly toasted will help prevent this. Nuts go rancid quickly, so keep them in the freezer to prevent spoiling.




Toasting Nuts


You can toast nuts in the oven or in a skillet; either way, watch them closely because they can burn quickly.


To toast in the oven: Spread nuts on a baking sheet and toast at 325°F for 7–10 minutes, or until golden. Stir a few times to brown all sides.


To toast in a skillet: Set nuts in a nonstick skillet over low heat and cook, stirring frequently, for 5–7 minutes, or until golden. You may want to enrich their flavor by adding 2 tablespoons of butter for up to 3 cups of nuts.





The way that nuts and seeds are prepared also affects the flavor and texture of a cake. Whether nuts are left whole, sliced, chopped, or ground makes a big difference—each technique exposes a different amount of surface area. The smaller the pieces of nut, the more flavor they contribute. When nuts are ground, as they are in the Opera Cake or in marzipan, they are used as a paste. A little sugar or flour should always be added to the nuts to help make grinding easier and absorb the oils.


To measure nuts accurately, always follow the format called for in the recipe. For example, if a recipe calls for a cup of chopped walnuts, measure them after the walnuts are chopped, not while they are still whole or halved. There are many more nuts in a cup once they are chopped, ground, or slivered.





ESSENTIAL TECHNIQUES


Baking is all about planning. Most of a baker’s time is spent organizing ingredients and prepping the batter—after all, once the batter is in the pan and in the oven, it does its own thing, and the baker’s only responsibility is to take it out when it is ready and cool the cake properly. The order in which the techniques are listed in this section reflects the order in which most of the recipe instructions are given.


Before You Begin: Get Ready for Cake


READ THE RECIPE


It may sound obvious, but you would be surprised how infrequently people read a recipe all the way through before starting to prepare it. Reading a recipe prevents surprises. It helps ensure that you have all the ingredients and equipment on hand, and alerts you to any steps that take extra time, such as allowing dough to rise or sauces to chill.


ASSEMBLE THE INGREDIENTS


Do a quick check and make sure you have enough of all of the ingredients on hand. If you don’t, you may want to bake another cake for which you do have the ingredients on hand, or you may want to improvise and substitute similar ingredients for the ones you’re missing. If you really want a specific cake, you may have to make a quick trip to the market. If some ingredients need to be softened, or melted and cooled, bring them to the proper temperature while you collect your equipment.




Fund-Raising with Cakes


CAKEWALK


I attended my first cakewalk on a visit to my niece’s school in Portland, Oregon. By the time the night was over, our family had won six cakes! The cakewalk is a raffe-type game played at fund-raisers or carnivals. Members of the organization that wishes to raise funds donate dozens of cakes. To play, guests each buy a ticket that has a number on it. Numbered squares are laid in a path on the foor, and each person stands on the square that has his or her number on it. As music plays, the ticket holders walk around the path; when the music stops, they stop. A number is called and the person standing on the square with that number wins a cake. Many rounds are played and cakes are given out after each round. The game is based on a form of dance called the cakewalk, practiced by African Americans in the southern United States prior to Emancipation. Dance competitions were held on plantations in which prizes, including cakes, were given to the best dancers. The style of dance varied by region: some dancers walked a straight chalk line carrying buckets of water on their heads; others emulated the wild dancing of the native Seminole Indians, which featured lots of jumping and gyrating.


BAKE SALES AND CAKE STALLS


Bake sales (called cake stalls in England) are a common fund-raising tool. I used to prepare cupcakes to raise money for my swim team when I was in grade school. In addition to clubs and athletic organizations, bake sales are found at town halls on Election Day, at church festivals, or in any setting in which a group needs to raise funds. Traditionally, people donate homemade baked goods, such as cakes, cookies, cupcakes, and pies, but it is becoming more common for some people to bake at home and others to donate store-bought items. There are also companies that produce cakes for bake sales—people order from a brochure, and the cakes are delivered in time for the event.


LAMINGTON DRIVES


Lamington drives are a favorite fund-raising tool in Australia and New Zealand. These incredibly popular events—named after the Lamington, a small sponge cake covered with a thin chocolate-and-coconut coating—follow a slightly different procedure from our traditional bake sales. In the United States, every member of the fund-raising organization is responsible for contributing a baked treat to the sale. In a Lamington drive, however, members of the organization take orders for cakes. When all the orders are in, the members gather to prepare the Lamingtons together. Sometimes the group bakes one large cake from scratch and cuts it into small pieces to make individual cakes. Alternatively, the group might order a plain sponge or pound cake from a bakery, then cut it into pieces. The pieces are then dipped in chocolate, rolled in coconut, plated, and delivered to the donors.







High-Altitude Baking


Because there is less air pressure at higher elevations, altitude affects baking in several ways. Baking times differ, depending on how far above sea level your kitchen is. With less air pressure weighing them down, leaveners tend to work too quickly at high altitudes, so by the time your cake is done all the air has escaped, leaving the cake fat. At high altitudes, the amount of leaveners used in a recipe should be adjusted downward, by 10–25 percent at 5,000–7,000 feet above sea level, or downward even more if your kitchen is higher than that. Egg whites are usually beaten only to the soft-peak stage at high altitudes to keep them from deflating. Sugar is also adjusted downward, by 1–3 tablespoons per cup at 5,000 feet. Flour tends to be drier at high altitudes, so the amount of liquids in a recipe is adjusted upward, by 2–3 tablespoons for each cup at 5,000 feet and 3–4 tablespoons at 7,000 feet. In addition, those at high altitudes should increase oven temperature about 20 degrees and decrease baking times by 10–20 percent, allowing the cake to cook faster, before the gases escape. For more information, visit your local agricultural office or cooperative extension Web site.





SET OUT THE TOOLS


Gather the tools and equipment you will need for the recipe. Set out the baking pan or pans, measuring cups and spoons, bowls, mixers, and cooling racks, as well as decorating tools like pastry bags and icing spatulas.


PREHEAT THE OVEN


Unless a recipe specifes otherwise, adjust the oven racks so that they are as close to the middle as possible. Turn on the oven and preheat it for 7–10 minutes to the specified temperature. This is very important, because if the oven is not at temperature when you begin baking, the timing will be off—or, worse, the ingredients will not react properly with one another and the cake will not bake properly.


CHOOSE THE CORRECT PAN


All the recipes in this book were developed using specific pan sizes. Using a pan that’s too small and filling it too close to the top could cause the batter to overflow as the cake rises. Using a pan that’s too large may result in a fatter cake. If you do not have a pan that’s called for in the recipe, consult the chart to find out the correct pan’s volume, then search your cabinets for a pan (or two) that matches its volume. Alternatively, increase or decrease the amount of batter so that it fits in your pan. It is best to use all the batter in a recipe rather than using a portion of it and storing the rest, because most leaveners begin their reacting process once they are mixed with other ingredients. If you have leftover batter, I recommend using it to prepare cupcakes or a smaller cake in addition to the main cake.




Scaling Cake Recipes


Many of the recipes in this book call for batter from a classic cake, such as Devil’s Food Cake, that appears in another section of the book. Sometimes, you’ll need more or less batter for the second cake than the original recipe yields. If you need less batter, I would advise against trying to scale the original recipe down and instead use the extra batter to bake a small “auxiliary” cake or a few cupcakes. (I freeze these to have on hand for gift giving, impromptu parties, or bribes.) If you prefer to reduce the recipe, then divide it by half or into thirds. (Single eggs should be beaten or separated before they are divided.)


If, on the other hand, you need more batter than the original recipe yields, first take a look at how many pans you can fit in your oven. When I need to use more pans than will fit into my oven, I prepare the batter in batches. That way I can reuse the pans, and I don’t have to worry about eggs deflating or baking powder or baking soda activating too soon. Use pans of the same size and capacity, so that the batter comes up to the same depth in the pan. This ensures that the cakes will all have the same baking time. If your pans are larger than the ones specified in the recipe, you may need to increase the baking time, but do not increase the oven temperature.


For large events, requiring a big cake made with lots of batter, I like to use square or rectangular pans because the resulting cakes are easy to connect and make into one big festive shape.





First Steps


PREPARE THE PAN


Preparing the pan is very important: it prevents the cake from sticking and facilitates easy removal. For most recipes, I like to butter and flour the pans (or use cocoa powder instead of flour on chocolate cakes) and leave it at that. Butter tastes good, but it does make a darker crust than some other greasing agents. Some people prefer to not grease pans when baking sponge cakes or angel food cakes, to allow the cake to rise freely and prevent it from slipping, but I have never had a problem with slippage. Clarified butter has no taste and shortening does not burn easily, so they can also be used for greasing. Cooking spray made from vegetable oil is very popular because it is quick and easy and great for lowfat recipes. However, do not use cooking spray on nonstick pans, which tend to be darker and retain more heat. If you do, you may end up with a very dark crust. Lining the pan with parchment paper makes the cake easier to remove. Cut the paper to size and then butter it (if called for in the recipe). Buttering the paper works best with spongy or foamy cakes.


To butter and flour a pan, hold a tablespoon or two of butter in a piece of wax paper. Generously coat the bottom and sides of the pan with butter. If you are using a decorative pan, such as a Bundt or fluted pan, be sure to apply the butter generously to the grooves. If a recipe tells you to flour a pan, add two tablespoons of flour to the buttered pan and shake it until the butter is coated with flour. Invert the pan and tap it to knock out any extra flour. If you need a floured work surface, knock the flour out onto whatever surface you plan to use.


To line a round pan with parchment paper, hold the pan right side up on a sheet of the paper and trace the outline of the bottom of the pan onto the paper with a pencil. Cut the paper slightly smaller than the circle. Butter the pan, then place the paper in the bottom of the pan and butter and flour as directed.


Some cakes (mostly cheesecakes, custard, and pudding cakes) require indirect heat and more moisture in the oven and are best baked in a water bath. Without it, cheesecakes tend to crack out of dryness and custards tend to be rubbery. To prepare a water bath, choose a roasting pan that is at least two inches larger than your cake pan. If your roaster has a rack, use it—this will diffuse more heat. If using a springform pan, cover the outside of the pan (on the sides and bottom) with two or three layers of foil in a crisscross overlap. This will prevent water from leaking into the pan. Place the smaller pan in the roasting pan without the rack, fill the roaster with water until it comes about ½–2/3 of the way up the sides of the smaller pan, then remove the smaller pan and place the roaster in the oven. Preheat the oven with the water-filled roaster in it.




Standard Pan Sizes and Their Capacities


This chart shows the approximate capacity, in volume, of various baking pans. Some recipes call for filling the pan two-thirds to three-quarters of the way to the top with batter; others call for less batter so that the cake comes out in thinner, easy-to-stack layers. If you bake in a smaller or larger pan than is called for in the recipe, adjust the baking time accordingly.


For example, when you divide batter among 24 mini muffin cups instead of two 8-inch round pans, your baking time will be shorter because the cakes are smaller. But when you bake the same amount of batter in one large Bundt pan, your baking time will be longer because the cake is deeper. Usually, the deeper the cake, the longer the baking time.


PAN SIZES       APPROXIMATE VOLUME


MUFFIN TINS


Extra mini


(1¾-inch diameter × ¾-inch depth).....2 tablespoons


Mini (2-inch diameter × 1-inch depth) ...¼ cup


Medium


(2¾-inch diameter × 11/8-inch depth) ....1/3 cup


Large (3½-diameter × 2-inch depth).....¾ cup


Extra large


(4-inch diameter × 2-inch depth)........1 cup


Medium muffin top


(2¾-inch diameter × ½-inch depth).....¼ cup


Large muffin top


(4-inch diameter × ½-inch depth).......½ cup


NOVELTY PANS


Baba molds (3½-inch diameter).........¾ cup


Brownie bar pans (2-inch)...............2 tablespoons


Dome (1¾-inch diameter)...............2 tables-poons


Dome (3-inch diameter).................¾ cup


Dome (6-inch diameter).................5 cups


Flower (2-inch)..........................2 tablespoons


Flower (4½-inch)........................1 cup


Heart (1¾-inch).........................2 tablespoons


Heart (4-inch)...........................¾ cup


Oval tart (2½ × 3-inch)...................¼ cup


Pumpkin (3½-inch)......................½ cup per cavity


Shortcake pan (3½-inch)................2/3 cup


Skull (7-inch)............................6 cups


Star (1½-inch)...........................2 tablespoons


Star (4-inch).............................¾ cup


LOAF PANS


2½ × 4-inch..............................1¼ cups


3 × 5 ½...................................2 cups


4½ × 6-inch..............................3 cups


3½ × 8-inch..............................3½ cups


4 × 8-inch................................4 cups


4¼ × 8½-inch...........................5 cups


4½ × 8½-inch...........................6 cups


5 × 9-inch................................8 cups


5 × 10-inch...............................10 cups


4 × 16-inch...............................13 cups


ROUND PANS
(STANDARD DEPTH = 2 INCHES)


4-inch...................................1½ cups


5-inch...................................2¾ cups


6-inch...................................3¾ cups


7-inch...................................5¼ cups


8-inch...................................6 cups


9-inch...................................8 cups


10-inch..................................11 cups


12-inch...................................15½ cups


7-inch, 3 inches deep.....................5¾ cups


8-inch, 3 inches deep....................8 cups


SPRINGFORM PANS


4-inch...................................3 cups


8-inch...................................8 cups


9½-inch.................................10 cups


10-inch..................................12 cups


SQUARE PANS


4 × 4-inch................................3 ½ cups


5 × 5-inch................................5 cups


6 × 6-inch...............................6 cups


8 × 8-inch................................8 cups


9 × 9-inch...............................10 cups


10 × 10-inch..............................12 cups


BUNDT PANS


3½-inch.................................¾ cup


8-inch...................................7½ cups


9-inch...................................9 cups


10-inch..................................12 cups


TUBE AND ANGEL FOOD PANS


8-inch tube, 3 inches deep...............9 cups


9-inch tube, 3 inches deep...............10 cups


9-inch angel food, 4 inches deep.........12 cups


10-inch tube, 4 inches deep..............16 cups


12-inch ring, 3 inches deep...............12 cups


RECTANGULAR PANS


7 × 11-inch...............................6 cups


8 × 12-inch...............................9 cups


9 × 13-inch...............................4 cups


JELLY-ROLL PANS


7½ × 11¾-inch...........................4 cups


9 × 12¼-inch.............................5 cups


10½ × 15-inch............................10 cups


11½ × 17¼-inch..........................13 cups





When the smaller pan is filled with batter and ready to go in the oven, gently lower it into the heated water bath. When the cake is done, carefully remove the smaller pan from the water bath without getting water on the cake.


To prepare a double boiler, add water to the lower pan, but take care that the bottom surface of the top pan does not touch the water. Double boilers are ideal for delicate frostings, icings, sauces, jams, and melting chocolate. The point of using it is to heat the ingredients as gently as possible over the lowest heat possible. Consistent stirring and constant supervision are usually required.


PREPARE THE INGREDIENTS


Butter and cream cheese are easier to beat, and combine better with other ingredients, if they are at room temperature. So remove them, and any other ingredients, from the refrigerator 20–30 minutes before you need them—but be aware of the room temperature. I have walked back into the kitchen after 20 minutes on a hot day to find a pool of butter on the counter.


Then you can separate the eggs. You’ll find this task is much easier while the eggs are cold. To separate, crack the egg on a flat surface, not the rim of a bowl. Pull apart the egg and hold it over an empty bowl. Let the whites but not the yolks drop into the bowl. Slide the yolk back and forth between the shells, being careful not to drop any yolk into the bowl. Even the tiniest bit of yolk in the whites will prevent them from foaming properly. If you are using egg whites, let them come to room temperature first: they will be fuller after you beat them than if you use them cold.


The next step is measuring all the ingredients. To achieve the most accurate measurements, use glass cups with pour spouts for liquids and measuring cups for dry ingredients. Prepare the ingredients as directed in the recipe. For example, if the recipe calls for sifted flour, sift it first, then measure it. Scoop the dry ingredient into the cup, then scrape off the excess with a knife to level it. Use measuring spoons, instead of household flatware, for correct teaspoon and tablespoon measurements and level the tops, too.


Now you’re ready to get out all of the other ingredients and prep them as needed. Zest the citrus, chop or grind the nuts and/or chocolate, plump the dried fruits, and so on.


Batter Basics


MIX DRY INGREDIENTS


I like to mix flour, leaveners, and spices or other dry flavorings first and set them aside while I cream the butter and sugar or whip the eggs. Be sure to mix dry ingredients thoroughly so that the leavenings and flavorings are evenly distributed.


CREAM BUTTER AND SUGAR


When the butter is at room temperature, cut it into small pieces and put it and the sugar (and any other ingredients) in a bowl that’s large enough for the batter. If you’re using a hand mixer with standard beaters, beat for at least 2 minutes, or until light and fluffy. The mixture will change in color from bright yellow to cream or pale ivory. The consistency should be similar to that of whipped cream.


BEAT THE EGGS


If the recipe calls for beating egg whites until they are foamy, use your mixer’s whisk attachment and, if directed, a little cream of tartar. Beat on medium speed for about one minute, or until the cream of tartar dissolves and the egg whites have foamy bubbles.


If you are to beat the whites until soft peaks form, follow the steps for foamy egg whites, but increase the mixer speed to medium-high and beat for about 2–3 minutes, until they look opaque but are still moist. The egg whites should form soft, limp peaks when lifted with the beater.


If you are to beat the whites until stiff peaks form, continue to beat for 1–2 minutes longer than the soft-peak stage, until the whites look glossy and form firm peaks when lifted with the beater.


If you are to beat whole eggs with sugar until the mixture reaches the ribbon stage, use your mixer’s standard attachment and beat the ingredients on medium-high speed until the mixture has increased in volume. It will change in color from bright yellow to light yellow. There will also be concentric rings in the batter around the beater. When the beaters are lifted, the batter will fall back into the bowl like a ribbon.
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COMBINE THE WET AND DRY INGREDIENTS


Folding is a technique used to combine two ingredients of different densities, such as a heavy batter and very light, airy egg whites. To fold, add the lighter ingredient to the heavier one a little at a time, remembering that the goal is to prevent the trapped air in the lighter ingredient from deflating. Use a rubber spatula to gently lift the heaver mixture over the lighter one, blending continuously until just combined. Once the ingredients are combined, stop.


To stir wet and dry ingredients together, I like to gradually add the flour mixture to the wet mixture before I add chunky ingredients like chocolate chips or nuts. Overmixing toughens gluten, resulting in a tougher cake, so the batter needs to be mixed only until blended.


Yeast cakes need to be kneaded, because as soon as flour is moistened, gluten begins to form, and kneading allows the gluten to strengthen and interact with yeast so the dough will rise. Kneading is a workout, and most dough requires 8–10 minutes of kneading, depending on the recipe. Most people rarely knead for long enough, which means that the dough will not rise properly. If you’re “lazy,” you may want to knead dough in a bread maker or food processor or stand mixer: that’s okay; it will still work. To knead by hand, gather the dough into a ball and transfer it to a flour-coated work surface. Spread the dough a bit by pressing it down, then fold it over toward you and push it away with your palms. Repeat these motions gently for 8–10 minutes, or until the dough is elastic and smooth.


FILL THE PANS


Once you’ve mixed the batter, the final step is to put it in the pan. If you’re using only one pan, this is easy enough, but how do you divide batter evenly among several pans? Pour it into a measuring cup and check to be sure the same amount goes into each pan. Pour the batter from a bit of a height and allow it to fold over on itself. This will trap air bubbles and make a fluffy cake.


If you are making a marble cake, you probably started with a light-colored batter, which you then divided in half. Then you added additional ingredients or flavorings to one of the halves to darken it. Marble cakes can also be made by swirling batter with jam or dulce de leche, or two batters of a similar consistency. To create a marble effect, pour or spoon the darker batter or ingredient over the lighter one in the pan, then run a knife through the two in a swirling motion.


Heating and Cooling


Always place cakes in the middle of the oven to bake. If you like, you can check the cakes halfway through the baking time. If you’re using two pans, and one pan is baking faster than the other, rotate the pans.


Most baking times are expressed as a range. Check your cake for doneness before the shorter amount of time has transpired. Insert a cake tester, knife, toothpick, or chopstick into the center of the cake, If it comes out sticky, or if the batter is still somewhat liquid, continue baking. If the tester comes out clean, or if there are loose crumbs attached, your cake is done. When baking a layer cake or a sheet cake, you should not find that the cake is getting too brown on top before it is cooked in the middle. For cakes baked in taller pans with longer baking times, check the cake when it is about two-thirds of the way through the shorter baking time. If the top is getting too brown, cover the cake loosely with foil.


Dense cakes can be removed from the pan within 5 minutes of baking; lighter chiffon or sponge cakes are more temperamental and need to “settle” and cool down for about 15–20 minutes before being removed. Otherwise, they could break apart, stick to the pan, or sink. Cool the cake in the pan on a wire cooling rack for the time specified in the recipe. The wire rack allows air to circulate and the pan to cool evenly, preventing deflation and sogginess. To remove the cake from the pan, loosen it by running a knife around the edge of the cake. Using potholders, hold the pan and a plate together, with the plate inverted on top of the pan, then flip both over so that the cake is inverted onto the plate. Lift the pan off the cake. If you used parchment paper, peel it off and discard it. Then invert the plate onto the cooling rack so that the cake lands right side up, and let it cool completely.To keep a cheesecake from cracking while it cools, leave it in the oven (be sure to turn the oven off!) with the oven door slightly ajar so it cools as slowly as possible.


Constructing and Assembling


Everything I need to know about constructing and decorating cakes I learned through practice, although I did get some good tips in art school. I studied both architecture and graphic design before I settled on industrial design as a major at the Rhode Island School of Design. Learning about the relationships between forms, precision crafting, model making, and color are all key to successful design, no matter what the medium.




Deep-Frying


Frying dough or batter in oil or clarified butter makes cakes that are crisp on the outside and moist on the inside. The oil holds in moisture and prevents the dough or batter from drying out.


Always add enough oil to the pot (see guidelines on choosing the correct pot) to allow the batter or dough to move freely. Heat the flat gradually over a low flame, monitoring the temperature with a deep-fat or candy thermometer, to 365°F (or whatever temperature is specified in the recipe). Test the oil with a small piece of bread or a little batter. Do not allow the oil to smoke, as that means it is too hot and the outside of the cake will brown quicker than the inside will cook.


Add the first batch of room-temperature batter or dough to the oil, making sure that the spoonfuls are of roughly equal size so that the cakes will cook evenly. Rotate or turn the cakes with a slotted spoon until they are browned on all sides; then lift them from the oil with a slotted spoon, so that the oil can drain back into the pot. Transfer the fried cakes to plates or a pan lined with paper towels; then place the plates or pan in the oven on low heat to keep them warm. Remove any little dough pieces floating in the oil. Bring the oil to the correct temperature again and fry the next batch.
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LAYER CAKES


To cut a single cake into layers, place the baked cake on a lazy Susan or a cutting board covered with wax paper. If you want to create two layers, use a ruler to find the midpoint of the cake and mark it with a toothpick. Then rotate the cake and mark it at the same height five more times around the perimeter, using equally spaced toothpicks. Cut the cake horizontally at toothpick height with a long serrated knife, using a sawing motion while rotating the cake. Then remove the toothpicks. If you want to create three or more layers, use the same measuring, marking, and cutting technique at different heights. When all the layers are cut, look at the layers and choose the order of assembly. Save most even layers for the top and bottom of the cake and the others for the middle layers.




Baking Contests


My husband, Brian, and I are both teachers at the same college and have long breaks several times a year. In the spring and summer, we jump in our car and take a road trip across the United States. We are gone for weeks at a time. We stop at dozens of towns that host state and county fairs, most of which feature baking contests designed to highlight locally grown ingredients. Even though I don’t enter these competitions, I always have my eye on that blue ribbon, and I think that someday I’ll have to enter one. I have never won a blue ribbon for anything … although if there had been baking contests in my school instead of spelling bees and debate teams, I think I would have had a chance!


Many classic American cakes have originated in recipe contests, including Lane cake, pineapple upside-down cake, and German chocolate cake. All were developed by home bakers, not professional pastry chefs.


Today, contests have exploded in popularity and are held for myriad reasons. Some are sponsored by food or housewares companies or by food growers to promote products, foods, or brands. They’re a good way to get the word out and advertise. Other contests are sponsored by publishers, TV shows, or bloggers who collect recipes for publication. Some contests simply promote the idea of home baking to keep regional recipes alive, or to promote locally grown or organic ingredients. And even more contests are directed at the next generation of bakers and a new audience—kids.


People bring unique ideas and enthusiasm to these contests, as well as different skill levels. Most contests have separate categories for food professionals on the one hand and home cooks on the other. Some contests have separate categories for various types of foods or baked goods. Some contests ask entrants to improvise or improve upon a given recipe, and others require only that you use a given ingredient. The judging sheet is filled with criteria and usually includes taste, freshness, appearance, creativity, and popular appeal. You can find yearly listings and deadlines for baking contests online. If you have limited time or want the big prize, forget the small fairs and the blue ribbons and go for the Pillsbury Bake-Off. The grand prize in this contest: a cool million dollars.





To level a domed cake, first remove it from the pan. Set it on a plate, and then place the plate in a larger baking pan. The sides of the pan should come up to the topmost straight edge of the cake, just under the slope of the dome. Lay a long serrated knife flat against the top of the pan, with the blade facing the cake. Slowly cut the cake dome off, making sure to keep your knife level as you gently saw back and forth. Eat or save the domed top for later.


To construct a three- or flour-layer cake, you can simply stack the layers one on top of the other and frost. But if you’re baking a tiered cake with more than flour layers, then you’ll want to use cardboard platforms and 3/8- or ½-inch-diameter wooden dowels (found in craft or hardware stores) to hold the construction in place. After all the cake layers are baked and cooled, cut pieces of stiff corrugated cardboard to the same size as the cake layers (you don’t need cardboard for the bottom layer). You’ll need flour dowels per layer; if they’re too tall, saw them to the height of each layer (you don’t need dowels for the top layer). Place the bottom layer of cake on a serving tray and, using the smaller tier as a guide, insert the dowels as supports about ½ inch in from the edge of the smaller tier. Top with the next tier’s cardboard and place the next layer on it. Insert the dowels as you did on the bottom tier. Continue until all the layers are assembled. Frost from the top down.


To layer a cake with pillars (found in craft stores and cake-decorating stores), bake all the cake layers and choose decorative plates to uses as bases. Choose three or flour pillars for each layer, making sure that they are longer than the height of each layer (you don’t need pillars for the top layer). Place the bottom layer on its decorative plate or serving tray and insert the pillars as supports. Top with the next tier’s plate and place the cake on top. Insert more pillars. Continue until all the layers are assembled. Frost from the top down.
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ICE CREAM CAKES


Bake the cake in the same pan you will assemble it in, or bake it in a pan of a similar size. (Springform pans make it easy to assemble ice cream cakes.) Remove the cake from the pans and, if necessary, level the top. Cut the cake into layers and freeze, placing wax paper between each layer, so the cake hardens. It is very important that the layers be frozen when they are assembled.


Cut a sheet a of parchment paper to fit the pan. Make the sheet big enough so that it covers the bottom and continues up the long sides of the pan, with a 2–3-inch overhang on both sides.


Soften the ice cream, but do not let it melt. If you will be mixing in any ingredients, soften it in a bowl.


Spread a layer of softened ice cream in the pan 1½ inches thick. Place one layer of cake over the ice cream and press down. Add additional fillings, then spread another layer of ice cream over the cake. Press a second layer of cake over the ice cream. Cover and freeze for 3–4 hours, or until the cake is completely hard. Let the cake sit for a few minutes at room temperature and then, using the parchment-paper overhangs, remove it from the pan. Invert the cake to serve, making sure that the ice cream is the top layer, and remove the paper.


If you wish to frost your cake, do so at least 30 minutes before you Jplan to serve it. Frost the cake and add the toppings of your choice, then return it to the freezer for 30 minutes to 1 hour. Let it sit for a few minutes at room temperature before serving.
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ROLLED CAKES


Cakes are easier to roll when they are thin and while they are still warm. Bake the cake in a jelly-roll pan lined with parchment paper. Place a piece of wax paper slightly longer than the cake on a work surface. Invert the cake and parchment paper onto the surface while still warm (but not hot). Remove the parchment paper and test-roll the warm cake, being careful not to crack it. Trim away the edges if they get in the way. If your cake is stiff and you need to make it more flexible, score a few lengthwise slits on the bottom side of the cake, cutting halfway through. Unroll the cake and cool completely.


Spread the filling on the cake, leaving a one-inch margin around the edges. Roll the cake away from you. Place it on a serving plate seam side down. Wrap it in plastic wrap and refrigerate for 2 hours to set the filling. Bring the cake to room temperature before serving. Cut the cake into slices using a serrated knife.
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Piping Techniques


How to Use a Pastry Bag






	Choose your tip shape and place the tip on the bag, securing it with a coupler. Different shaped tips will require you to hold the bag straight or at an angle.


	Fill the bag one-half to two-thirds full with frosting. Fold over the edges to prevent the frosting from drying and hardening.


	Tightly squeeze the sides of the bag until the frosting emerges from the tip onto the cake. Control the flow of the frosting to create the desired shape.


	Practice, practice, practice.








BOLD SHAPES Frost the entire cake with thick frosting. With a large tip, make bold shapes like circles or spirals.


DELICATE DESIGNS Frost the entire cake with thin frosting. Use a small writing tip to create detailed delicate designs such as lines, spirals, and circles. StarS Choose a star-shaped tip in the size that best suits your design. Holding the piping bag upright, gently squeeze the bag to release the frosting and form a star. Pull the bag away quickly to make a neat point on the star.


TWISTED ROPES Choose a rope-shaped tip in the size your design requires. Hold the piping bag at a slight angle and pipe a continuous line with even pressure, twisting the bag as you pipe.


TRAIL Insert a small round tip into your pastry bag. Hold the bag at a 45-degree angle against the cake. Apply pressure to form the icing into a dot. Then move the tip from left to right (or right to left if you’re a lefty), starting and stopping at consistent intervals to create a line of dots.


SHELLS Use a star tip, and press the tip on the surface of the cake at your starting point. Gently squeeze the bag and lift it up, then down, returning to the surface of the cake every 1/2 to 1 inch and pulling the tip off to release the frosting from the tip. Start your next shell where you left off and continue until you have finished the cake.


DOTS Use a pastry bag with a writing tip and hold the bag over the area you wish to decorate. Press out the frosting so it forms a dot. Release the pressure on the bag and detach the tip from the dot. To reduce the points from the dots, flatten the points with a damp paintbrush. For a playful design, make large dots with a large tip, and overpipe them with smaller dots using a small tip.


LINES, LOOPS, ZIGZAGS, AND TRELLISES The smaller the hole on a writing tip, the finer the line. Choose a tip to match the line size you would like to make. Rest the tip on the cake at your starting point. Hold the bag at an angle and pipe out a little frosting, lifting the bag slightly above the surface as you continue. Do not pull on the line, or it will break. When you reach the end of the line, release the pressure. Create loops, zigzags, and curves with your lines. You can also create a grid or trellis by overlapping lines.


OVERPIPING To create more elaborate textures, pipe one design over another using different techniques. Use a larger tip for the first piping and a smaller one for the overpiping. Choose two different colors of icing to create detailed designs.


STITCHING If you would like your piping to look like embroidery or stitching, use a small writing tip. Hold the tip against the cake. Press some frosting out of the pastry bag while you are moving your hand and lifting it slightly, then press the tip against the cake again. Repeat, moving your hand up and down to create stitches.


WORDS Words are created like doodling. To create cursive writing, use a small writing tip to pipe a continuous flow of frosting. To create individual letters, start piping at the beginning of each letter and pull the tip away from the cake at the end of each letter.


FLOWERS Place a petal tip into your piping bag. Pipe about five flat petals in a circle so they overlap each other. Pipe different colored dots in the centers of the flowers.


TO MAKE A ROSE Using a flat tip, first pipe a dot as the base. Starting at the center, add petals that stand straight up, making a circle around the center in overlapping segments as you go. To make different shaped roses, vary the size of the segments, making them small in the center and large toward the perimeter.


TO MAKE A PANSY Using a flat tip, first pipe a dot as the base. Use a flat tip and make the petals flush with the surface of the base. Add dots to the center.


LEAVES It is nice to add leaves to your flowers because it will make them look more like flowers. Hold the bag at a 45-degree angle to the cake. Without moving the tip, squeeze the bag and allow the frosting to fan out. Lessen your pressure as you pull the tip away to a point.





Filling and Frosting


LAYER CAKES


Determine how much frosting and filling you will need for the top, the sides, and the layers in between (see the chart). Divide the frosting and filling appropriately in small bowls. To fill, set the bottom layer on a serving plate or cardboard round. Mound the filling on it and spread evenly with an icing spatula to the edges. Top with the next layer of cake, making sure to align the edges of the cake, and spread with more filling. Continue until all the layers are stacked.


To frost, you should first cover the top and sides of the cake with a “crumb coat”—a thin layer of frosting that covers loose crumbs and prepares a smooth surface for the rest of the frosting. Remove any large lumps or crumbs and clean the spatula. Let the frosting set for about 20 minutes on the counter or in the refrigerator to harden. Mound additional frosting in the center of the top layer and spread it evenly to cover. Place flour overlapping strips of wax paper under the cake to cover the plate. Then spread the frosting over the sides, turning the plate as needed. If desired, use a cake comb to make ripples in the frosting on the sides. Remove the wax paper and serve.




How Much Frosting Do You Need?


TOP ONLY


8- or 9-inch round layer cake: 1 cup frosting


9 × 13-inch cake: 2 cups


TOP AND SIDES ONLY


8- or 9-inch round one-layer cake: 1-1½ cups


8- or 9-inch round two-layer cake: 2 cups


8- or 9-inch round three-layer cake: 2½-3 cups


TOP, SIDES, AND BETWEEN LAYERS


8- or 9-inch round two-layer cake: 3 cups


8- or 9-inch round three-layer cake: 4 cups


CUPCAKES


2½ cups per 12 cupcakes





CUPCAKES


For thin icings and glazes, turn the cupcake over and dip it into the topping mixture, then flip it over and let sit to dry. Spread thicker frostings with the back of a spoon, or an icing spatula, or pipe it on with a pastry bag.


SHEET CAKES


Unlike layer cakes, sheet cakes should be frosted on the sides first. After you’ve frosted the sides, dollop the remaining frosting on top of the cake in flour quadrants and spread it evenly.


ICINGS


Since icing is thinner than frosting, it is easier to drizzle it onto a cake. Work slowly and steadily from a height about six inches above the cake. Drizzle the icing directly from a spoon, or squeeze it from a pastry bag with a round tip.


GLAZES


Put the cake on a cooling rack with a baking sheet underneath. Pour on the glaze, starting in the center of the cake, and let it drip over the sides into the pan. If you miss some spots, spoon on the glaze to fill them.


WHIPPED CREAM


Use a cream with 30–40 percent milk-fat content and sweeten it according to the recipe instructions. Whip cream on medium speed with your electric mixer’s whisk attachment until soft peaks form. Do not overwhip. Spread the cream over the cake with a rubber spatula and refrigerate until ready to serve.


Decorating


STENCILING


Stenciling is an easy and quick method for topping cakes. You simply dust confectioners’ sugar or cocoa powder through a stencil onto a frosted or unfrosted cake. Appropriate stencils include paper cutouts, patterned doilies, or even fresh flowers, the outlines of which will remain after the flowers are removed.


Here’s how to make and use a stencil:






	Cut a circle (or rectangle or square) a little larger than the cake from a piece of poster board.


	Draw a pattern on the poster board and cut it out with a utility knife. You can also fold the circle into quarters or eighths and cut out shapes as if you were creating a paper snowflake.


	Put confectioners’ sugar or cocoa powder in a fine-mesh sieve. Place the stencil on the unfrosted cake and sift the sugar or cocoa powder lightly over the stencil. Carefully lift the stencil straight up to reveal the pattern. To stencil a frosted cake, first refrigerate the cake for about 45 minutes, or until the frosting hardens, and then place the stencil over the frosting.
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MARZIPAN AND FONDANT


To cover your cake with marzipan or fondant, first chill the cake on a plate or piece of corrugated cardboard for 1 hour to create a sturdy base. After it has chilled, cover the cake with a glaze or an icing to create a smooth surface. Meanwhile, roll out the marzipan or fondant first to a ½-inch thickness on a work surface dusted with confectioners’ sugar, and then rotate and roll again. Continue to roll and rotate until the marzipan or fondant reaches a 1/8–1/16-inch thickness, using the chart to determine the size you’ll need. Loop the marzipan or fondant over your rolling pin and transfer it to the cake, centering it carefully. Press the fondant or marzipan onto the cake and smooth it, working from the center out to the edges and from the top down over the sides. Smooth with your hands or a fondant-smoothing tool, and use a pastry wheel (or mini pizza cutter) to trim the edges where the fondant or marzipan meets the plate. Cover the cake with plastic wrap so the fondant or marzipan doesn’t dry out.


To create decorative elements such as flowers, bows, or dots with marzipan or fondant, roll it out to the desired thickness (leftover scraps from trimming can be rerolled if desired), and then use cookie cutters or a utility knife to cut out shapes. You can also press stamps into uncut marzipan or fondant to emboss textures and patterns on it, then form the embossed material into the desired shapes. Wet the shapes with a little water to attach them to the fondant- or marzipan-covered cake, or press the shapes directly into wet frosting—that is, frosting that hasn’t had a chance to dry out in the air.
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