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Hello. We’re so happy you’re here.

If you’re holding this book, it’s because you have something in common with us, which is that you like to bake. I mean—we all love to eat baked goods: Gooey chocolate chip cookies! Slices of apple pie! Frosting-topped layer cakes! Warm bread with butter! But while everyone might like to eat those things, not everyone is interested in learning how to make them. You, however, are different, part of an elite squad of people known as bakers. Some of you might be just starting out, and some of you might have a little bit of experience. Either way, this book will inspire and teach you, and you’ll have lots of tasty things to eat as a result. Together, we can bake it better. Let’s go!
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Bakers, Start Here!

Read these tips before you bake.
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1.  READ THE RECIPE ALL THE WAY THROUGH BEFORE BEGINNING. A recipe is like a map. It shows you how to go from a pile of ingredients to a finished cake without getting lost on the way. For a recipe to be the most helpful, read it all the way through before you start baking. Then you’ll know what to expect.

	
2. GATHER ALL YOUR INGREDIENTS AND TOOLS. After you’ve read all the way through the recipe (but before you start baking), pull out everything you’ll need: the ingredients, the tools, and any pans or bowls.

	
3. NEVER BAKE ALONE, AND IF YOU NEED HELP, ASK FOR IT. Always make sure an adult is in the kitchen with you while you bake, and don’t be shy to ask them for help if you don’t understand something. This will keep you safe, and baking together is more fun!

	
4. WASH YOUR HANDS WITH SOAP AND WARM WATER BEFORE STARTING and immediately if you touch any raw meat or eggs while cooking. This will keep germs from jumping off your hands and into your cakes (gross).

	
5. HOT THINGS ARE HOT! Pay attention when working at the stovetop or the oven, or when pulling things out of the microwave. Don’t forget that steam can burn you too! Use oven mitts to protect your hands and arms, and ask an adult to help you if needed. Don’t forget that a pan can stay hot long after it’s off the stovetop or out of the oven; if you aren’t sure, use an oven mitt.

	
6. SHARP THINGS ARE SHARP! Always assume that a knife is sharp. Don’t pick up a knife until you’re ready to use it, and don’t bring a knife blade near something you don’t want to cut. Never point a knife at another person or run with a knife. If you’re using knives for the first time, practice by cutting soft foods, and concentrate on tucking your fingers under as you cut, to keep them out of the way.

	
7. SAY NO TO DOUGH. We know it’s tempting (like, so tempting!) to lick the bowl or eat a ball of cookie dough. But try to resist the temptation; raw (unbaked) dough or batter can contain harmful germs that might make you sick. And don’t put a utensil into your mouth and then back into the bowl of batter or dough—nobody likes a double-dipper.

	
8. PAY ATTENTION TO VISUAL CUES, NOT JUST THE TIME STATED IN THE RECIPE. For some bakers, depending on their oven, a cake might be “golden brown” after 20 minutes, but for others, it might take 30 minutes. It’s important to use your eyes and details from the recipe to determine if something is done.
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9. CLEANING IS A PART OF LIFE BAKING. There’s no way around it. Washing the dishes you’ve used, putting the ingredients back into the refrigerator or pantry, and wiping down the counter after you’ve baked are all part of the job.

	
10. SHARE WHAT YOU’VE BAKED. If you want to make the people around you very happy, share what you’ve baked with them. Bring cookies to your neighbors, brownies to the librarians, and loaves of bread to friends. Or organize a bake sale or donate your treat to an organization that you care about.








Tools of the Trade

If you’re into sports, you might own some equipment that makes playing that sport more enjoyable, like a nice leather baseball glove for catch, or a pair of cleats for soccer. If you like to listen to music, a good pair of headphones makes it sound even better! A hobby like baking also requires some equipment to make the experience more fun. Here are our favorite baking tools.

BENCH KNIFE: A bench knife is a baker’s best friend! It has a dull, straight blade and a metal or wooden handle, and it’s used for dividing a big piece of dough into smaller pieces, cutting brownies or other soft bar cookies, and scraping flour or other messes off the work surface.

RUBBER OR SILICONE SPATULA: This is the perfect tool for mixing, scraping, spreading, and folding. Silicone is heatproof, so you can use a silicone spatula for very hot mixtures.

OFFSET SPATULA: A small offset spatula is a great tool for evenly spreading batter in a pan or frosting on a cake (or cupcakes). In a pinch, it can also be used to pry apart LEGO bricks that are stuck together (IYKYK).

WHISK: Use a whisk to mix ingredients evenly and minimize lumps. It can also be used to incorporate air into a mixture, as when whipping eggs or heavy cream.

KITCHEN SCALE: Weighing ingredients with a food scale is the best! It saves on cleanup and ensures that you’re using exactly the right amount of each ingredient. For more about weighing and measuring, see page 16.

MEASURING SPOONS: A set of measuring spoons will help you measure ingredients that are commonly used in small quantities in baking, such as vanilla extract, yeast, and salt.

OVEN MITTS: A good set of oven mitts will prevent burns! Get a thick pair that are sized for your hands; if they’re too big, you’ll have trouble gripping hot pans firmly (and if they’re really big, they might fall right off your hands!).

CAKE TESTER OR TOOTHPICK: Having these on hand will ensure you have perfect cakes every time. To check for doneness, insert a cake tester or toothpick into the thickest part of your cake. If it comes out clean, without any wet crumbs or batter clinging to it, your cake is done!

COOKIE SCOOP: This looks just like an ice cream scoop but can be used for so much more. Using a cookie scoop will give you perfectly shaped cookies that are all the same size. You can also use this tool to scoop muffin or cupcake batter. They come in all different sizes; we recommend a muffin scoop (¼ cup) for jumbo cookies (and muffins), a tablespoon cookie scoop (4 teaspoons) for medium cookies, and a teaspoon cookie scoop (2 teaspoons) for small cookies.

ROLLING PIN: A sturdy rolling pin is an essential tool for rolling out pie and cookie dough. There are two styles of rolling pins: a pin made from one solid piece (sometimes tapered at the ends, sometimes straight, and sometimes with handles), and a dowel pin with a cylinder that rotates around a dowel. Either is a good choice. A longer pin is good for big pieces of dough, while a shorter pin is great for smaller flatbreads and pizzas.

PASTRY BRUSH: This looks like a paintbrush and is made of either silicone or natural fibers. Use a pastry brush to apply egg wash for a golden and shiny finish on your bakes. It can also be used for glazing and for brushing on oil or jam. Silicone is heatproof and easy to wash.

DIGITAL THERMOMETER: With certain recipes, it can be important to cook to a precise temperature. Measuring temperature is also a good way to tell if something—like a thick loaf of bread—is baked all the way through. A digital thermometer, which registers the temperature in seconds, is the tool for the job! To get an accurate reading, insert the probe of the digital thermometer into the center of your bake and press it halfway down; within seconds, the temperature will pop up on the screen.

OVEN THERMOMETER: Ovens can sometimes be inaccurate; you set it to one temperature, but it might run hot (or cold). The best way to know if your oven is accurate is to place an oven thermometer inside your oven.

BAKING STEEL OR BAKING STONE: A baking steel or baking stone is a thick slab of metal or ceramic that is placed directly on an oven rack and preheats along with the oven. Both stones and steels conduct heat well, so throughout the baking process they deliver even heat to whatever is placed on it. Some things, like pizza or pita breads, are baked directly on the steel or stone, without a pan. Other things, like pies, can be baked in pans that are set on top of the steel or stone, which helps to prevent soggy bottoms (tee-hee!).

STAND MIXER OR HAND MIXER: While many of the recipes in this book don’t require a mixer, there are some times when a mechanical mixer is helpful. A stand mixer is a heavy-duty electric mixer attached to a stand that sits on the countertop. It has various attachments, including a beater (for mixing cake batters and cookie doughs), a whisk (for beating air into eggs or cream), and a dough hook (for mixing bread dough). Hand mixers are smaller handheld electric mixers. Like stand mixers, they come with a variety of beaters, depending on what you’re mixing. While not as powerful as a stand mixer, they’re also easier to store and can be used with any bowl.
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Most Frequently Used Pans

8- OR 9-INCH ROUND PAN: Often called cake pans, these are the pans used to make cake layers for multi- or single-layer cakes (like the Happy Birthday! Cake, or the Simplest Chocolate Cake. Sturdy aluminum pans are best; look for ones that are at least 2 inches deep so your cakes won’t overflow the pans while baking (a real mess!). We don’t recommend disposable foil cake pans; they’re pretty flimsy and usually aren’t deep enough.

8- OR 9-INCH SQUARE PAN: Like the round pans, these pans are sometimes used for single-layer cakes (like the Malted Milk Cake with Chocolate-Malt Frosting, as well as for smaller batches of bars (like the Ultimate Brown Butter Rice Krispies Treats.

13-BY-9-INCH PAN: Made of metal, glass, or ceramic, this rectangular pan is used for bar cookies (like the Peanut Butter and Jam Bars and single-layer sheet cakes (like the Chocolate-Covered Cherry Cake. It’s also the pan we suggest for Better-Than-Boxed Mac and Cheese.

RIMMED BAKING SHEET: A rimmed baking sheet is a flat pan that usually measures 18 by 13 inches, with 1-inch sides. The best ones have thicker rolled edges, which makes them sturdier and easier to hold. We use them for baking cookies—and so much more!

TART PAN: A tart pan is a two-piece pan with a removable bottom. Because the ring and base are separate, you can slide the fluted ring off your baked tart to unmold it, and then you can slide the tart off the flat metal base onto a serving plate. We use a 9-inch tart pan for the Super-Size Peanut Butter Cup Tart and the Chocolate Cream Pie.

MUFFIN PAN: If you want to bake muffins or cupcakes, you need a muffin pan! Get a heavy-duty one that has twelve cups.

LOAF PAN: For loaves of sandwich bread (like the Beginner’s Bread and quick breads (like the Best Banana Bread; the Pink Lemonade Cake; and the Cheesy Broccoli Snacking Bread, you’ll need an 8 ½-by-4 ½-inch metal loaf pan.

PIE PAN: You can find pie pans made of glass, ceramic, or metal. We like the 9-inch metal ones, which are lightweight and conduct heat better, meaning that your pie crust will get nice and golden brown.

SPRINGFORM PAN: This is a two-piece round cake pan with a removable bottom that is held in place by an interlocking band that can be opened and removed once your bake is out of the oven. It’s typically used for cakes that are too delicate to be turned out of the pan, like cheesecake; we use this pan for our Creamsicle Dreamsicle Ice Cream Cake.






Ten Quick Lessons for Baking Success



LESSON 1 The Best Way to Measure Ingredients


IF YOU HAVE A KITCHEN SCALE: Use it! All the recipes in this book list both weight (grams) and volume (cups/tablespoons/teaspoons) measurements for most of the ingredients. We don’t include gram measurements for ingredients we’re using in very small amounts. Using a scale is more accurate than measuring by volume (i.e., using measuring cups and spoons). To use a scale, first turn it on, then place your empty bowl on the platform and press the button marked “tare” or “zero,” which will set the scale display to zero. Measure your first ingredient, then press the tare button again (so the display resets to zero) before adding the next ingredient.

IF YOU DON’T HAVE A SCALE: Here’s how to measure by volume:

For dry ingredients: Use a dry measuring cup. These are usually made of metal or plastic, not glass, and they don’t have a spout or graduated measurements printed on the sides. Spoon dry ingredients gently into the cup. Sweep off any excess using a butter knife.

For liquid ingredients: Use a liquid measuring cup. Usually made of glass or clear acrylic, these have a spout and show graduated measurements on the sides. Fill the cup to the measurement line desired. For best accuracy, read the cup at eye level.





LESSON 2 The Right Way to Use Your Oven


The metal racks in your oven are adjustable and can be moved up or down. Before you turn on the oven, place your racks where the recipe instructs. (If the recipe doesn’t specify, arrange the racks toward the middle of the oven, spacing them a few inches apart.)

It’s important that you turn your oven on about 30 minutes before you bake; this step is called preheating. If you don’t preheat your oven, the temperature won’t be hot enough when you place your raw batter or dough inside, so it might not bake properly or will take a lot longer to bake.

Most ovens will let you know when they’ve reached temperature, usually with a sound or by turning off the thermostat light. You can also place an oven thermometer in the oven to confirm that the temperature on the oven dial matches the actual temperature inside your oven; some ovens run hot, while others run cold. If the oven thermometer reads the same temperature as your dial, great! If it’s lower or higher, you can adjust the dial until the oven thermometer is reading the correct temperature.

Let the oven heat at the baking temperature for 10 minutes or so before you actually bake anything. Ovens take a little while to settle into a temperature, because they run through cycles of slightly higher and slightly lower temperatures, with the indicated temperature as the average. The longer an oven is preheated, the smaller these fluctuations become.

Once you’ve started baking something, it’s best not to open the oven door (even though it’s so tempting to peek!). Every time you do, lots of heat escapes from the oven. When you close the oven door, the oven will work double time to get back to the correct set temperature, and those fluctuations can impact how well your baked good rises and bakes.

Don’t forget that an oven stays hot for a long time after you turn it off. To be safe, always use oven mitts when you’re opening the oven door, removing a pan from the oven, or adjusting the oven racks.





LESSON 3 The Best Way to Line a Pan with Parchment Paper


Parchment paper keeps baked goods from sticking to their pans. You can also use parchment paper like handles to help you lift cakes and bar cookies out of the pan after they’ve baked, so you can more easily cut them.

To line a round pan with parchment paper, place the empty pan on top of a sheet of parchment. Use a pencil to trace around the pan, then use scissors to cut out the shape you traced. (Cut on the inside of the line you traced.) The cut piece of parchment should fit snugly into the bottom of the pan.

A parchment paper sling is a handy way to line square and rectangular pans. The sling doesn’t just cover the bottom of the pan; it also goes up and over the sides. The overhanging edges serve as handy little tabs to help you easily and cleanly lift delicate baked goods out of the pan.

To make a parchment sling, start by cutting a piece of parchment that’s at least as wide as the pan in one direction and notably longer in the other (an extra 8 to 10 inches is usually a safe bet). Lay the parchment in the pan. Trim any excess width so it lies flat on the bottom of the pan, with the extra parchment hanging over on either end. It’s okay to trim it a little narrower than the pan—it doesn’t need to be a perfect fit to be effective.

It’s a good idea to secure the parchment paper sling in place to prevent it from moving around when you add the batter. We like to use metal binder clips to attach the parchment to the edges of the pan. This will also keep the extra parchment from folding into the batter during baking. Trim the “handles” of the sling so that there’s only about 1 to 2 inches of excess overhang on each end. Now you can add your dough or batter to the pan! When you’re ready to remove your fully baked treat from the pan, gently pull up on the overhanging parchment to lift it out, then transfer it to a cutting board.

[image: A person sprinkles chocolate chips onto a loaf pan filled with batter, surrounded by baking tools and ingredients.]






LESSON 4 How, Why, and When to Sift


Some recipes will call for an ingredient (usually flour, cocoa, or confectioners’ sugar) to be sifted before you use it. Sifting is the key to lump-free cake batters and supersmooth frostings; it removes any clumps that may have developed when the ingredient was shipped or stored, making the ingredient light and fluffy again. You can use a sifter (a special kitchen tool that looks like a mug with wire mesh on the bottom), if you have one, or a fine-mesh strainer. Hold the sifter or strainer over a bowl or piece of parchment paper, then add your ingredient. Crank the sifter or tap the side of the strainer so that the ingredient falls through the mesh, eliminating any lumps. For the recipes in this book, if any dry ingredient (especially flour, sugar, or cocoa) appears lumpy, sift it before adding it to the mixing bowl.





LESSON 5 The Foolproof Way to Soften (and Melt) Butter


You can soften butter by leaving it at room temperature for a few hours before using it to bake. But sometimes you don’t have a few hours! In that case, a microwave is a superefficient way to soften or melt butter quickly.

If you have a stick of fridge-cold butter and your recipe calls for softened (or room temperature) butter, here’s how to soften it in the microwave: Stand a stick of butter vertically on a microwave-safe plate. Microwave on high power for 7 seconds, then flip the stick over (so it’s standing on its other end) and microwave for 7 seconds more. The best way to tell if butter is perfectly soft is by pressing your finger into it. It should feel like clay—you’re easily able to press an indent, but it has some resistance. Your finger shouldn’t be able to press all the way through the butter to the surface underneath—if that’s the case, it’s too soft. If that happens, simply let it cool at room temperature until it reaches the right consistency.

Here’s how to melt butter in the microwave: Butter is made of fat and water. When you heat it in the microwave, the water in the butter quickly turns to steam and then blammo! It explodes, sending hot butterfat all over your microwave. Not fun to clean, trust us. To melt butter without these eruptions, place it in a large microwave-safe bowl. Cover the bowl with a paper towel, and microwave on medium power in 15-second bursts until the butter is fully melted.

Or melt butter in a small saucepan on the stovetop over medium heat.

[image: A stylized illustration of a butter dish with a stick of butter and a knife, rendered in bold red and pink tones.]






LESSON 6 What Is Creaming and How Do You Do It?


Some recipes, especially those for light, fluffy cakes, call for creaming butter or oil with a mixer.

What is creaming? It’s when you beat together softened butter (or oil) and sugar until they’re, well, creamy! The beaters work the sugar into the butter and fill the mixture with lots of tiny air bubbles. The more bubbles, the lighter your baked good will be.

To get the best results, the butter needs to be at the just-right texture. If it’s too soft and warm, it won’t be able to trap those air bubbles. And if it’s too hard and cold, the sugar won’t mix in well. Use softened butter for creaming (see Lesson 5).

[image: A person pours sugar into a stand mixer bowl containing butter, preparing ingredients for baking.]
Put the softened butter and sugar into the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the beater attachment (or into a large bowl).


[image: A stand mixer with a glass bowl containing creamed butter and sugar, with a child holding a spoon nearby.]
Using the stand mixer (or a hand mixer), mix on medium speed for 2 minutes, or until the mixture is pale yellow and fluffy. Use a rubber spatula to scrape the sides of the bowl.


How long you cream the butter and sugar is also important. If you cream it for too long or at too high a speed (or both), it will look greasy and very soft. If that happens, chill the mixture in the bowl for 10 minutes, then beat it again until fluffy. If you don’t cream your butter and sugar long enough (or if your butter was too cold when you started), the mixture will look very firm and you’ll see some sugar crystals in the mix. In that case, let your butter warm up a bit or beat it a bit longer (or both!).






LESSON 7 What Is Folding and How Do You Do It?


When you’re mixing fluffy, airy things like whipped cream or whipped egg whites into a batter, many recipes will tell you to fold them. In this case, “folding” means mixing two things in a particular way that keeps the air bubbles from deflating.

[image: A person folds whipped egg whites into a batter in a pink mixing bowl using a yellow spatula.]
Step 1: Scrape the airy ingredient into a mound on top of the batter in your bowl.


[image: A person stirs fluffy egg whites in a pink mixing bowl on a wooden table with broken eggshells nearby.]
Step 2: Think of the bowl like a clock face. Use a rubber spatula or a whisk to cut down through the batter and across the middle of the bowl, from 12 to 6.


[image: A child stirs a mixture in a bowl with a spatula, surrounded by broken eggshells on a wooden surface.]
Step 3: Gently scoop up the batter from the bottom of the bowl near 9, and bring it up and over to the center of the bowl.


[image: A child stirs a bowl of batter on a wooden table with cracked eggshells nearby.]
Step 4: Turn the bowl 90 degrees and repeat cutting. Keep turning and repeating until the mixtures are evenly combined but still nice and fluffy.






LESSON 8 How to Keep Eggshells Out of Your Food


Nobody likes eating eggshells! So don’t crack your eggs on the rim of your mixing bowl. Instead, crack your eggs against a flat surface, like your kitchen counter. When you see a crack, use your fingers to separate the two halves of the shell. It’s a good habit to crack the egg into a small bowl before adding it to your mixing bowl. This is just in case you get one bad egg; it would be super sad to crack an egg directly into your cake batter only to smell that it’s rotten! If you do happen to get a little bit of shell in with your egg, the best way to remove it is to use a bigger piece of shell to scoop it out. The shell works much better than your fingers!






LESSON 9 Two Ways to Melt Chocolate


Many of the recipes in this book call for melted chocolate. When melting chocolate, you can use bars, pieces, or chips. If you have a full chocolate bar that needs to be melted, make sure to finely chop it first so that it melts evenly.

To melt chocolate in the microwave: Place your chopped chocolate or chocolate chips in a microwave-safe bowl, and microwave on high power in 30-second bursts until melted. Give the chocolate a stir between each burst to prevent the chocolate from scorching.

To melt chocolate on the stovetop: First, get a medium saucepan and a heatproof bowl that nestles perfectly on top of it. Fill the pan with about one inch of water, making sure the bottom of the bowl doesn’t touch the water. Heat the water over medium heat until it’s simmering. Add your chocolate to the bowl, then set the bowl over the simmering water. Let the chocolate sit over the simmering water, mixing continuously with a heatproof spatula, until the chocolate is fully melted. Use an oven mitt to remove the bowl from the pot of simmering water; it will be hot!

Important note! Unless you combine chocolate and water carefully, they do not mix well. Make sure your tools and hands are dry when trying to melt chocolate. If a little bit of water accidentally spills into your mixture, the chocolate will harden and become a clumpy mess.





LESSON 10 Choosing a Just-Right Recipe


When you were first learning to read, you might have heard a teacher say something about choosing a just-right book—one that wasn’t so easy that you could fly through it, but wasn’t too challenging, either. In that way, recipes are sort of like books. Before you bake, it’s important to pick a just-right recipe.

First, think about how much experience you have baking. If you’re just starting out, a just-right recipe might have fewer ingredients, use fewer tools, and be faster to make. These recipes are marked EASY in the book (because they are!), and they’re a great place to start.

If you’re a more experienced baker, you might consider baking any of the recipes in the book that are marked as easy, as well as the ones marked MEDIUM. Medium recipes might have more steps or require a bit more skill. In some cases, they’ll take longer than easy recipes.

PROJECT recipes take more time and require more skill. They might be recipes that you’d like to bake for the first time with an adult helping you.

[image: A colorful illustration with three shapes labeled “Easy,” “Medium,” and “Project” in bold text.]







[image: A young girl smiles while eating chocolate pudding topped with whipped cream and sprinkles.]







SWEET







[image: A chocolate cake with rich frosting, partially sliced, with one slice on a yellow plate alongside a fork and a small toy dinosaur.]
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The Simplest Chocolate Cake

You’re less than an hour away from a piece of fudgy chocolate cake!


TIME: 40 minutes, plus cooling and frosting (Prep: 5 minutes; Bake: 30 to 35 minutes)

YIELD: One 8-inch square or one 8- or 9-inch round cake, enough for 8 people



FOR THE CAKE:


	1 ½ cups (180 grams) unbleached all-purpose flour

	1 cup (198 grams) sugar

	¼ cup (21 grams) Dutch-process or natural cocoa powder

	½ teaspoon salt

	1 teaspoon baking soda

	1 cup (227 grams) cold milk or water

	⅓ cup (66 grams) vegetable oil

	1 tablespoon (14 grams) cider vinegar or white vinegar

	1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract



FOR THE FROSTING:


	1 ½ cups (255 grams) semisweet chocolate chips

	½ cup (114 grams) half-and-half (for a nondairy icing, substitute ⅓ cup [76 grams] cold water for the half-and-half)



1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Lightly grease an 8-inch square or 8- or 9-inch round pan with cooking spray or butter, then line the pan with parchment paper. Grease the parchment with cooking spray or butter.

2 MAKE THE CAKE: In a medium bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, cocoa, salt, and baking soda. In a separate bowl, whisk together the milk, oil, vinegar, and vanilla. Pour the wet ingredients into the bowl of dry ingredients, then stir with a rubber spatula or a spoon until thoroughly combined. Pour the batter into the prepared pan.

3 Bake for 30 to 35 minutes, until a cake tester or toothpick inserted into the center comes out clean, or with a few moist crumbs clinging to it. Remove from the oven and set on a wire rack to cool in the pan.

4 MAKE THE FROSTING: Combine the chocolate chips and half-and-half in a small saucepan and cook over medium heat, stirring, until the chips melt. Stir until smooth, let cool for 5 minutes, then pour over the cooled cake. Use the back of a spoon, a butter knife, or an offset spatula to spread the frosting over the cake, all the way to the edges.

The cake will keep, covered, at room temperature for several days.


Why Is There Vinegar… in My Cake?!

[image: ]

It might seem weird to have an ingredient you usually use for salad dressing in a recipe for chocolate cake. But it’s there for a reason: when baking soda comes in contact with an acidic ingredient (like vinegar), a natural chemical reaction takes place that produces carbon dioxide gas, creating lots of bubbles. When you combine the two in a cake batter, the batter traps the bubbles, which helps the cake rise nicely. The vinegar also enhances the flavor of the cocoa, making the cake taste even more chocolatey. Once the cake is baked, you won’t taste the vinegar at all.




What Is the Difference between Natural and Dutch-Process Cocoa?

[image: ]

Cocoa powders all look pretty much the same (like brown dust!), but they can act differently when you’re baking.

All cocoa powders are simply unsweetened chocolate that’s been ground into powdered form. If you stop at this step, you’ll get natural cocoa powder. Natural cocoa has a classic, mild chocolatey flavor, and it’s the kind most often found at the grocery store.

And Dutch-process cocoa is from Holland, right? Good guess, but nope. This type of cocoa has one more step while it’s being made: alkalization. Natural cocoa is acidic, but a process called Dutching removes some of this acidity, making the cocoa smoother-tasting, richer, and darker in color.

Does it matter which kind you use? Since natural cocoa is acidic, it reacts with baking soda to make bubbles that make your baked goods rise. Since Dutch-process cocoa is less acidic, it won’t react as strongly with baking soda, so your baked goods will need some baking powder for oomph. Make sure to choose the cocoa with the flavor and the chemical reaction your recipe needs.



[image: A chocolate cake with colorful sprinkles on a peach plate, with one slice slightly removed.]
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Mostly Apples Apple Cake

Watch how a pile of apples transforms (almost like magic!) into a creamy, custardy cake.


TIME: 1 hour 10 minutes, plus cooling (Prep: 15 minutes; Bake: 50 to 55 minutes)

YIELD: One 8- or 9-inch round cake, enough for 8 people




	1 cup (120 grams) unbleached all-purpose flour

	1 teaspoon baking powder

	½ teaspoon salt

	6 tablespoons (85 grams) unsalted butter, melted

	2 large eggs, at room temperature

	¾ cup (160 grams) packed light brown sugar

	½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract

	3 medium apples, peeled, cored, and sliced about ¼ inch thick (4 ½ cups or 509 grams)



1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Lightly grease an 8- or 9-inch round pan with cooking spray or butter, then line the pan with parchment paper. Grease the parchment with cooking spray or butter.

2 In a medium bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, and salt. Set aside.

3 In a large bowl, whisk together the butter, eggs, brown sugar, and vanilla until creamy, lighter in color, and slightly foamy, about 30 seconds to 1 minute. Whisk in the dry ingredients until just combined. Stir until there are no more streaks of flour.

4 Use a rubber spatula to fold the apples into the batter until evenly coated. (It will look like there isn’t much batter, but don’t panic!) Scrape the batter into the prepared pan and use your spatula to nudge the apples into a mostly even layer.

5 Bake until golden brown on top and a cake tester or toothpick inserted into the center comes out with just a few moist crumbs clinging to it, about 50 to 55 minutes.

6 Remove from the oven and set on a wire rack to cool for 15 minutes. Carefully run a dull knife around the edge of the cake to free it from the pan, then turn the cake out of the pan onto the wire rack. Let cool for at least 15 minutes more. For the neatest pieces, slice with a sharp serrated knife, which will help you saw through the apple pieces rather than crushing them.

This cake is best served the day it’s baked, but it can be stored, uncovered, at room temperature for up to 3 days. (Press parchment paper or plastic wrap directly onto cut surfaces, but don’t cover the cake, as it will become damp.)


Brown Sugar and How to Measure It

[image: ]

The difference between light brown and dark brown sugar comes down to the amount of molasses it contains. Dark brown sugar has a higher amount, while light brown sugar contains less.

If you’re using cup measurements (instead of weights), first spoon the brown sugar into your measuring cup, then press down on the sugar until it’s tightly packed into the cup. Repeat until the cup is full.







[image: A round chocolate cake on a light blue plate, with a striped shirt visible in the background.]







Cake Gymnastics



Here’s how to turn a cake out of its pan: First, run a dull knife around the edge of the pan to loosen the cake. Place a wire rack upside down on top of the cake pan. Then, with one hand on top of the rack and one hand under the pan, flip everything over so that the pan is on top of the rack.

[image: A step-by-step process of removing a baked cake from a pan and transferring it to a cooling rack.]

The cake should gently fall right out of the pan! Remove the parchment paper, if using, from the bottom of the cake. To flip the cake right side up, place a serving platter (or a second wire rack) upside down on top of the cake and use two hands, as before, to turn everything over.
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