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Dedication

When you make a cake, you truly express your desire to


please the people you love and show them how much you


care. For making the world a warmer and happier place,


I dedicate this book to everyone who has shared his or


her artistry and passion through cake baking.
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INTRODUCTION



I grew up in a rural French town in the 1940s. I was one of nine children; our family didn’t have much money. My father worked for the railroad, in the maintenance department. My mother also worked for the railroad: Whenever a train was approaching, a bell would ring in our house; my mother would run out to the tracks that crossed the road where our house stood and close the gates on either side so that the dairy farmers leading their cows across the track from the pasture to the farm for milking four times a day wouldn’t be in danger. She did this job seven days a week, from 5:30 in the morning until 9:30 at night, and if she had to leave the house, one of us kids would have to be there to listen for the bell and close the gates.

The house where I grew up had no oven. We bought bread at the village bakery, but we couldn’t afford to buy cake there. Maybe three or four times a year on special occasions—a religious confirmation or a brother’s return from military service—my mother would make her famous mocha cake, a simple genoise, with rough flour from the local mill and eggs from our own chickens. She baked it on top of the stove in a covered cast-iron pan. Her buttercream had just three ingredients: pure, rich country butter from the farm next door, confectioners’ sugar, and coffee, for which she had to scrimp and save. I cannot exaggerate our excitement when she would bring this lopsided but wonderfully fragrant cake to the table. It was her pride to be able to produce, with so few resources, something so delicious. She presented it with much feeling, and was rewarded with our shouts of anticipation and our moans of enjoyment as we savored every bite.

I thought often of those intimate celebratory moments throughout my career, as I tried to create the same excitement and emotion with my desserts, first as a pastry chef in restaurants and hotels throughout Europe and the U.S. and then as White House pastry chef for twenty-five years. Looking back, I have to say that while the spectacular State Dinner desserts I created as tributes to foreign governments were received with admiration, it was the cakes I made to celebrate personal occasions—like birthdays, anniversaries, graduations, and weddings—that elicited the most heartfelt feeling.

At the White House, I made cakes for presidents, their families, and their guests—a disparate group including Chief Justice William Rehnquist, Prime Minister Nakasone of Japan, and Bob Hope. Each cake was designed with the guest of honor in mind. In June of 2006 I was called out of retirement to design a birthday cake for George W. Bush, who was turning sixty. I decorated the cake with sugar pieces representing the important places and moments in his life: the house in Midland, Texas, where he was born; his graduation from Yale; a Texas Rangers cap to represent his purchase of the baseball team; the emblem of Austin, where he was governor; and 1600, the number of acres of his ranch and the address of the White House. My longtime assistant Susie Morrison and I wheeled the cake to his table, and I knew it would be the last one I would make for a president. When he studied it, he had tears in his eyes. I felt it was a job well done.

Cakes, Basic to Beautiful

I may have known only one cake as a child, but in my professional life I pride myself on making a new cake to commemorate each occasion, and to do so with ease. I was so lucky with my job at the White House. Unlike most pastry chefs, who produce the same menu items over and over again, maybe changing a few desserts with the seasons, I had no set menu and no fixed repertoire. My work demanded just the opposite—it called for a never-ending stream of new desserts. It was a challenge, but it was also my favorite part of the job. I was always thinking, always learning.

When I brought a cake to the table, I wanted to surprise people with something that they had never seen before. But it was never purely a matter of changing the appearance of a cake. Over the years, I experimented with and reworked every cake, filling, and frosting recipe I knew, so that I really owned them. I’ve probably made upside-down cake fifty different ways, and the version I present here takes all of that experience into account.

When I was writing my first book, Dessert University, I included just a handful of the hundreds of cakes I made during my time at the White House. They were some of my favorites, but there were many more, so special to me for so many reasons, that wouldn’t fit. I knew then that I’d write a book devoted to the subject. In it, I’d not only have room for many more recipes, but I’d be able to reveal the secrets to making new cakes for every occasion. I always felt a little guilty when people wondered at my ability, after so many years, to come up with brand-new cakes, sometimes at a moment’s notice. The fact is that I rely on a surprisingly small file of basic, foolproof recipes, perfected over the course of my long career. These foundation recipes allow me to experiment with new flavor and texture combinations and to build new cakes with confidence. Take my genoise recipe, which is not much different from my mother’s: I use it for my upside-down cakes because it absorbs the juices from the fruit so beautifully. It forms the layers in the First Ladies’ Strawberry Cake, a strawberries-and-whipped-cream extravaganza. When I add some instant espresso powder to the batter, it becomes Coffee Genoise, which can be served as is, covered with Chocolate Mousse, or covered with Mocha Buttercream, depending on the occasion.

But genoise alone cannot sustain a pastry chef’s career. A successful cake baker keeps his or her audience and the occasion in mind. Does the guest of honor love moist chocolate cakes? I turn to my Chocolate Soufflé Cake and go from there. Are they allergic to wheat and dairy? Carrot cake made with spelt flour is the place to start. Is the chocolate cake going to be served at a barbecue or a black-tie dinner? Is the carrot cake for a ladies’ luncheon or for a family reunion with a lot of kids? The occasion will dictate how a cake is filled, frosted, and decorated.

This book gathers together more than twenty of my favorite basic cakes, the ones I turned to time and again when designing something new. They’re loosely organized into the categories that made sense to me as I developed my repertoire: “American”-style cakes that I learned to bake at the White House, like yellow cake, banana cake, and applesauce cake; three very different styles of cheesecake that saw me through countless occasions; cakes with nuts and chocolate, an essential category for any pastry chef; cakes for people with dietary restrictions. At the end of the book I return to my French roots, with recipes for cakes made with puff pastry and pâte à choux.

When I decided to write a book about cakes, I didn’t want to make it just another collection of recipes. I wanted to show how a pastry chef thinks, using experience and imagination to spin old desserts into new ones. So in this book, each recipe is really a series of three recipes that increase in complexity. For example, the modest Hazelnut Ring Tea Cake becomes a rich dinner party dessert when glazed with shiny chocolate. It can be transformed further into a grand birthday cake (originally designed for President Reagan) with the addition of whipped cream and some caramelized phyllo as a crowning decoration. By reading through each version of the recipe, you will see how I could serve the same basic cake one day at a Senators’ Spouses Tea and then a few weeks later at President Reagan’s birthday gala, and collect compliments on both occasions for two very different desserts.

Wherever possible, I describe the inspiration behind a particular recipe. I hope that once you’ve read about how I used my most reliable recipes to create cakes tailored to the needs of five Presidents and First Ladies, their families, and their guests, you will recognize some that are right for your own occasions, from casual dinners to birthdays, holidays, and even weddings. After you gain confidence with the techniques, you may even want to design your own cakes. Using some of my building blocks and your own creativity, you can certainly come up with a custom cake that’s just right for you.

How to Read the Recipes

Since my retirement, I’ve taught dozens of cooking classes across the country, and I would say that the biggest mistake home cooks make when baking doesn’t have anything to do with technique. It is a simple problem of misreading the recipe directions or not reading them at all. People tend to hurry through the beginning of a recipe—the headnote, the ingredients list, and the early reminders to preheat the oven, grease the pans, and set the racks in a certain position in the oven. Everyone wants to rush right to the fun part, where you blend the eggs, sugar, and flour together.

But headnotes often contain tips that will help you avoid mistakes that others (including myself) have made in the past. The ingredients list is the tool you need to organize, and good organization is one key to success. And those early instructions are there for a reason: An unheated oven will slow you down, and you don’t want to be searching for the correct pan at the last minute.

So take a few minutes to read the recipe properly, starting at the very beginning, with the title and the yield. Go through the ingredients list with a pencil and paper and make your shopping list, double-checking to see if you really do have pantry items that you “always” have on hand. Then read the instructions through carefully, making sure you understand the sequence and the timing. Is there a component of the cake that needs to be refrigerated for 24 hours? Is there a subrecipe that is printed elsewhere in the book? Know about these things so you’re not caught by surprise—and without dessert.

Finally, outline the recipe on paper, jotting down the major steps, to test yourself. If you get confused constructing this short outline, reread the recipe and try again. Most cakes consist of at least two components, and some have many more. Breaking down the recipe before you begin will help you to see the big picture, which is important when undertaking a construction project like a cake.

As you work your way through, consult the recipe often, to remind yourself of the details. Forgetting an ingredient or a small step can spell disaster, as it did for me once when I was a young apprentice, exhausted from working long hours and staying out late at the lively bars in Hamburg. One morning, I was horrified to see that the eggs I had prepared for a giant pot of pastry cream were curdling instantly as I whisked the hot milk into the pot. What on earth was going on? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the box of cornstarch I had taken out of the pantry but had never measured into my eggs. Without it, the eggs never had a chance. As the chef walked toward me, I stood squarely in front of the pot and hoped he wouldn’t ask what I was hiding. Then when he turned away, I threw the whole batch in the garbage, completely humiliated and ashamed. From then on, I made it part of my routine, no matter how simple the recipe, to check and double-check my ingredients and instructions as I proceeded.

Ingredients for Cakes

One of the most compelling reasons to bake your own cakes instead of buying them from a bakery is the control you have over what goes into them. You can choose your favorite brand of chocolate, the vanilla extract you find most fragrant, apples and berries from the local farmers’ market. It goes without saying that the best-quality ingredients will produce the best cakes. Buy your eggs, butter, nuts, and flour at a grocery story with a high turnover and store them properly for the freshest flavor. I love the new organic products that are found everywhere, but I’m careful to purchase them from busy markets and not off dusty shelves of a health food store that does a bigger business in vitamins than in vegetables.

Gather all of your ingredients on the counter before you start putting them together. This way, you will know if you are short one egg well before you need to add the eggs to the mixer. If the ingredients list calls for chopped nuts, chop them now, so that you’ll be ready with them later. Pay special attention when the recipe calls for room-temperature ingredients, and after you’ve gathered everything, let these ingredients stand until they really do come to room temperature. If your butter, eggs, and milk are cold, it will be difficult to blend them into a smooth batter. Improperly blended ingredients will result in a heavy, dense cake instead of a light, airy one.

Occasionally a recipe will call for an uncommon item—praline paste or hazelnut flour, for example—which can be mail-ordered or purchased online. But for the most part the ingredients you will need are available at the supermarket, with an occasional trip to the specialty foods store. In fact, it can seem almost miraculous that so many different types of cakes can be conjured from so few basic ingredients. Here is a list of the items that appear over and over again. Individual recipes will give you more information on unusual ingredients.



BUTTER All of the recipes in this book were tested with unsalted butter. It has a purer, fresher taste than salted butter. When a dessert needs salt, it’s better to add it separately. Higher-fat European butter is expensive, and I honestly cannot detect a significant difference in cakes baked with it, so I stick with good-quality supermarket butter. Well wrapped, it will keep in the refrigerator for weeks (unwrapped, it might pick up off-odors from the refrigerator). For longer storage, keep it in the freezer. Defrost frozen butter on the countertop for several hours or in the refrigerator overnight. To soften refrigerated butter, let it stand on the counter until pliable—15 to 20 minutes, depending on how warm your kitchen is. To hasten the softening, cut it into pieces, but don’t soften it in the microwave or you’ll risk melting it.



CHOCOLATE When it comes to making most chocolate cakes, I use semisweet and bittersweet chocolate instead of unsweetened baking chocolate. I have found through experience and experimentation that unsweetened chocolate can produce a cake with a slightly bitter taste, which some people like but most don’t. The choice of semisweet or bittersweet, as well as the brand, is really up to you. Semisweet chocolate has a milder flavor that some people prefer; bittersweet is deeper and more intense. I absolutely love Valrhona chocolate, and at the White House I used it almost exclusively. But this is a matter of opinion, and if you like Callebaut, Lindt, Ghirardelli, or any other high-quality brand for eating, you will also like it in a cake.

Some chocolate cake batters, such as the biscuit macaroon for the Chocolate Dome Cake, are so light that they would deflate if combined with melted chocolate. In these cases, I gently fold in unsweetened cocoa powder for chocolate flavor. Dutch cocoa has been processed so the acids have been neutralized, giving it, in my opinion, a milder and more pleasant taste. It is my personal preference. But if you like non-alkalized cocoa powder, such as Hershey’s, that’s fine; it will work in any of these recipes. If you are not sure which type you like, use the cocoa powder you like for hot chocolate. Tasting it this way, with just milk and sugar added, will give you a good idea of the character it will lend to cakes.

For mousses, ganaches, and glazes, I stick with semisweet chocolate for its middle-of-the-road flavor. Semisweet chocolate will produce a mousse, ganache, or glaze with a rich, chocolatey flavor that is not overly intense. This was always important when I had to please a roomful of people with different tastes, not to mention political views! Of course, if you know that everyone eating your cake is a dark chocolate fanatic, go ahead and use bittersweet or even extra-bittersweet. It’s a matter of knowing your audience.

Occasionally I call for tempered chocolate to be used in cake decorations. Tempering is the process by which chocolate is gently melted so that when it solidifies again it will still be beautifully shiny rather than grainy and gray. For this task, I use couverture chocolate, which contains a relatively high proportion of cocoa solids and cocoa butter, giving it rich flavor and its characteristic shine. Couverture chocolate is the luxurious chocolate made by such upscale manufacturers as Lindt, Valrhona, and Callebaut. You can find 3-or 4-ounce bars of it wrapped in foil and sold for eating out of hand in gourmet shops and candy stores. You can buy it this way, but since tempering requires at least 1 pound of chocolate, it’s cheaper to buy couverture chocolate in bulk, either at a specialty foods store or online (see Resources, Chapter: Resources).



CRÈME FRAÎCHE A heavy cream that has been thickened and given a slightly tangy taste through the addition of a lactic bacteria culture such as buttermilk or lemon juice. It is possible to make crème fraîche at home, but the process can take up to 24 hours and the results are not uniform. I always buy it at the supermarket, for convenience and reliability.



EGGS All of the recipes in this book were tested with U.S. grade large eggs. There is no nutritional or flavor difference between brown and white, so I usually choose whichever is cheaper. I do make sure to buy my eggs at a supermarket with a quick turnover, for the sake of freshness. But the fact is that it takes a very long time, months usually, for refrigerated eggs to go bad. Moreover, older egg whites whip up higher than very fresh ones.

There are several recipes in this book that call for raw egg whites. Although most of the time, any dangerous bacteria reside in the yolks or on the shells, it is best to err on the side of caution: Raw eggs, including whites, should not be used in food to be consumed by children, the elderly, pregnant women, or anyone in poor health or with a compromised immune system, due to the remote chance that the eggs are contaminated with salmonella. For more on egg safety, see Chapter Introduction.



FLOUR Flour is categorized by its protein content, which gives cakes their structure. You may find it odd that I rarely call for cake flour, which has the smallest amount of protein, for the cake recipes here. In my experience, cake flour is just too soft for most cakes! I use it when I want to produce very tender baked goods—biscuits and sometimes muffins and occasionally very tender cakes. But in general cakes made with cake flour can fall apart when sliced, and can sag under the weight of even the lightest fillings and frostings.

In recent years, I have met more and more people who are allergic to wheat. For them, spelt flour, made from an ancient variety of wheat that rarely causes an allergic reaction, is a godsend. Spelt flour can be substituted for wheat flour in many cakes in this book, including Perfect Yellow Cake (Chapter 1) and Chocolate Dome Cake (Chapter 16). Spelt flour doesn’t require as much liquid as wheat flour for hydration, so you’ll need more of it if you want to use it in place of wheat flour. Use 25 percent more spelt flour for a similarly balanced recipe.

Occasionally I use hazelnut or almond flour in a cake. Nut flours are not really flours at all, but nuts ground into a fine powder. They contribute flavor, but not structure, to a cake. To bring out the best in nut flour, toast it on a baking sheet in the oven for a few minutes, just as you would toast whole or chopped nuts. Specific recipes will give exact instructions. Nut flours aren’t always carried at supermarkets, but they are available online and through the mail from the Baker’s Catalogue (see Resources, Chapter Resources).



GELATIN Unflavored gelatin gives shape and stability to mousse and Bavarian cake fillings, allowing the cakes to stand at room temperature without collapsing. Since sheet gelatin isn’t sold at most supermarkets, I’ve used powdered gelatin here. The important thing to know when using gelatin is that it requires a two-step soaking process before its thickening properties are activated. First it must be soaked in cool water until it is dissolved. Then it must be heated, either in a warm liquid such as melted chocolate or by itself in a double boiler, to melt it. Once melted, it is ready to work. When stirring warmed gelatin into a room-temperature liquid, make sure to whisk it in quickly and thoroughly. If the melted gelatin is not completely incorporated into the other ingredients before it begins to gel, it will form unappetizing strands.



MILK AND CREAM When a recipe calls for milk, use whole milk or 2-percent milk if you want to shave off a few calories. One-percent and skim milk are too weak and watery to add anything to cake batter.

With some notable exceptions, heavy cream should be well chilled before it is whipped, to achieve the greatest volume. To add a tangy flavor to whipped cream, replace half of it with sour cream or crème fraîche. This combination won’t whip up as high as straight whipped cream, and it won’t be stiff enough to pipe, but it can be smoothed over a cake or used anywhere that whipped cream is used as a garnish. I like the combination especially on cakes containing fresh fruit.



NUTS Nuts add crunch and rich flavor to many cakes. They can be added to the batter or used decoratively to finish the tops and sides of a frosted cake. Always toast nuts to bring out their flavor and then let them cool completely before using them in or on a cake. The food processor is convenient for chopping nuts finely, but I prefer to do this by hand. Just a few seconds too long in the machine and the nuts will release their oils and become greasy. Store nuts in zipper-lock bags in the freezer, as they turn rancid quickly.



SALT Save your expensive sea salt for the table. The flavor difference between fleur de sel and plain old iodized table salt is indistinguishable in these recipes. Salt enhances the flavors in a cake but plays no chemical role. If you are on a salt-free diet, simply omit the salt.



SUGAR AND OTHER SWEETENERS I use granulated sugar in cake batters. I save confectioners’ sugar for glazes, whipped cream, and anything else that requires a quick-dissolving sweetener. When I want to give fruit a quick caramel flavor, I’ll cook it briefly in light brown sugar. All of these sugars should be stored in airtight containers to prevent the clumping up and hardening that can occur when sugar comes in contact with moisture in the air.

I keep a bottle of light corn syrup on hand for occasional use in cakes. I use it sometimes in glazes to loosen them without adding too much excess sugar. A small amount of corn syrup in cooked sugar will prevent crystallization.

And I must admit a weakness for artisanal honey; when used in place of sugar in some recipes (Honey Vanilla Sauce, Honey Vanilla Ice Cream), it lends flavor and a velvety texture as well as sweetness.

Equipment

While not tragic, it is certainly aggravating to realize that you need a 10-inch tube pan, not a 10-inch round cake pan, for your Applesauce Cake after you’ve already mixed your batter. So even before you assemble your ingredients, read each recipe carefully to make sure you have the necessary equipment.

The items listed below will enable you to make and decorate the cakes in this book. It’s not a long list, and most of the equipment can be purchased at your local cookware shop or even in the baking aisle of the supermarket. If you have the time and interest, browse around some of the wonderful online baking supply shops (see Resources, Chapter Resources), where you will be able to find high-end baking pans, silicone pastry brushes, and professional-quality pastry bags and tips, sometimes at bargain prices. The only big investment I highly recommend is a KitchenAid stand mixer, the most powerful and versatile mixer on the market. I brought one with me to the White House and after nine years I became convinced that it would break down soon, so I bought a second one to have on hand just in case. When I retired sixteen years later, both mixers were running like new. I have one in my own kitchen now, sitting on the countertop and ready to whip egg whites, buttercream, and ganache (if you keep it hidden away, you’ll use it less often—these mixers are heavy and a bit inconvenient to take in and out of a cabinet). You can use another type of stand mixer or even a handheld mixer for most jobs, but with the KitchenAid, mixing is not work, but a pleasure.



BAKING PANS Collect the following shapes and sizes as you need them, always buying heavy, sturdy pans that resist warping and denting: one 10-inch round cake pan, two 9-inch round cake pans, two 16 x 12-inch rimmed baking sheets, a 10-cup bundt pan, a 12-cup muffin tin, a 9-inch springform pan, a 10-inch springform pan or 10-inch cake ring, a 9-inch pie plate, and a 9-inch coeur à la crème mold.



BLENDER Essential for making fruit purees and smooth sauces. When I accidentally curdle my vanilla sauce or custard (yes, it even happens to me), I put it in the blender and then strain it and no one knows the difference.



CANDY THERMOMETER Experienced pastry chefs can tell when sugar has reached the proper temperature by feel, but if you are inexperienced, it is best to rely on a candy thermometer for foolproof sugar decorations.



CHEESECLOTH Cheesecloth is necessary for making coeur à la crème and comes in handy for other pastry tasks, such as straining coffee grounds from custards and wrapping loose spices, like whole cloves and star anise, in a bundle so you don’t have to fish around in your custard or cream when you want to remove them.



ELECTRIC MIXER An essential piece of equipment for mixing most cake batters and for whipping egg whites and heavy cream. The more you bake, the more money you should invest in a good one that comes with both a whisk and a paddle attachment.



GRATER A Microplane grater is wonderful for finely grating citrus zest. A box grater will work, but it is less efficient and more difficult to clean.



ICE CREAM MACHINE Some of the cakes in this book are made with ice cream; some have ice cream as an accompaniment. You can always use store-bought ice cream, but once you make your own (which is really the same as making vanilla sauce), you will taste the huge difference. For this, you need an ice cream machine. If you are just starting out, buy an inexpensive hand-crank model with a canister that you can chill in the freezer. Once you are committed to making homemade ice cream frequently, you might want to invest in an electric model that chills and stirs the ice cream on the countertop.



KNIVES A sharp chef’s knife is essential for chopping nuts and chocolate. A sharp paring knife is essential for fruit. In addition, a top-quality serrated knife makes it a breeze to slice cake layers in half horizontally.



MEASURING SPOONS AND CUPS Success in baking begins with accurate measurement of ingredients. Use clear “liquid” measuring cups for liquid ingredients, “dry” measuring cups for large quantities of dry ingredients, and measuring spoons for small quantities. Level off the dry ingredients so they are flush with the top edge of the cup or spoon. For accurate liquid measurement, judge if you have the proper amount in the cup by checking the lines on the side of the cup at eye level.



MELON BALLERS I have several different sizes, which I use on strawberries, kiwis, and many other fruits as well as melon. I especially like the very smallest, which makes balls about the size of small marbles. It requires very little skill to cut fruit this way for a beautiful and colorful decoration.



MIXING BOWLS These are important not just for mixing cake batter but also for organizing ingredients. Glass bowls can go in the microwave. A stainless-steel bowl set atop simmering water can be used in place of a double boiler.



PAPER DOILIES I use these all the time, in a variety of sizes, as stencils for simple confectioners’ sugar and cocoa-powder decorations.



PARCHMENT PAPER A circle of parchment paper at the bottom of a cake pan is insurance that your cake will come out of the pan without incident. Parchment paper (or a Silpat) is also necessary for baking meringue layers and the langue du chat batter I use in some of my cakes. It comes in rolls at the supermarket, but I prefer to stock up on sheets of it, which are available online. Not only are the sheets more economical if you bake a lot (I also use parchment to line baking sheets when I’m making cookies, scones, and bread), but they’re just the right size, so there’s no waste.



PASTRY BAGS AND TIPS Not only are these items necessary for piping frosting onto a cake, they’re also needed for piping pâte à choux and meringue cake layers. Disposable plastic bags are convenient, but coated canvas bags are more economical if you don’t mind taking the time to wash them well after every use. There’s no need to buy the deluxe set of twenty-five tips. A basic set, including a few plain ones, stars, and a leaf, is all that you will need.



PASTRY BRUSHES Use these to brush syrup on cake layers, to glaze cakes with warm jam, and to brush egg wash on puff pastry and choux puffs to make them shiny. I replace mine frequently, since they collect debris near the handles no matter how well you wash them. Just recently, I’ve tried the new pastry brushes made with silicone fibers instead of boar bristles or plastic fibers and am delighted at how easily they come clean—as well as the fact that they don’t leave unappetizing bristles behind on my cakes.



PLASTIC WRAP Plastic wrap is a baker’s best friend, for the way it protects cake layers and assembled cakes in the freezer for months. I also use it to keep cake layers and whole cakes fresh for the short term at room temperature or in the refrigerator.



ROLLING PIN If you are going to make your own puff pastry, you’ll need a rolling pin. It’s also handy for rolling marzipan before cutting it out. The shape is your choice. I use a straight dowel-style wooden pin because it’s what I’m used to and I’m comfortable with it. But other styles—tapered, with handles—work just as well.



SAUCEPANS Good-quality, heavy saucepans are important for making vanilla sauce and pastry cream. Cheaper, lighter pans will scorch these delicate mixtures before they are fully cooked. Saucepans are also necessary for heating cream for ganache, cooking sugar, and as one half of an improvised double boiler for melting gelatin, melting chocolate, and many other cake-related tasks.



SILPAT PAD This silicone pad, the size of a baking sheet, can be used in place of parchment paper when baking meringue cake layers, meringue mushrooms, and langue du chat shapes, and can be used over and over again. It is also necessary for making some of the more advanced sugar decorations in this book, such as the Royal Crown for the Princess Mary Cake.



SPATULAS To scrape cake batter from the sides of a mixing bowl, nothing works like a rubber spatula. Buy the kind made of heatproof plastic or silicone and you will be able to use them to stir cream into boiling caramel without melting them. Offset spatulas, the kind with the thin, flexible metal blade, are used to smooth the top of the cake batter after it is poured into the pan as well as to smooth frostings on the tops and sides of cakes.



STRAINER I use a fine-mesh strainer to strain chunks of fruit from jam as well as to strain lumps from vanilla sauce and pastry cream.



WIRE RACKS Resting your cakes on wire racks before removing them from the pans allows air to circulate underneath them, cooling them quickly so they don’t get soggy (or burn the countertop). I also use them, set atop a rimmed sheet pan, for glazing, so that excess glaze can drip down onto the sheet pan without pooling around the cake and creating a mess.



WIRE WHISK A whisk will break up eggs and prevent lumps from forming in your pastry cream. Also use a whisk to make sure that your chocolate is entirely melted and lump-free.

Preparing the Pans

To insure that your cake releases cleanly and easily from the pan, make sure to prepare the pan properly. I suggest greasing flat-bottomed cake pans, lightly dusting them with flour, and then placing a disk of parchment paper on the bottom of the pans for extra security against sticking. For bundt pans, just grease and flour them well to prepare them for the batter.

For greasing, I choose solid vegetable shortening, like Crisco, over butter or cooking spray. Butter is unreliable. Sometimes it will let your cake go, and sometimes it will hold on. With Crisco, your cake is guaranteed to slide right out. The flavor difference is negligible. Avoid cooking spray, which bonds with the flour in the pan to leave an unappetizing, greasy film on the surface of the cake.

If you bake a lot, you might want to place a cup or two of vegetable shortening in the bottom of a tall airtight container, and place a pastry brush dedicated to the purpose of greasing the pans right inside the container. This way, you never have to wash the brush and you don’t waste any of the shortening by grabbing a clump of it with a paper towel and then having to discard what you don’t use.

Mixing a Cake

Mixing a cake batter is not difficult, but it requires some sensitivity to your ingredients and some knowledge of how they work together to get the best results possible. To ensure success, follow these procedures:



CREAMING BUTTER AND SUGAR The first ingredients mixed together in butter cakes, like the Perfect Yellow Cake, are the butter and sugar. When you do this, you want to combine the ingredients for the smoothest possible batter, but you don’t want to whip a lot of air into them, which will cause your cake to rise high in the oven and then fall flat as it cools. The mixer is not a sports car. Resist taking it to its top speed. Instead, beat the sugar and butter on medium or low. As soon as the mixture is nice and creamy, stop. For the quickest and gentlest mixing, make sure your butter is at room temperature.



ADDING LIQUIDS AND FLOUR When it’s time to add the milk and eggs, do so a little at a time. Adding too much liquid would be like trying to make yourself drink a full glass of water all at once. You don’t want to choke the batter, just quench its thirst. Alternate adding liquid and flour, liquid and flour, always finishing with flour. This way, the last bit of flour will absorb whatever liquid is not yet incorporated into the batter. If you end with the liquid, some of it may stay separate, throwing off the proper balance of ingredients necessary for a successful cake. As insurance, give your batter a quick mix with a rubber spatula, to scrape up any unmixed ingredients at the bottom of the bowl.



WHIPPING EGG WHITES Meringue-based cakes such as a dacquoise and soufflé-type cakes like the Chocolate Soufflé Cake begin with properly whipped egg whites. As I mentioned earlier, older egg whites whip up higher than very fresh ones, but with the proper technique you can achieve sky-high whites from this morning’s eggs. To do so, follow this sequence: Whip the whites on high speed until they just hold soft peaks, before you add any sugar. When the whites reach this stage (when you pull the beaters or whisk attachment up from the whites, you will also pull up little points of whipped egg white that will quickly fall over), begin to add the sugar in a slow, steady stream, with the mixer still on high. Only at this point should you begin to add sugar. If you add it earlier, it will dissolve from all the whipping, weighing down your meringue. Furthermore, the intact sugar crystals help to aerate the whites by acting as tiny whips when whirling around.



WHIPPING EGGS AND SUGAR FOR GENOISE BATTER The first step in making a genoise batter is whipping eggs and sugar together over a pot of simmering water. Heating the mixture as it is whipped causes the air bubbles that you are creating to expand greatly, resulting in a light and voluminous mixture. After the mixture reaches a lukewarm temperature, remove it from the heat and beat it on high speed for 5 minutes to increase its volume even more. Then turn the speed to low to break the large air bubbles into tiny ones for the most even rise.



FOLDING If you are making either a genoise or a meringue-based cake, you will have to fold dry ingredients—or in the case of a chocolate cake, melted chocolate—into your egg mixture to finish the batter. The trick is to do so thoroughly without losing any volume. Unless otherwise directed, use this method: Add the ingredients to the bowl. Then use a rubber spatula to scrape up some of the batter or meringue from the bottom of the bowl and turn it over on top of the added ingredients. Turn the bowl slightly, and repeat. Continue to lift and turn until everything is well combined. Avoid stirring vigorously, or in fact stirring at all, and you won’t destroy the air bubbles in the mixture.



TAPPING THE PAN Just in case any large air bubbles or pockets remain in the batter, gently tap the bottom of the pan two or three times on the edge of your countertop. This will burst the bubbles, so your cake will be beautifully even when it comes out of the oven.

Baking a Cake

All of the cakes in this book were tested in my own home oven, a four-year-old electric model made by Maytag. I am blessed with an oven that bakes at a nice even temperature, with no hot spots, so I don’t have to rotate the pans as my cake layers bake. If I’m following a reliable recipe, I know my cakes will be done in the recommended time.

Your oven may behave exactly like mine, but it’s more likely that it has its own quirks. I highly recommend that you test its temperature with an oven thermometer, which you can buy at any hardware store. You may find that your oven runs 25 to 50 degrees hot or cold, which would explain why your brownies always take 5 minutes longer to bake than they should, or why your chocolate chip cookies are hard as rocks although you bake them for the recommended 10 minutes. Once you have an accurate reading of the temperature in your oven, you can adjust its setting accordingly.

Beyond this, you have to get to know your oven. It may maintain an even baking temperature, or the heating element may cycle on and off during baking, so the oven lurches from a low temperature of, say, 325 to a high of 375. If this is the case, your cake might begin to burn before its interior is cooked through. To combat this possibility, you can try several things: Bake your cake on top of a sheet pan, to insulate it from the extreme heat; tent the top with brown paper, to prevent the crust from burning; or bake the cake on the upper oven rack, farther from the heat source, instead of the middle rack.

If I’m baking two cake layers at once, I prefer to keep them both on the same oven rack, rather than putting one on the top and the other on the bottom. Rotating pans is something that I’m glad to avoid, but if your oven has a hot spot, you have no choice. If one of the cakes is cooking more quickly than the other, let them bake for at least 15 minutes before switching their positions. Earlier than this, and you risk deflating the liquidy batter when you move them.

To check for doneness, insert a toothpick or cake tester into the cake and see if it comes out clean. But don’t simply put it vertically through the cake’s crust, because as you pull the toothpick out, the rough, hard edges of the crust may wipe away any unbaked batter, giving you a false reading. Instead, use the toothpick to break away a small chunk of the crust before inserting it. Then you will get a better idea of whether or not the cake is baked through.

Cooling a Cake

In general, it is a good idea to let a cake rest in the pan on a wire rack for 5 minutes before turning it over onto a platter or a cardboard cake round. Very hot cakes are more likely to stick to the pan, crack, or break when you invert them. In the case of dense and heavy cakes, such as yellow cake or carrot cake, it’s best to leave them in the pan even longer, up to 30 minutes, before turning them over. This amount of time will allow the cake to solidify, so there’s less risk of damaging it when unmolding.

Unless otherwise directed, invert cakes directly onto the serving platters or cardboard cake rounds that they will eventually be served from, instead of onto a wire rack. Every time you have to transfer a cake, you run the risk of breaking it, so it’s best to transfer it just once, right onto the serving surface.

Assembling and Decorating a Cake

Often, the first step in assembling a cake is slicing it into layers. For the most even layers, use a long, sharp serrated knife. Hold the knife in one hand, against the edge of the cake, while placing your other hand on top of the cake. Use a jigsaw motion to cut into the cake as you rotate it with the other hand, so that you cut into it little by little, all the way around. Keep cutting and rotating until you’ve cut all the way through. This is the best way to cut even, rather than lopsided, layers.

Some pastry chefs like to apply their soaking syrup with a squeeze bottle, but with this method there is a danger of oversoaking. I prefer to use a pastry brush, which gives me more control. As soon as I’ve soaked my cake layers, I spread on the filling. In general, fillings should be no more than half the thickness of the cake layer. Otherwise, the richness of the filling will overwhelm the cake. If your cake layer is 1 inch thick, apply no more than 1/2 inch of buttercream. If you are adding fruit to your filling, then it can be thicker than this, since fruit will lighten the filling.

Buttercream and ganache frostings should be no more than 1/3 inch thick on the top and sides. Any more than this is too heavy and rich. The exception is whipped cream, which has a lighter texture and is lighter on the palate than buttercream or ganache. Half an inch or even more on the top and sides of a cake will not overwhelm it or make it too greasy.

Talent, experience, and ambition will dictate how far you can go with decorations and embellishments. Often the loveliest decorations are the simplest to achieve—grated chocolate pressed into the sides of a cake, fresh raspberries scattered on top and all around a cake, confectioners’ sugar sifted over a doily on top of a cake to create a lacy pattern. Making simple flowers and figures with marzipan (see Chapter: Decorating Basics) is the next step. Don’t overdo it with these, no matter how much fun you are having molding them. A single rose, perfectly formed, is more beautiful than a cake covered with flowers. Chocolate work is very rewarding. If you learn how to pipe chocolate with a cornet (see Chapter: Decorating Basics), you can use your imagination to draw almost anything in chocolate, like my little chocolate bicyclists for Lance Armstrong’s Paris Brest (Chapter 21). Cooked sugar decorations are the most challenging, but if you are an advanced home baker you should attempt them, since they are among the most beautiful and unusual ways to embellish a cake. How far you want to go will depend on the occasion and on how much time and effort you want to spend.

There is one type of decoration that I absolutely detest. When I see a cake covered with fresh flowers, I immediately think it was made by a lazy baker with no imagination. Decorations should add flavor as well as beauty to a cake. There is no guarantee that flowers from the garden, even if they were grown organically and without pesticides, are safe to come in contact with food. Even if the flowers are edible, they will not add anything to the taste of the cake! Use fresh fruit, or nothing at all, rather than decorate with something that you know your guests will have to push aside to get to their dessert.

Refrigerating and Freezing Cakes

Each recipe contains specific recommendations for storing the cakes. In general, cakes that are filled and frosted with buttercream and chocolate freeze beautifully. Well wrapped in plastic, they will stay fresh in the freezer for up to 2 months. Indeed, I have found that there is a better marriage of flavors in a cake that has been frozen than in one that has been put together and served fresh. It is similar, I suppose, to the way a soup or stew gets better over time, because its flavors come together as the dish sits.

Cakes that have sticky or soft frostings shouldn’t be wrapped before being refrigerated. They’ll be fine in the refrigerator, unwrapped, for up to a day. If you want to freeze a cake that has a soft frosting, freeze it for a couple of hours until the frosting hardens, and then lightly drape it with plastic wrap.

Defrost frozen cakes gradually. Overnight in the refrigerator is best. If you let a cake defrost on the countertop, there is a chance, especially on a hot and humid day, that condensation will form on its surface, ruining the frosting. Add delicate decorations—marzipan, chocolate, fresh fruit—once the cake has defrosted completely.

Cakes filled with pastry cream and cakes covered with whipped cream should not be frozen. Pastry cream and whipped cream undergo chemical changes as they freeze, and when they defrost they more often than not separate, causing the cake to become a gloppy mess. With these cakes, freeze the baked cake layers, defrost them in the refrigerator, and then assemble the cake no more than 1 day in advance.

Serving Your Cake

To be honest, slicing a cake is the job I hate the most, and I always try to pass the task on to someone else if I have the chance! To slice a cake beautifully takes great patience and the right technique. First, be prepared with the proper equipment. Have a tall pot of hot water, a sharp serrated or chef’s knife, and a kitchen towel ready. Dip the knife in the hot water, wipe it dry with the towel, and quickly push the knife into the cake. A hot knife will cut more easily than a cold one. Don’t drag the knife back up through the slice. Instead, pull it out of the cake as soon as its sharp edge is resting against the platter or cardboard cake round. Then dip the knife into the water, wipe it clean with the towel, and slice again. Wiping is important because if there is frosting clinging to the knife, you might smear it onto the next slice as you cut again. Use the knife as a spatula, inserting the tip underneath the slice, to lift it away from the cake and carefully transfer it to a dessert plate.

Some very soft cakes, such as cheesecake, are best sliced when still frozen. I recommend making cuts in the cake as directed above, wiggling the knife back and forth when it reaches the platter or cake round to create a space between the slices. Leave the slices themselves on the platter or cake round, and let the whole cake defrost. Then when you are ready to serve the dessert, use the knife or a cake server to lift the precut, defrosted slices onto dessert plates.

Very soft and delicate cakes that haven’t been frozen can be difficult to slice; the heavy knife sometimes crushes and squeezes the cake so that the neat layers are destroyed. To make slicing easier, freeze soft, freshly baked cakes for 30 minutes just before serving. This time in the freezer will firm them up just enough, without changing their texture, so that they’ll slice beautifully.

A Note on Egg Safety

[image: image]As I travel around the country giving cooking classes and lectures, I am amazed at how many people are panicky about eggs. News reports about salmonella poisoning have sent people running from once-common preparations like meringue frosting, chocolate mousse, and tiramisù. Maybe it’s because I grew up in the French countryside and my mother stored our own chickens’ eggs in a basket suspended from the ceiling for months at a time, never giving it a second thought when she served us soft-boiled eggs in January that were laid in October, that I have basic faith in the healthfulness and purity of eggs.

As a young pastry chef in Hamburg, London, and Paris, I learned to make many staples of a European pastry chef’s repertoire using raw eggs. When I arrived at the White House, I continued to make and serve them. Looking back on my almost fifty years in this profession, I can’t think of a single instance when someone became ill from one of my desserts. I took care not to serve anything with raw eggs to young children, pregnant women, or people with compromised immune systems, per the recommendation of the Department of Health. But I never worried. This is not to discount the seriousness of salmonella poisoning. It is only to point out how very remote the chance is that your eggs will carry it.

More worrisome to conscientious pastry chefs is the partial cooking of eggs. Eggs that are heated, but not heated sufficiently, provide a wonderful breeding ground for the bacteria that cause food poisoning. That is why in recipes for Vanilla Sauce, Vanilla Ice Cream, and Pastry Cream, I recommend that you bring the mixture to a bare simmer before removing it from the stove. That way, you will know that it has reached a safe temperature. You can also use an instant-read thermometer, watch for the temperature to register 160 degrees, and stay there for 15 seconds. Have ready a strainer set over a bowl, and moving quickly, strain the mixture the very moment it has reached this point. Whisk it for a few seconds to cool it down, and then whisk for a few seconds every few minutes, so it will cool evenly.

If you’ve heated these mixtures sufficiently, you don’t have to cool them quickly over a bowl of ice, as some food writers recommend. It’s not necessary, because no bacteria will have survived the cooking. In fact, a slow cool-down is beneficial, because during this time the mixture continues to cook very gently, resulting in a thicker and richer sauce or cream. When I’m out at a restaurant, I carefully examine any vanilla sauce I’m served before I eat it. An old friend of mine, one of my colleagues at the Savoy Hotel in London, used to say, “If the vanilla sauce runs like water, run away!” Runny sauce hasn’t been cooked sufficiently and is not safe to eat, even if it has been cooled over ice and refrigerated immediately.

Many cakes in this book, including the ones filled with pastry cream, taste better when served at room temperature than they do ice-cold from the refrigerator. I have no worries when I leave these cakes out on the counter for a few hours, because I know I’ve cooked my eggs properly and thus the cakes are not a danger to my guests.
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