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The idea for this book came to me one weekend by the sea with our friends Delphine and David and their four kids. After several years in New York, they were moving home to Paris, and we were bereft. It was the sort of moment in a deep friendship when you realize how important ritual is in celebrating a bond. We were, that weekend, without knowing it—although we talked about it constantly—happily promising ourselves many more weekends together—weekends that would be all the more poignant, as they would require planning and travel. Ideas of where and when those weekends would take place would drift through our conversations, never far from our thoughts. It was, we sensed, a way of not saying goodbye, but it was also full of the happy certainty that we would tend to our friendship, that it mattered. Of course, little did we know that weekend in the spring of 2020 that more than a year would go by before we’d be able to gather together once more. That next time, a very happy time, would be in Paris, at a long outside table at the restaurant Les Cocottes. But I’m getting ahead of myself. That weekend by the sea in East Moriches, we feasted without fuss. Nobody hovered over a hot stove, nobody fretted about their recipes. And yet somehow by our first supper, Delphine and David’s daughter, Lila, and her father had both made fruit tarts. Lila had thinly sliced fruit for a dough Delphine had made and rolled, while David had made a tarte Tatin. Nathan, the eldest son, had made cannelés in copper molds for a late-afternoon snack, and Lila had put a bowl of madeleine batter in the fridge to rest overnight. Delphine had prepared a gorgeous scallop ceviche and had mixed cocktails while simultaneously getting her youngest boys to practice the piano. My husband, John, and I had brought large loaves of miche, those great rounds of sourdough, and a tote full of good cheeses from the city. Salads were assembled, fish grilled, wine bottles opened. Verbena leaves picked for a late-night tisane. The next morning brought café au lait and piping hot madeleines, straight from the oven. A quick dark chocolate cake was made before a hike that ended with a swim.

There was ease to our meals. Everything was more or less served at room temperature, so there was no rush to the table. We ate with immense relish and pleasure, but all the elements seemed part of a larger ensemble. Bread, wine, cheese, salad and dark chocolate for supper on Sunday after a full day and a long lunch brought a tender close to our three days together. It was only late in bed that last night that I noted the sheer amount of baking that had been done—tarts, cakes, cannelés, madeleines, even a batch of les brownies New Yorkais. And yet it was almost impossible to remember when any of the measuring and mixing and baking had actually happened.

Having lived in Paris for many years as a child, this didn’t surprise me. The French bake at home far more than we imagine. But, maybe more important, they bake far more simply than we imagine, and mostly from a range of classics that lend themselves to seasonal riffing and improvisation. What they don’t do is labor over the grand and intricate pâtisserie that is what we’ve come to think of as French baking. They wisely leave pâtisserie to the pâtissiers and pâtissières—those who, after long apprenticeships, have studied at the venerable schools, such as Ferrandi or l’Institut Paul Bocuse, before honing their skills and building their reputations for decades and then, and only then, opening their own shops. This truly gets to the essence of Parisian home cooking. By and large, the French do not try to compete with their chefs, nor with the pâtissiers, boulangers or traiteurs. But it is equally true that I’ve never been in the home of a Parisian who was not a natural cook, nor one who didn’t finish dinner with a little something sweet, effortlessly made and casually served. And so, while Delphine and David are particularly generous hosts, their way of cooking and eating is—remarkably—not altogether out of the ordinary.

The world’s captivation with all things French, particularly all things Parisian, is not one I would ever wish to dispel. I fall squarely into the Francophile camp. But having lived there, my perspective is perhaps different—no less enchanted, no less fond, but perhaps a bit savvier as to the inner workings that make what is charmant and délicieux appear effortless. Whether it is tying a silk scarf or rolling a génoise, far less time is expended than would seem fair for such fabulous results. So allow me to let you in on the secret. It’s very simple. The French master the classics. And, by mastering them, they are set free to improvise with confidence and panache.

The trick is having an arsenal of recipes that, once learned, become mere blueprints, allowing for myriad variations, depending on what’s in season and what’s in the cupboard. It is a practical approach, and the French are nothing if not practical. That, more than anything, is the essence of savoir faire, that distinctly Parisian know-how that blends style and functionality in every aspect of life—including popping a gâteau in the oven without anyone even noticing. When you know what you’re doing, there’s no need to overthink it. It looks easy because it is easy.



I’ve written a dessert column for the Wall Street Journal for close to a dozen years, and so it is no wonder, I suppose, that I want both to debunk the great myth that Parisians return home after work and whip up a batch of impossibly delicate macarons or, say, layer a mille-feuille, and also to shine a spotlight on the brilliance of French home baking because the classics are, in fact, brilliant. Many of the recipes in this book date back, in some form or another, hundreds of years, some even to the Middle Ages. They’ve stood the test of time because they are inratable—foolproof. (And just to be sure they work in the U.S. with American ingredients, I’ve tested and double-tested each and every one.)

Whenever I return to France, one of the things that immediately calms me in some inexplicably profound way is the immediacy of the French connection to their history. They are simply less wowed by novelty and more interested in eating what they know and love, and they appreciate it being made well and with skill. This is true throughout the country but, in Paris, there is a playful irreverence mixed in, and an ease with pivoting and changing things up. Paris is where home cooks and chefs alike borrow confidently from all regions of the country and, for that matter, the world. More and more, Parisians bake and cook with a global pantry, reaching one moment for ras el hanout, the Moroccan spice mix, and the next for makrut lime leaves from Thailand. The flavors of the Mediterranean—of Italy, Spain, Israel and North Africa—predominate, but the influence of the Middle East, for example, is seen in the use of saffron, floral waters and pistachios from Iran. Often the flavors of vacations—to St. Barts, Corsica, Greece—will find their way into cakes, conjuring sun and sand the way the smell of suntan lotion evokes summer. Recently, an interest in the ancient grains that had fallen from favor after World War II, when white flour became ubiquitous, has gained momentum, but perhaps more in savory dishes than in desserts.

Outside of Paris, France remains deeply differentiated by region. Identity is still profoundly linked to the land. And the gifts of the land, region to region, are notably different—from the Agen prunes grown in the Aquitaine to the walnuts of Périgord and Grenoble; from the apple orchards of Normandy to the golden mirabelle plums of the Lorraine; from the great lavender fields of Provence to the spicy piment d’Espelette of the Pyrénées. Nearly every French person I know has a kind of agricultural map of France imprinted on their minds. And Paris—in drawing the young from every corner of the country—has, for centuries, adopted the best of these regional specialties.

Needless to say, shopping for food in the French capital is taken very seriously indeed. All the same, Parisians love shortcuts. Walk into, say, La Grande Épicerie de Paris, the great gourmet supermarket in the seventh arrondissement, and you will see shoppers buying prepared puff pastry and freshly ground almond flour, not to mention jars of exquisite fruit suspended in sugar syrup and tender frangipane still a touch warm from the mixer. You will find dried fruit of every variety, and orange rind crystallized, candied and dipped in chocolate. And you will encounter a multitude of sugars, from raw to rock, from the lightest of powders to the moist grittiness of a dark Demerara. Inspiration is never far.

And, yet, the core French recipes remain a comforting constant, often requiring no more than the most basic and least expensive of pantry staples. So we come full circle to the secret of mastering, then riffing on, the classics. I’ve structured this book around that very premise, as it is at the heart of how the French cook, be it a boeuf bourguignon or a cake. A recipe for gâteau au yaourt, for example, is so easy it’s taught in nursery school. But add a heady splash of crème de framboise and a pint of raspberries, and suddenly you have a very grown-up dessert. Or substitute some of the all-purpose flour with almond flour, add a few spoonfuls of orange blossom water, and the cake takes on yet another dimension. Or perhaps you want the zest of lemon and the herbal astringency of rosemary. Friends showing up for dinner? Drizzle on a little glaze to dress it up. It really is that easy.

Why cake, you might ask? Although Marie Antoinette didn’t actually bark, “Let them eat cake,” the French do have a thing for cakes. Even madeleines, financiers and bouchons are all considered little gâteaux, as are nut tortes, savory cakes and celebratory bûches de Noël. A French cake will, by and large, have less sugar, as nuance is prized over sweetness. A bit of salt will bloom the flavors. A cup of yogurt might add a moist backstage tang. Vanilla is used sparingly. The pure taste of apples is rarely masked by cinnamon. And the pucker of a lemon cake is not undermined by a thick blanket of frosting. Chocolate is most always dark and bittersweet. Gluten-free cakes abound but are rarely named as such. They simply reflect an appreciation for nuts, toasted and ground, in baking. Parisians tend to be avid tea drinkers. Think of Mariage-Frères, Palais des Thés and the teas of Fauchon and Hédiard. Simple after-dinner infusions of verbena or mint perfume many a cake. Parisians are highly likely, when baking, to reach for a handy bottle of Calvados, Armagnac, Cognac, eau-de-vie, Poire Williams or crème de cassis and to add a splash—more to impart a depth of flavor than an overt hit of booze. Rose water and orange blossom water add delicate floral notes, as do the buds of chamomile and lavender. The French sometimes macerate fresh fruit in a little leftover white wine to serve alongside a slice of cake, but crème fraîche is more or less de rigueur. A cake may be lightly glazed or dusted with cocoa or confectioners’ sugar, but rarely heavily iced. These modest cakes have a timeless, understated elegance. No wonder they are classic.

Of course, no book about gâteaux would be complete without many a gâteau au chocolat. These cakes tend to be simple affairs, without added distractions. They are decidedly for lovers of dark chocolate, who find frosting too sweet but welcome a thin blanket of ganache and maybe the foil of cool, tangy crème fraîche. These are the cakes of late-night dinner parties and grown-up birthdays. None take longer than fifteen minutes to assemble, but their flavors will linger.

For something lighter and more playful, a dacquoise, with its layers of meringue and Chantilly, is the answer. These are not the dacquoises you might purchase in a pâtisserie or order in a restaurant—those might be intricate things of refined beauty built into perfect circles and filled with alternating flavors of buttercream and coated in a mirrored glaze. Most Parisians would not even think to attempt something so involved, when a better version can be easily bought on nearly every corner! Instead, they take the idea behind a favorite cake and simplify, doing away with decorative flourishes and belabored details. This is also true of layered cakes. At home, this is nothing more than a génoise (spongecake) brushed with a simple syrup and covered in berries, ganache or Chantilly. How you flavor the syrup and Chantilly—these are the only decisions requiring a little thought. The actual baking becomes second nature.

In an age when rituals and traditions have grown scarce and diluted, there is beauty in the very French belief in the power of celebration—and in the fabulous, largely unchanging cakes that embody and express it. I’ve included a few favorites, from a moist spice cake (see page 90) to a coconut yuzu bûche de Noël (see page 271). Despite being among the most adored of cakes, these yule logs disappear from sight by the first of January—leaving the French to yearn for them for the ensuing eleven months. Or, to make nearly the same thing and call it a rouleau. In early summer, this might be filled with tiny fraises des bois—wild forest strawberries—and in late summer, with ripe peaches.

And let’s not forget savory cakes! Les cake salés, as they are called, the French having appropriated the word “cake” for a loaf, sweet or salty. These are ingenious quick breads. Imagine the filling of your favorite sandwich, chopped up and tossed into batter and baked into a flavorful, tender loaf. The good ones are similar in taste and texture to a gougère. In other words, fabulously cheesy. These cakes can be wrapped up for school, for travel, for picnics. They keep for a few days and do well toasted when past their prime. Cut into batons, they are served with aperitifs. Sliced thickly and served with salad, they are supper. Too easy, too good not to include.

My hope, in writing this book, is that you will never again be wracked with baking nerves or find yourself slaving away over impossible feats of pâtisserie in a hot kitchen while everyone else is sipping Sancerre in the cool breeze of a garden. My hope is that you will discover that the Parisian culinary ease that is so chic and astonishing is a choice, not a genetic superpower. All it takes is a little know-how and even less practice. My hope is that the core recipes in this book will set you free to reach, with a sure hand, for whatever fruit, spice, liqueur, nut, chocolate, citrus, flower or herb just happens to meet your fancy, and that you will toss it in your batter with a knowing smile, because your recipe is, well, inratable.
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BLENDERS: I use a Vitamix to grind spices and coffee, and to combine ingredients that don’t need to be whisked but should be well integrated, such as yogurt, eggs and vanilla. It’s very lazy of me, but I like shortcuts, and a few quick pulses does the trick. If you don’t have a blender powerful enough to grind spices, you will need a spice grinder or small coffee grinder. Cardamom, for example, needs to be freshly ground, as do star anise and fennel seeds. The good news is that whole spices last far longer than ground ones, so you will buy them less frequently.

[image: Image]

CAKE DOMES: I love these. Most non-iced cakes should sit at room temperature, not in the fridge, as the cold can change their texture, making them denser. This can be an advantage in certain chocolate cakes, but rarely in a cake with a delicate crumb. Enter the dome, that relic of the 1950s. Here’s why I love it: it keeps air and bugs out but, unlike aluminum foil or plastic wrap, it never touches the surface of your cake, so your ganache or buttercream stays smooth. My one word of warning: don’t cover a cake until it is truly at room temperature, or the trapped warm, moist air will make it soggy.

[image: Image]

CAKE PANS: Most of the cakes in this book are made in round pans, loaf pans or on sheet pans. The specialty items you may not have and will, no doubt, want are for madeleines, financiers and bouchons. At a bare minimum, consider the following:

ESSENTIALS


	Loaf pans in standard (8 ½ x 4 ½ inches) and large (9 x 5 inches)

	Round cake pans with diameters of 8, 9 and 10 inches

	Springform pans with diameters of 8, 9 and 10 inches

	Madeleine molds—metal or silicone

	Financier molds—metal or silicone

	Bundt pan, 10–12 cups

	Half and quarter sheet pans
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NONESSENTIALS


	French loaf pans (long and skinny)

	Savarin or baba au rhum molds

	Bouchon molds

	Ramekins

	Springform pan with a 7-inch diameter

	Muffin pan
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When in doubt, use metal. USA Pan makes excellent baking pans in aluminized steel, while NordicWare—famous for their Bundt pans—makes an excellent line in cast aluminum.

The French have been baking with silicone for quite some time now. Silpat makes easy-to-release mats and molds, and their products are readily available. For silicone cake pans, I use Silikomart, an Italian line of fanciful and practical molds that I order online. Both Silpat and Silikomart molds need to be set on a baking sheet, as they are flexible. Silicone is nonstick and some brands are dishwasher-safe.

HANDHELD ELECTRIC BEATERS: Even with a stand mixer, I find these indispensable because you can move them about the kitchen. They are sometimes called “handheld electric mixers,” but what they really do well is beat. My mother still has the same set she bought long before I was born. We’ve held it so many times, I think it’s molded itself perfectly to the shape of our hands. I use mine for smaller volumes, such as whipping half a cup of cream or beating two or three egg whites or whisking anything over the stove.

OVENS AND OVEN THERMOMETERS: Sometimes I think ovens are like fingerprints, and that no two are ever exactly alike. While this may not be true, what is worth remembering is that gas ovens fluctuate wildly in temperature, as if set on a pendulum. And even the very best are rarely accurate. However, a gas oven is terrific for baking many a French cake, as the recipes are old enough to date back to the hearth. Gas oven heat rises from a base heat source, and that helps a cake rise, particularly those made without leaveners that are relying entirely on the power of eggs to generate lift. Electric ovens tend to be far more accurate, and their convection settings truly circulate an even temperature. My word of warning about electric ovens is in the force of their convection settings. The higher-end models have a professional power to them that is markedly stronger than their basic counterparts. This can mean a difference in baking time of as much as ten minutes. The solution is simple: Buy an oven thermometer. Use it religiously. Set it where you can see it easily through the door, and so without having to open the oven. Check it before you put a cake in to bake and glance at it every ten minutes to see if you need to adjust the settings. If you are using the convection setting in a Viking, Wolf, Gaggenau, Miele, La Cornue or Molteni, for example—and lucky you!—you may need to set your oven temperature twenty degrees lower and start checking for doneness ten minutes earlier than specified. And always trust your nose. If the kitchen smells like cake, the cake is probably fully baked.

PARCHMENT PAPER: I almost never bake anything without inserting a round, square, or rectangle of parchment in the pan. It makes tipping even the stickiest of cakes out of their pans easy and cuts cleanup in half. I don’t use waxed paper, however. I prefer the purity of the If You Care line of parchment sheets and rolls. It’s a brand I trust and can find at most markets. King Arthur Flour makes very useful pre-cut parchment rounds that fit right in the bottom of cake pans. I keep a supply of these in all sizes. When using these rounds, do make sure to butter not just the sides of the pan but really get into those edges separating the base from the sides. This is often where cakes stick.

RUBBER SPATULA: Essential for folding and for transferring batter. Keep one exclusively for baking, so that it does not absorb odors from garlic and the like.

SCALES: Please buy a scale if you don’t have one! Some are no thicker than an iPad and can be tucked away almost anywhere. Baking, even home baking, is as much science as it is art and play. Channel your inner chemist. I include the weight of flour, as everyone measures it a bit differently, and I’d like to remove that variable. The same is true of confectioners’ sugar. And chocolate? Only standard chocolate chips can be measured by the cup, and I rarely call for them. I use grams, as that is the standard among pastry chefs here and in France. If you zero your scale after each addition, you can usually add all your dry ingredients without having to dirty lots of measuring cups. All to say, it is an accurate, faster and neater way to measure.

STAND MIXER: I’ve loved my kitchens—just not their size. Even when we lived in a four-story Brooklyn townhouse, my kitchen was tiny. It had a great big window facing our garden and fourteen-foot ceilings, but not nearly enough counter space for a stand mixer. When Covid locked us all down in terror, we moved to our house in Connecticut—another very small but open kitchen—and I started testing and double- and triple-testing the recipes in this book. It was then that I finally gave in and set a stand mixer on our tiny island, and that is where it will live forever more. I may be late to the fan club, but there’s simply no turning back. Being able to walk away and have a machine whisk egg whites into meringue or a pint of cream into Chantilly makes most every cake in this book an easy and quick affair. If you have the room and resources for a stand mixer, buy one and you’ll want to hug it for every minute it saves you. And if you don’t, your cakes will taste all the sweeter for your efforts. Maybe. French cake batters are, by and large, meant to be whisked. Use the whisk attachment on your mixer as the default for all the recipes in this book. In fact, I almost never take mine off.
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BAKING POWDER: Many French cakes rely entirely on the levity of beaten eggs, but when leavener is called for, it’s usually baking powder. I use Bob’s Red Mill double-acting baking powder. If you don’t see it listed, don’t worry! It’s not a mistake—it merely means you can rely on the eggs to give height.

BUTTER: It is, quite simply, the most essential and most beloved ingredient in any French kitchen. It graces every table, and it is the stuff of all good things, from the eponymous beurre blanc to a Breton butter cake. Which butter to buy is a subject taken extremely seriously, with certain regions in Brittany and Normandy holding their own Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée to ward off imposters. In these rich, fertile lands, you will find at least a dozen very specific varieties of butter for sale in every fromagerie and laiterie. And you will, of course—of course, because you are reading a book entitled Gâteau—be unable to resist beurre pâtissier, with a fat content of no less than ninety-nine-point-eight percent, or beurre tendre, a butter that is whipped to tender perfection. American butters generally have around eighty percent butterfat, meaning that roughly eighteen percent is water and maybe two percent is milk solids. European butters have a higher fat content, with around eighty-two to eighty-six percent butterfat. This difference may seem small, but it is disproportionately large in taste and texture. They are more expensive, but when butter is the star—and, it often is, if only to those paying attention—spring for one when you can. Échiré, Président, Plugrá and Beurre d’Isigny won’t disappoint. Looking for a local choice? Vermont Creamery Cultured Butter delivers a smooth finish. When baking, I buy unsalted butter, as it allows me to control the amount of salt in a batter, and even a mere pinch is usually a smart addition. Most often, you’ll see that I call for butter to be at room temperature. Thirty minutes won’t do the trick. Take it out of the fridge hours in advance or leave it on the counter overnight. Beurre noisette is browned butter, made by melting butter in a skillet and then letting it continue to cook until it turns a dark golden hue and smells like hazelnuts. It’s frequently used in madeleine and financier batters.

CHOCOLATE: My favorite ingredient. I could write a book about chocolate, but let me say what I need to say in one word: Valrhona. I hate to specify a brand, particularly an expensive one, but it is, hands down, the best baking chocolate and cocoa I know. The quality of your chocolate is often the difference between baking a good cake and a great one. Nearly all my favorite French pâtissiers consider Valrhona’s Guanaja as their go-to staple. At seventy percent cacao, it is dark, bittersweet, intense and has a long, velvety finish, like a great Bordeaux. If you are going to keep one chocolate in your pantry, make it this one. For ganache, I’ll often switch to Valrhona’s Manjari, which at sixty-four percent cacao is still dark but heading toward semisweet. It has the faint undercurrent of dried berries, a sort of sweet and fresh tanginess under a rich blanket. I particularly like it paired with orange or raspberries. Another favorite is Valrhona Caraïbe, which balances a roasted nuttiness with a smooth and deep finish. It’s an excellent foil for rum. Milk chocolate was always the one chocolate I could easily resist. Until, that is, I tried Valrhona Dulcey. At thirty-five percent cacao, it is firmly on the milky side, but it has an almost caramel-like depth of flavor and reminds me of my father’s camel hair coat: soft, elegant, sophisticated. Not at all like any other milk chocolate I’ve ever tasted. And no, Valrhona isn’t paying me to write this.

Always melt chocolate either in a microwave or in a bain-marie, or double boiler. This simple contraption of one pot or a metal bowl set over a larger pot filled with simmering water is easy to rig. No special equipment needed, so long as you have two smallish pots of different sizes. The chocolate sits in the top pot and is warmed by the rising steam; it should not touch the water. Chocolate burns easily, so it should be gently melted, then immediately removed from heat. And one last pointer: chocolate absorbs other flavors easily, so store it well wrapped in aluminum foil.

EGGS: I use large organic eggs and, unless otherwise specified, that is what is called for in my recipes. The difference in egg sizes may seem insignificant, but it is, in fact, huge in impact. If you have the wrong size eggs, please use a scale to determine how many you will need. A large egg weighs approximately fifty-seven grams. If you buy eggs at a farmers market or have your own chickens, be aware that farm eggs might be grand in flavor, but they are, well, petite in size. Please bake with eggs that are really and truly at room temperature. That means removing them from the fridge at least an hour before starting. Don’t have the time? Set the eggs in a bowl of warm water for ten minutes, adding hot water every few minutes to keep the temperature up. To beat egg whites, your mixing bowl must be clean and dry. If a bit of shell falls in, use a large piece of shell to attract it and remove it. Of course, don’t serve uncooked eggs to children, the elderly, the pregnant or the immunocompromised.
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EXTRACTS: Unless a cake is meant to taste of vanilla, it should be a mere member of the orchestra, not an overpowering diva who screams diner pound cake and overprocessed packaged cookies. Vanilla is a thing of beauty, as it can either sing sweet ballads solo or hum as backup, stirring up our memories of childhood desserts. It’s an emotional ingredient for much of America, less so for the French. Quality is key. I use Nielsen-Massey, generally their Madagascar Bourbon. For fruit desserts, I sometimes switch to Tahitian, for spiced ones, Mexican, but the Madagascar is my pantry staple. When I want to minimize liquid, I’ll switch to the seeds of a vanilla bean or vanilla paste, but the extract distributes most evenly through a batter. Almond and coffee extracts are also essential, to boost flavor when only a little liquid can be added, such as when making Chantilly, buttercreams or ganache. Almond cakes benefit from almond extract, particularly when store-bought almond flour, rather than freshly ground almonds, is used.

FLOUR: French flours are many and varied, and each different from American flours. Walk into a French market, and you will find seven standard types of flour, and none will be called anything remotely like “all-purpose.” What most Parisians bake with is much closer to cake flour than our all-purpose flour, and so that is what I most often call for in this book. The difference is notable, so go to the small trouble of keeping a jar of cake flour on hand. All the recipes in this book have been tested with King Arthur Flour. Please note that pastry flour and cake flour are not the same thing. When possible, use a scale to measure. If using measuring cups, fluff up the flour with a fork or spoon, then gently spoon it into the cup and, finally, level that off with the flat side of a knife.

NUT FLOURS: I can’t open a bag of nut flour without a pang of guilt. When I wrote The London Cookbook, my friend and one of the chefs I most admire, Jeremy Lee, referred to these as “tasteless, stale things that should be banished from kitchens entirely.” But in the last few years, nut flours have become so popular, thanks to the gluten-free movement and a growing awareness of the health benefits of nuts, that the turnover is now high and the products relatively fresh. I buy either King Arthur or Bob’s Red Mill. I keep almond and hazelnut flour, tightly sealed, in the freezer or fridge (depending on where I have room) to preserve their freshness. That said, there’s no comparison in taste between freshly ground nuts and store-bought nut flour so, if and when you have the time, put your food processor to work. Use a cold blade and cold nuts so that you end up with nut flour, not nut butter. For cakes, I always use peeled and blanched nuts, as the skin of nuts tends to be bitter.

ORANGE BLOSSOM AND ROSE WATERS: These floral waters are nearly as common in Paris as they are throughout the Middle East. Rose is the flavor of some of the most beloved macarons sold at Pierre Hermé, Ladurée and Fauchon. At home, rose water is routinely sprinkled on fresh strawberries and stirred into yogurt. It perfumes all manner of cakes, from pistachio to berry, usually added to either soaking syrups or glazes, and it can give a hint of fragrance to Chantilly or buttercream. Orange blossom perfumes many a madeleine recipe, offering that ephemeral floral note that lingers on in our memories. A spoonful is often added to almond cakes and orange cakes, to summer stone fruits and to winter citrus. I add a few drops to a spritzer of orange juice and San Pellegrino most every day. Search out natural floral waters. Anything artificial will smell and taste of soap. And go easy at first, as some brands are stronger than others. Nielsen-Massey calls their floral extracts waters, but they are really extracts and only the tiniest amount is needed. As rose water can dissipate in baking, some bakers will turn to a rose extract. I prefer to add rose or orange blossom water to a soaking syrup, brushed on after baking. Go-to brands are Mymouné, Cortas and Ó Florale.
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POTATO STARCH, CORN STARCH: Both are used far more frequently in France than they are in the U.S., particularly when baking without gluten. They are remarkably light and delicate and can often be used interchangeably.

SUGAR: Most of my recipes call for white granulated sugar or confectioners’ sugar, the latter often being used in the most delicate of cakes, as well as in glazes. French sugar is slightly finer than American granulated sugar, and sometimes you’ll find that I call for superfine sugar. But the two are largely interchangeable. When measuring light brown sugar, I do not pack it down. Instead, I measure it the way flour is measured: fluff it up with a fork, spoon it into a metal measuring cup and level off the top with the flat side of a knife. Brown sugar needs to be freshly opened or stored sealed, as it hardens when it loses moisture.
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When in doubt, add a splash. That’s the motto on booze in French cooking, and for good reason. After roasting a chicken, for example, it’s customary to deglaze the pan with a glass of wine or, in the autumn, a good pouring of Calvados. A little Cognac and butter swirled into a pan after searing a steak adds a sumptuous note to a carnivorous pleasure. Salmon is poached in white wine, duck is braised in Armagnac, and bouillabaisse is finished with Pernod. The same principle holds true for dessert. Brush a simple génoise cake with rum or Grand Marnier, and suddenly you’re in business. Try swirling a little crème de fraise des bois onto a fraisier or a little crème de cassis into your whipped cream or a little crème de pêche onto a simple peach yogurt cake. You’ll taste the little grown-up lift. The French will also turn to a bottle of liqueur before they’ll reach in the cupboard for an extract. For example, instead of almond extract, they’ll use Amaretto Disaronno. Instead of hazelnut extract, they’ll use Frangelico. Instead of orange extract, they’ll instinctively pull out a bottle of Grand Marnier or Cointreau. Generally, replace ¼ teaspoon extract with 2 teaspoons liqueur.

I rarely make intricate cocktails at home, but I do try to keep the following spirits on hand for drinking, cooking and baking. Which leads me to the question of affordability. There’s no reason to buy a very expensive bottle of Cognac to use in the kitchen. But don’t buy something you wouldn’t want to drink. You’re adding it, after all, because it tastes good, and so taste good it must.

ABRICOT DU ROUSSILLON: Such a beauty. Add some to Champagne, Chantilly and, of course, apricots.

[image: Image]

AMARETTO: This will augment the flavor of almonds in a cake and is delicious in ganache and Chantilly.

ARMAGNAC: A classic with prunes and chestnuts, Armagnac is found in many a winter cake. Everything Armagnac touches seems to become infinitely more French, a sort of exponential magic. Its flavor is refined but also timeless, conjuring centuries of tradition and taste.

CALVADOS: An essential in apple cakes. I say that as someone who spent childhood weekends in Normandy, where to say otherwise would be sacrilegious. The best rival Armagnac in depth and beauty, but the taste of apples sets it apart. It bears almost no relation to applejack, which is too young, too fruity and too fiery to compete. Clear Creek Distillery makes an apple brandy that has been aged eight years and is the closest American option I’ve found.

CHAMBORD: This black raspberry liqueur is made in the Loire Valley near the famous Château de Chambord, my favorite of the great French castles. It is delicious in a soaking syrup for a génoise topped with fresh berries and Chantilly. Added to buttercream, it complements a lemon cake beautifully.

COGNAC: Cognac offers a rounded, enveloping elegance that gives a complex dimension to even a simple crème Chantilly.

COINTREAU AND GRAND MARNIER: Both are made with oranges, but Grand Marnier, made with bitter oranges, has a brandy base and is aged in oak. Cointreau is sweeter, transparent and livelier, but less complex. If I want that citrusy brightness, I turn to Cointreau. If I want a sophisticated undercurrent of orange, I reach for Grand Marnier.

CRÈME DE CASSIS: It is everywhere, and for good reason. The ruby of a kir, it is what elevates a simple coulis of raspberries as easily as it turns a génoise syrup or buttercream into something exquisitely French.

CRÈME DE FRAMBOISE: Use this as you would crème de cassis whenever the taste of raspberries is desired. Clearly a great match for a bowl of summer berries, in a coulis or added to a chocolate ganache. A tablespoon will lightly scent a batch of madeleines or financiers.

CRÈME DE PÊCHE: Add half an ounce to a glass of Champagne and you will understand why it is on this list. And then there’s the issue of peaches. So often, they are lackluster if not bought at a farm stand. A spoonful or two of crème de pêche will offer that peachy mouthful, in a grown-up way.

[image: Image]

FRANGELICO: A wonderful alternative to hazelnut extract, Frangelico has notes of vanilla in it as well as a touch of coffee.

LIMONCELLO: I use this Italian lemon liqueur all the time. On a bowl of berries, in Chantilly, as a soaking syrup, in a glaze, brushed on a génoise or brightening a buttercream. Limonsardo is a Sardinian version that is a little less sweet.

POIRE WILLIAMS: This pear liqueur amplifies the pear notes in a pear cake, but, as my mother taught me, it is also lovely in chocolate mousse. Pear and almond are the closest of friends and show up together in everything from simple yogurt pear cakes to frangipane pear tarts.

RUM: Dark rum is as ubiquitous to French cake as vanilla is to American cake. But the quantities used are different. As an extract, vanilla is quite potent. Rum, a little less so. If substituting, add three to four times the amount of rum as you would vanilla. Or add both, as familiar vanilla dances well with the more spirited rum.

ST-GERMAIN OR FLEUR DE SUREAU SAUVAGE: Elderflower likes lemons, limes and roses.

[image: Image]






Critical Intel, aka Cheat Sheet [image: ]


All eggs are large and should be at room temperature.

All butter is unsalted and preferably European.

All milk and yogurt should be whole and unflavored.

When measuring flour, the rule is fluff, spoon, level off! If not using a scale, use a fork or small whisk to aerate the flour, then gently spoon it into a metal measuring cup and level off the top with the back of a knife.

Confectioners’ sugar should be freshly opened and measured the same way as flour. If using it in a glaze, it may require sifting.

When measuring brown sugar, never pack it in! Never stamp it down! Brown sugar should be freshly opened, lightly spooned into a metal measuring cup and leveled off with the back of a knife.

Nuts and oils go rancid, brown sugar becomes rock solid, spices lose their fragrance, almond paste dries out, baking soda loses power and confectioners’ sugar clumps. Check your ingredients and expiration dates.

Citrus zest, unless otherwise specified, should be finely grated on a Microplane.

No two ovens are the same. Invest in an oven thermometer! If using a powerful convection oven, reduce the temperature by ten to fifteen degrees Fahrenheit.

The French use whisks more than any other tool in baking. For the recipes in this book, always use the whisk attachment on your stand mixer, unless otherwise specified.

If using a stand mixer or handheld electric beaters, the rule of thumb is to cream butter and sugar at medium or medium-high speed and to whip egg whites or cream for a crème Chantilly at high speed. If using a KitchenAid stand mixer, that would be speed settings six and eight.

To preserve the texture of their crumb, cakes, unless iced with buttercream, should be kept at room temperature. Some chocolate cakes like a little time to chill. This is particularly helpful when encouraging a molten cake to set without further baking.

Raw eggs should not be consumed by anyone pregnant, elderly, or immunocompromised. And raw honey should not be consumed by babies under the age of one.

Parchment paper will save you from buttering and flouring pans. Keep a roll or two on hand.

Assume most every recipe calls for a dollop of crème fraîche or crème Chantilly. Having a pint of the former in the fridge at all times keeps the sublime within easy reach.
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Gâteau au Yaourt [image: ] Yogurt Cake [image: ]


Every child in France learns this recipe in their maternelle, or nursery school, as it could not be easier to memorize or to make. French yogurt is sold in little half-cup jars, and these jars serve as the measuring cups in this recipe. You can find them now in the U.S., or you can use a half-cup measuring cup.

The yogurt and oil make this a forgiving and moist recipe. It will be as good on day two as day one, if well wrapped once it comes fully to room temperature. To dress a yogurt cake up, glaze it or dust with confectioners’ sugar. For inspiration, look to the variations I offer for Quatre-Quarts. But my biggest advice is not to overlook this simplest of recipes. I can’t tell you how many times French friends have made a last-minute gâteau au yaourt from memory, adding whatever citrus zest or fruit they have on hand, maybe sneaking in a splash of rum or kirsch for good measure, or perhaps coating the surface in a little warm apricot jam. The cake offers a tasty trip down Nostalgia Lane, for sure, but it makes easily as many appearances at casual dinner parties as it does in the classroom.

Before baking powder became a cake staple, eggs provided the lift. They’d be whisked with the yogurt and sugar until pale and thick, but never so much so that I’d recommend using electric beaters. Likewise, vanilla is a more recent addition and, by recent, I mean in the last hundred or so years. Amazingly, you can add the ingredients in whatever order you’d like, but never let egg yolks sit long on sugar, as they will form a skin. When in doubt, I remember this recipe as 1, 2, 3, then 1, 2, 3.

I’m including two basic versions, the traditional and an ever-so-slightly more involved version.



VERSION 1


	1 jar / ½ cup / 125 grams whole plain yogurt

	2 jars / 1 cup / 200 grams granulated sugar

	3 large eggs, at room temperature

	1 jar / ½ cup neutral oil, such as canola or grapeseed

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	3 jars / 1 ½ cups / 180 grams all-purpose or cake flour



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour an 8 ½ x 4 ½-inch loaf pan.

Empty the yogurt from its little jar into a mixing bowl. Add the eggs and whisk to combine. Using the yogurt jar as a measuring cup, add 2 jars of sugar. Whisk well. Whisk in 3 jars of flour, the baking powder, then 1 jar of oil. Whisk until homogenous.

Pour into the prepared pan and bake for 35–45 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean.

VERSION 2


	1 jar / ½ cup / 125 grams whole plain yogurt

	3 large eggs, at room temperature

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract or paste

	The grated zest of one lemon, lime or orange

	2 jars / 1 cup / 200 grams granulated sugar

	3 jars / 1 ½ cups / 180 grams all-purpose or cake flour

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	1 jar / ½ cup neutral oil, such as canola or grapeseed



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour an 8 ½ x 4 ½-inch loaf pan.

Whisk the yogurt and eggs together. Whisk in the vanilla extract and lemon zest. Add the sugar and whisk to thoroughly combine. Add the flour, baking powder and salt and whisk just to combine. Add the oil and whisk until homogenous.

Pour into the prepared pan and bake for 35–45 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean.

Note: This recipe can also be made in an 8-inch springform or a 9-inch round cake pan. A 9-inch cake will only take around 30–35 minutes to bake, whereas an 8-inch round will take closer to 40 and a medium loaf between 35 and 45.






Gâteau au Yaourt Citron-Thym [image: ] Lemon Thyme Yogurt Cake [image: ]


A few herbs and a little less sugar drive this classic yogurt cake just shy of the border between sweet and savory. It’s definitely still on the sweet side, but the herbs give it a faint herbaceous note and the olive oil a little extra character. That said, choose a mild, fruity, or buttery extra-virgin olive oil, not a green one, which would be too overpowering. I’ve included lemon thyme leaves here, but plain thyme, rosemary, verbena or tarragon may be substituted. Rosemary is potent, so reduce the amount to one teaspoon, then mince it.

CAKE


	1 ½ jars / ¾ cup / 150 grams granulated sugar

	The grated zest of 1 lemon

	1 jar / ½ cup / 125 grams whole plain yogurt

	3 large eggs, at room temperature

	3 jars / 1 ½ cups / 180 grams all-purpose or cake flour

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	1 ½ teaspoons fresh lemon thyme leaves

	1 jar / ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil



GLAZE


	Juice of 2 lemons or the juice of 1 lemon plus 1 tablespoon limoncello

	¼–½ cup / 30–60 grams confectioners’ sugar

	Lemon thyme leaves, for decoration, or a rosemary sprig or two.



CAKE

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour an 8 ½ x 4 ½-inch loaf pan.

Combine the sugar and lemon zest in a bowl and, using your fingertips, rub them together to distribute the citrus oils.

Whisk the yogurt and eggs together. Add the zesty sugar and whisk to thoroughly combine. Add the flour, baking powder, salt and lemon thyme and whisk just to combine. Add the oil and whisk until homogenous.

Pour into the prepared pan and bake for 35–45 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean.

GLAZE

Prepare the glaze by mixing the lemon juice and confectioners’ sugar together until smooth. Drizzle this over the cake once it has come to room temperature. Scatter the lemon thyme leaves, for decoration.

Note: This recipe can also be made in an 8-inch springform or a 9-inch round cake pan. A 9-inch cake will only take around 30–35 minutes to bake, whereas an 8-inch round will take closer to 40 and a medium loaf between 35 and 45.






Gâteau au Yaourt pour le Dîner [image: ] Dinner Party Yogurt Cake [image: ]


A few small changes, including a Grand Marnier soaking syrup and a rum glaze turn a childhood favorite into a dinner party classic. If you like candied orange peel, chop up a handful and add it.

CAKE


	2 jars / 1 cup / 200 grams granulated sugar

	The grated zest of 1 orange

	1 jar / ½ cup /125 grams whole plain yogurt

	3 large eggs, at room temperature

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	3 jars / 1 ½ cups / 180 grams all-purpose or cake flour

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	1 jar / ½ cup neutral oil, such as canola or grapeseed



SOAKING SYRUP


	2 tablespoons Grand Marnier

	2 tablespoons orange juice

	¼ cup / 50 grams superfine sugar



GLAZE


	¾ cup apricot jam or marmalade

	2 teaspoons rum or water



CAKE

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour an 8 ½ x 4 ½-inch loaf pan.

Combine the sugar and orange zest in a bowl and, using your fingertips, rub them together to distribute the citrus oils.

Whisk the yogurt and eggs together. Add the zesty sugar and vanilla and whisk to thoroughly combine. Add the flour, baking powder and salt and whisk just to combine. Add the oil and whisk just until homogenous.

Pour into the prepared pan and bake for 35–45 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean.

SOAKING SYRUP

Prepare the syrup by heating the Grand Marnier and orange juice in a microwave until warm, but not hot. Stir in the sugar to dissolve. Drizzle this over the cake while still warm.

GLAZE

To make the glaze, warm the jam with the rum over low heat. Strain. Brush onto the cake once it has cooled to room temperature.

Note: This recipe can also be made in an 8-inch springform or 9-inch round cake pan. A 9-inch cake will only take around 30–35 minutes to bake, whereas an 8-inch round will take closer to 40 and a medium loaf between 35 and 45.






Gâteau au Yaourt à la Farine d’Amande [image: ] Almond Yogurt Cake [image: ]


Almond flour has been a pantry staple in Paris for as long as anyone can remember. It happens to be less expensive than it is in the U.S. and, perhaps because of the turnover, usually quite fresh. In the States, it’s still seen primarily as an alternative to flour for people with gluten sensitivity or for the health conscious, who like it for its protein content. Almond flour provides texture and taste, and it keeps a cake moist, as almonds are naturally high in fat. The downside is that almond flour cakes don’t rise quite as high. Perhaps it is for this reason that this ubiquitous cake is made with equal portions of all-purpose flour and almond flour, capturing the best of both worlds. It is light, tender and moist and lasts for days. Like the classic yogurt cake, it plays well with spices, extracts, liqueurs, syrups and floral waters. Add a little zest, some sliced almonds for crunch, perhaps a brushing of honey while still warm from the oven.


	2 large eggs, at room temperature

	1 cup whole yogurt

	1 cup / 200 grams granulated sugar

	⅓ cup vegetable or grapeseed oil

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract or 2 teaspoons dark rum

	The grated zest of 1 lemon, lime or orange

	1 cup / 100 grams almond flour

	1 ½ teaspoons baking powder

	½ teaspoon baking soda

	½ teaspoon fine sea salt

	1 cup / 120 grams all-purpose flour



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour a 9 x 5-inch loaf pan.

In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the eggs, yogurt, sugar, vegetable oil, vanilla and lemon zest until smooth. Add the almond flour, baking powder, baking soda and salt and whisk thoroughly until completely smooth. Sprinkle the all-purpose flour onto the batter and fold it in with a rubber spatula until no streaks of flour remain.

Pour into the prepared pan and bake for 40 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean. (If your oven runs hot, start checking after 35 minutes.)

VARIATIONS

Add ¼ teaspoon almond extract when adding the vanilla extract.

Replace the vanilla with 1 tablespoon of Amaretto Disaronno.

Scatter ⅓–½ cup sliced almonds evenly over the top of the cake before baking it.

Warm ½ cup apricot jam with 1 teaspoon water. Strain and brush over the cake once it has cooled to room temperature.
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Gâteau au Yaourt et aux Poires [image: ] Yogurt Cake with Pears [image: ]


Whenever I needed this cake, it was there for me. The day we sold our house in Brooklyn, which we’d lived in for eighteen years. The memories flooded me. Our son Garrick’s first steps replayed in my mind like a cherished home movie on repeat. No thought of the future could shake me out of the past. Sometimes the weather seems right in sync with one’s state of mind, and that day was gray, biting and blustery. When I set out for a walk, it started to hail. Then an icy snow whipped about, in every which direction. And so I baked this cake. It’s not a new recipe. In fact, it is a classic yogurt cake, but I’d always made it with apples. And it is terrific with apples. But made with Anjou pears and a generous pour of Poire Williams, it left all of us defenseless. Of course, we were already defenseless. But a slice of this still warm from the oven—and you must try it warm from the oven—nurtured us back to a state of grace.

If you are in France, you can, of course, measure out the ingredients using a yogurt jar. One yogurt jar of yogurt, two yogurt jars of confectioners’ sugar, three yogurt jars of flour. This cake is baked in an eight-inch springform pan and does get quite tall. The beauty of it lies in the sweet freshness of the pears, baked until they are just starting to soften into the batter. The Poire Williams doesn’t read as boozy, but instead seems only to augment the taste of the pears. Speaking of pears, use either Anjou or Comice. Ripe, but only just. When making it with pears, I recommend slices that are a fourth to a third of an inch thick and placed so that they are snuggled up next to each other. Apples, however, can be sliced quite thinly and the slices should overlap each other in concentric circles. Resist the urge to add Calvados or spice. This cake is meant to be the pure and delicate expression of whichever fruit you choose.


	
½ cup / 125 grams whole yogurt

	1 cup plus 1 tablespoon / 120 grams confectioners’ sugar, plus more for dusting, optional

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

	1 ½ cups plus 1 tablespoon / 190 grams all-purpose flour

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	½ cup mild oil, such as vegetable, canola, grapeseed, sunflower or safflower

	1 tablespoon Poire Williams

	½ teaspoon vanilla extract

	2–3 just-ripe Anjou or Comice pears

	Apricot jam, for glazing, optional



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Generously butter an 8-inch springform pan and dust it with flour.

Spoon the yogurt into a good-sized mixing bowl. Add the confectioners’ sugar and the eggs. Using a whisk, a rubber spatula or handheld electric beaters, whisk until the batter is homogenous and smooth. Fold in the flour, baking powder and salt. Pour in the oil, Poire Williams and vanilla. Give the mixture a thorough whisking.

Pour the batter into the prepared cake pan.

Peel, core and slice the pears ¼- to ⅓-inch thick. Arrange them in concentric circles on the batter. Don’t push them in, just set them on top.

Bake the cake for 55–65 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center of the cake (avoiding a slice of pear) comes out clean.

If glazing, heat about 2 tablespoons of apricot jam, strain it and brush it over the surface of the cake. This will give it a little sheen but is not necessary. Likewise, a late and faint showering of confectioners’ sugar is a lovely touch. But not both, as the jam would make the sugar sticky.

Allow the cake to cool for 10 minutes, then serve still warm or at room temperature.

APPLE VARIATION: Replace the pears with apples that will not lose their shape when baked. Gala, Golden or Honeycrisp are all good options. Eliminate the Poire Williams. Instead, increase the vanilla to 1 ½ teaspoons and, if you’d like, add 2 teaspoons dark rum.
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Gâteau au Miel et à la Fleur d’Oranger [image: ] Orange Blossom Honey Cake [image: ]


A gentle cake, subtly sweet and floral, drizzled with a honey glaze. Yogurt and almond flour will keep it moist overnight.

CAKE


	1 ½ cups / 180 grams cake flour

	¾ cup / 75 grams almond flour

	1 ½ teaspoons baking powder

	½ teaspoon baking soda

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	8 tablespoons / ½ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

	½ cup / 100 grams granulated sugar

	2 large eggs, at room temperature

	¼ cup honey, preferably orange blossom or wildflower

	The grated zest of 2 organic oranges, Meyer lemons, mandarins or clementines

	1 cup whole yogurt or crème fraîche

	2–3 teaspoons orange blossom water



GLAZE


	1 large organic lemon or clementine

	2 tablespoons unsalted butter

	5 tablespoons honey

	½ teaspoon vanilla extract

	2 teaspoons orange blossom water



CAKE

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter the sides of a 9-inch cake pan and line the bottom with a round of parchment.

Whisk the cake flour, almond flour, baking powder, baking soda and salt to thoroughly combine.

In a stand mixer or using a handheld electric beaters, cream the butter and sugar together until pale and fluffy. One by one, add the eggs, beating well after each addition. With the mixer still running, drizzle in the honey and add the orange zest and the yogurt.

Using a rubber spatula, gingerly but decisively fold in the dry ingredients in two or three batches, just until no streaks of flour remain. Fold in the orange blossom water.

Pour the batter into the prepared pan and bake for 30–40 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean.

Set on a cooling rack for about 10 minutes before unmolding onto a cake plate. Glaze the cake while still warm.

GLAZE

Finely zest and juice the lemon and set aside.

In a small saucepan, melt the butter. Drizzle in the honey and stir in the vanilla and zest. Remove from heat and stir in the citrus juice and, right before using, the orange blossom water.

Drizzle the glaze over the warm cake. Serve at room temperature with a dollop of crème fraîche.






Gâteau au Yaourt, à la Verveine et aux Pêches [image: ] Lemon Verbena Peach Yogurt Cake [image: ]


Look in most any Parisian herb assortment, be it a tiny box by a windowsill or a treasured garden, and you will find a disproportionately large cluster of lemon verbena growing. The leaves are plucked in the evening to make a tisane, perhaps sweetened with a bit of raw sugar. Chopped finely, the leaves are mixed into cakes, both simple and extravagant. In ice cream, its tender perfume is enveloped in cool, rich cream. In sorbet, it offers a slightly lemony, slightly floral note that pairs deliciously with stone fruit. It’s perhaps the least herbaceous of the common herbs, which may explain why it is rarely found in savory dishes.

This casual yogurt cake is moist and not meant to be dolled up with Chantilly. It’s served in thick slices after school, packed into lunch boxes and picnic baskets, set out with a pot of tea in the afternoon. It’s an everyday, any-time-of-day cake that is, conveniently, best at room temperature. Use either fresh or frozen fruit. Peaches or blackberries are verbena’s favorite dance partners, but strawberries come in at a close third. If using fresh peaches, choose fruit that is just ripe, but not overly so, or they may not hold their shape when baked.

I use a full quarter cup of verbena leaves, as I drink a tisane à la verveine more or less nightly. I want its familiar scent front and center. In fact, sometimes I omit the fruit altogether. For a subtler cake, reduce the amount to three tablespoons. If you don’t have easy access to fresh verbena, use two tablespoons of crushed dried verbena, often sold as tea.

If serving this after dinner, try laying a few leaves on the bottom of a buttered 9-inch round cake pan before adding the batter. When you flip the cake, you will find a decorative pattern imprinted in the surface.




	
1 ⅓ cups / 265 grams granulated sugar

	¼ cup packed lemon verbena or verbena leaves, finely chopped

	The grated zest of 3 organic lemons

	1 ⅔ cups / 200 grams all-purpose flour

	¼ teaspoon fine sea salt

	½ teaspoon baking soda

	1 teaspoon baking powder

	1 cup / 250 grams whole yogurt, ideally creamline

	½ cup neutral oil, such as canola, safflower or grapeseed

	2 large eggs, at room temperature

	1 ¼ cups cubed (½ inch) peeled peaches



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter a 9 x 5-inch loaf pan.

In a large mixing bowl, using your fingertips, rub the sugar with the verbena and lemon zest to release the citrus and herbal oils. Add the rest of the dry ingredients and whisk to thoroughly combine.

In a small mixing bowl, whisk the yogurt, oil and eggs together. (I sometimes do this in a blender or using handheld electric beaters.) Pour this into the bowl of dry ingredients and, using a rubber spatula, thoroughly stir the two together. Add the fruit and stir gently to combine.

Pour the batter into the prepared pan and bake for 60–75 minutes. (It will be done on the earlier side if using fresh fruit and the later side if using frozen.) A knife inserted in the center of the cake should come out clean. Set the cake on a cooling rack and allow it to come to room temperature before unmolding and serving it.
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Le Gâteau au Yaourt avec des Fraises, de l’Eau de Rose et un Zeste de Citron [image: ] Yogurt Cake with Strawberries, Rose Water and Lemon Zest [image: ]


Imagine a bowl of summer strawberries warmed by the sun, brightened by the zest of a lemon. A soft breeze has just blown a rose petal onto the thick dollop of rich yogurt that tops the berries. Its perfume lingers in the air, then grows faint. Now imagine the marriage of these flavors in a moist, light cake. Baking concentrates the taste of the strawberries. Lemon keeps it lively. Yogurt offers a tangy richness. And rose water hovers in the background, discreet but seductive.

Rose water has perfumed desserts for centuries. Descriptions of cakes dating back to the Middle Ages suggest it was a delicacy reserved for the nobility. And while it has never disappeared, its popularity continued primarily in the Middle East until quite recently. Or, to be more precise, 1987, when pâtissier extraordinaire Pierre Hermé first sprinkled it into the batter of a raspberry macaron and launched a frenzy in Paris. Parisians waited in line for these macarons in rain, in hail, in torrential downpours. And Parisians never wait in line. They leave that to the tourists. Hermé was as taken with his discovery as anyone. More than twenty years later, he altered the recipe to include lychee, called it an Ispahan macaron after a hybrid damask rose and published a book on the subject.

Parisians took note and began incorporating rose water into their homemade cakes. Raspberry is the usual berry of choice for this recipe, but when wild strawberries come to the market in June, they are used in abundance. Use whatever berry meets your fancy. Simply adjust the amount of sugar as needed. As I crave this simple cake all year long, I’ve taken to using frozen berries. Picked at their peak, they tend to have more of that strawberry essence we love. Avoid those sitting in plastic boxes in the supermarket. You know the ones. They are beautifully red and utterly tasteless.

The choice of rose water matters. Choose a natural or organic brand, with no artificial flavoring. The taste should be delicate, more of a pink tea rose than the sultry red long-stemmed variety. Mymouné makes a lovely rose water that is easily found online. Use it sparingly. A little goes a long way. If you are not a fan of rose water, simply omit it and add a teaspoon of vanilla extract or ground cardamom.
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