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Foreword


A cupcake can change your life. That was an epiphany to which I was not privy in the summer of 1996. Theater and art are my calling, but in the creative tradition, I needed rent money to sustain those passions. I walked into Magnolia Bakery. I cannot imagine walking out.

On a quiet corner in the residential heart of the West Village, I have played a part in the theater of sugared success, family dynamic, and New York renown. Cherished customers looked wistfully to that first summer when there was no limit on cupcakes per person, when lines never wrapped around the block, when the nightly staff was Allysa, my sister Shelly, and myself. Visit today, and the cast has quadrupled, the baking is unremitting, and as many as five people have the sole task of icing cupcakes. Yet while the number of people who enter the store has changed drastically, the store has not. Frequently I am asked about expansion, I just smile. The real thing happens but once.

Magnolia Bakery is tradition. Oh, yes, the business is young, but what is inside is ageless. How beautiful that American tradition thrives in a city known for people who left tradition behind, in a bakery that is alternately Grandma’s kitchen and a happening hot spot. It is a place where success has been earned through hard work, where the kitchen is right before your eyes and baking from scratch is priority, and where wealth or fame must wait on line with everybody else.

Because of Magnolia, many of us in the City have a place where every season is joy again. This past holiday a former employee who had left to become a trapeze artist came straight from the airport to Magnolia. How can I not take pride in such a workplace? Although this vision was not my own, I delight at the result of combined efforts. With Allysa’s family and my own as colleagues, we have worked through proposals, discoveries, friendships, and love gained and lost—all while we are ever mixing, measuring, scooping, and icing … forever icing. You can work with your family, and sometimes the people you work with become family, and sometimes becoming passionate about the way you earn your rent can change you. This began as a bit part, and I now find myself in the director’s chair, lending what I learn to everything else.

Sometimes when I turn the corner of West 11th Street to another night of sweet chaos, it surprises me, not yet or ever immune. It is the smell of cake baking, I am at work, and I am at home.

Barbara DiNicola
Magnolia General Manager
September 2004



Introduction


When we first opened the Magnolia Bakery, I imagined a cozy, old-fashioned shop where people could come for a cup of coffee and something sweet. I expected our customers to include some local regulars and lots of neighborhood families. I thought we’d close at seven each evening so I could go home and make dinner. I never expected that Magnolia would turn into a city-wide hangout, much less that on weekend nights there would be lines out the door!

The bakery is busier now than ever. Our customers stop by as much for the feel of the store as they do for the desserts. With its vintage American decor and desserts, customers often tell me that walking into the bakery is just like stepping back in time to their grandmother’s kitchen. They come in for a slice of cake and end up with a little piece of their childhood. Many want to meet me to say thanks for making the red velvet cake they remember from church picnics or the banana pudding just like their mom used to make.

Since the publication of The Magnolia Bakery Cookbook, many people have suggested that I do a second book. While working full-time at the bakery, the idea of writing another cookbook seemed impossible. Finally, after putting together a committed staff at the shop, we were able to move full-time to our country house, and I could really consider the idea, knowing that I would have the time and energy necessary to write the book I wanted to write.

The kitchen in my house is the one I’ve always dreamed of having. It’s a big country kitchen with a window over the double white enamel sink that looks out on my vegetable garden and the cornfields beyond. The walls are painted pale yellow, and the glass-fronted cabinets, filled with vintage dishware and linens, are a creamy white. I have a counter just for baking that holds my 1950s Sunbeam Mixmaster, and there is a big enamel table that sits in the middle of the room, which is the perfect place for rolling out piecrusts.

Being able to work on the book in the country has turned out to be a wonderful experience. It’s been great to be able to work on ideas for recipes while sitting on the back porch and then go straight into the kitchen to try them out. I like to create recipes in an old-fashioned style, but with new ideas and perhaps different combinations of ingredients to keep things interesting and fun.

These classic American desserts reflect the sensibilities of the bakery and my home. They aren’t fussy or difficult—they’re simply my favorites.

Allysa Torey
September 2004



More from Magnolia




Helpful Hints


Since the first cookbook was published, I’ve received many, many phone calls from all over the country, and I have frequently been approached at the bakery with questions about specific recipes and baking tips in general. Because of this I’ve gone over the original Helpful Hints section and tried to go into more depth in areas that might be especially useful to the home baker.

General Baking Hints

At the bakery, even while producing large quantities of desserts, we always use the best and freshest ingredients, and we adhere to a set procedure every time.

Before starting it is important to read through the recipe from beginning to end to ensure that you understand it thoroughly. Then assemble all the ingredients (to make sure you have everything!) and the necessary equipment you will need to make the process flow more smoothly.

The butter, eggs, and milk should be at room temperature before you even think about beginning a recipe. And if you’re making a cheesecake, it is especially important that the cream cheese be at room temperature. Most of the recipes in this book and most cookbooks call for “softened” butter, but it is important to recognize that softened butter is actually butter at room temperature. If you press your finger into properly softened butter, it will leave an indentation but will retain its shape. If the butter is very soft, it is difficult to achieve the desired texture and density in baked goods. When making icing or frosting, let your butter get a bit softer than if you were baking a dessert. If the eggs need to be separated for your recipe, it’s easier to separate them when they’re cold and then allow them to come to room temperature.

When selecting the pans you will use, keep in mind that metal pans should be smooth, because uneven or blackened pans tend to absorb heat unevenly. I prefer to use glass baking dishes for pies, brownies, and squares, and I strongly discourage using pans with a nonstick surface. You can grease the pans using a pastry brush or by rubbing in the butter or shortening with your fingers. Just make sure that, either way, the pan’s surface is evenly and not overly coated. After greasing, sprinkle a few spoonfuls of flour into the pan, shake it around until the entire inside of the pan is coated with flour, and then empty out the excess flour by tapping the pan gently. When called for in the recipe, line the bottom of the pan with waxed paper. If you’re making a cake, this is a foolproof way to prevent it from sticking to the pan.

Cakes

One of the most important tips that I can offer concerns the creaming of butter. When creaming butter, it is necessary to beat the butter until it is light and fluffy, which takes about three minutes depending on the type of mixer you’re using. I have found that most people, especially if they’re just learning to bake or if they don’t bake very often, don’t realize how long three minutes is, and so they wind up not creaming their butter for the proper amount of time. Creaming the butter properly ensures that the dessert (especially if it’s a cake) will have the volume and texture desired. It is also important to add the sugar gradually, to beat continuously, and to keep beating for an additional two to three minutes. The eggs should then be added, one at a time, beating until the mixture is thick, fluffy, and pale in color. Up to this point it is almost impossible to beat the batter too much.

To make it easier to alternately add the ingredients, I suggest that you thoroughly combine (or sift, if called for) the dry ingredients in a bowl or a large measuring cup, and mix the milk, buttermilk, or other liquid together with the extract in a separate measuring cup. When adding the wet and dry ingredients, do so alternately, in three parts, beating after each addition. The ingredients should be blended thoroughly and the batter should be smooth, but be sure not to overbeat or the cake will lose its light texture. Remember to use a rubber spatula to scrape down the batter from the sides and the bottom of the bowl, making sure the ingredients are well blended throughout the mixing process.

When dividing the batter between the prepared pans, you can use a measuring cup if you like to ensure that you have an equal amount of batter in each pan, and your rubber spatula to spread the batter evenly.

It is best to bake cake layers in the center of the oven, placing the pans on the same rack if possible, but not touching.


Icing


Before icing, be sure that the cake layers are completely cool. Icing will not stick to a warm cake, and a warm cake becomes soggy if iced.

Be sure to brush any crumbs off the sides of the cake layers and place the layers top side up (pan side down) on a level surface. If any of the layers are uneven, you can slice off the top using a serrated knife.
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