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Introduction

So much of this book was inspired by memories and so many of those spring from my mother’s kitchen and the cakes that sat on the counter there. Not that my mother ever baked a cake—never ever—but there was always cake in the kitchen. When I was very young, it was something that my grandmother had baked. Often it would be a honey cake with almonds on top—my mother didn’t like the cake, but she loved the almonds and picked them off before the cake was even out of its wrapper (I’ve got a honey cake reminiscent of my grandmother’s); sometimes it would be my favorite apple cake, a recipe I’ve never been able to fully re-create, but one I haven’t given up on yet (the Sasha’s Grated Apple Cake is different, but it brings back memories of the original). When Grandma no longer baked for us, there’d be a shop-bought cake in the kitchen—our counter was never bare.

I’d often come home from school to find my mom sitting in the kitchen with a friend, the aroma of coffee in the air and a bakery cake on the table. A marbled Bundt cake (see Simplest, Plainest, Most Old-Fashioned—and Best-Tasting—Marble Cake for my version). A lemon loaf that had cracked down the center in a way that I found beautiful even as a kid (try the Mix-It-Up Citrus Loaf Cake). A bready kugelhopf with raisins—my father would pull them out the way my mother snagged the honey cake’s almonds. (It’s funny, but the Olive Oil Dunking Bundt, so different from anything from my childhood, reminds me a bit of those kugelhopfs.) Crumb cakes, crumb cakes and more crumb cakes, some with fruit, some just covered with spice-scented nuggets. (I’ve never stopped loving crumbs and never stopped baking with them.) From time to time, there’d be a layer cake or a single round cake with frosting, and sprinkles if it was a special occasion. If there was a blackout cake from Ebinger’s, the long-gone, legendary Brooklyn bakery, we kids would jockey to grab the biggest slice. (The Devil’s Chocolate Cake has a flavor that whispers Ebinger’s.)

My mother loved cake, and she understood the power of cake, even the simplest ones—perhaps most especially the simplest ones—to welcome, warm and comfort the people she cared about.

Me, too. I believe in cakes’ powers and charms.

I also believe in simplicity. My first and most enduring love is for simple cakes. I made a towering wedding cake with sleek frosted sides and cascading fresh flowers—once. I made a coal-black cake sculpted to look like Darth Vader—once. I made an oversized sheet cake with seventy-eight buttercream roses—once. But I’ve made hundreds and hundreds of simple cakes over the years. Loaf cakes and the kinds of cakes that you can serve right out of the pan, the ones that we now call snacking cakes. Brownies, for sure. Swirly Bundt cakes. Layer cakes and cakes that have only one layer. Little cakes—I made baby cakes for my granddaughter Gemma’s first birthday (see Gemma Cakes) and a mini-layer cake when her sister, VV, turned one (see VV’s First Birthday Cake). Sometimes I frost the cakes and sometimes I fill them. Sometimes I top them with fruit. But most of the time I leave them plain, letting their color and shape, their bumps and dips, their baked-in personalities sparkle. These are the kinds of cakes you can cut into without fretting about precision—and go back to for another nibble. The kinds you can eat out of hand or put on a plate and break into morsels with your fingers. The kinds that go with coffee in the morning or tea in the afternoon. And even cakes to have with wine: salty, savory cakes; cheesy and herby cakes; mini muffins made with seaweed; and pull-apart scones with miso—each of them holds a little surprise and a full measure of deliciousness. (Please don’t miss the Feta, Sumac and Za’atar Loaf.) They are truly “anytime cakes.”

That these cakes are all simple to make is just another of their pleasures. For the recipes in this book, whenever I could, I found a way for you to make the cake by hand. While I’d never want to be without a mixer, there’s something primally joyful about whisking eggs and sugar together, folding in flour and watching the ingredients come together into a batter. I’ve tried to make these cakes in pans you’ll already have in your kitchen. And since I assume I’m not the only spur-of-the-moment baker among us—if I have a yen for a cake, I want to bake it immediately—my recipes rely on readily available ingredients. If you’ve got a baker’s basics in your pantry (take a look at Ingredients), most of these recipes can be whim-bakes for you, too.

Despite how long I’ve been baking simple cakes, I still find them alluring. Classic cakes still satisfy and comfort and, for me, an incorrigible tinkerer, still make a splendid springboard for playing around; for changing a little something here or there, a flavor, a shape, a filling, or a fruit; for adding a dash of the unexpected to a long-loved favorite; for making what will delight my family and friends most when they come into the kitchen for cake. And for telling the stories behind these cherished recipes.

This book brims with stories. Some come from discoveries—my first trip to Greece sparked ideas for cakes, as did a return visit to Italy; some come from the joy of finding fresh ideas closer to home—there are recipes from my life in Paris, of course, and from friends and places in America; and some come from sweet memories. There are stories about cakes that send me back to childhood, to old recipes that still delight (it made me so happy to surprise Michael with a cake that tasted just like the Charlotte Russe we both remembered from a small sidewalk stand in Brooklyn; see Charlotte Russe Shortcakes) and to beloved recipes that I keep riffing on. I’m happy when I can take an old recipe and add something that makes it seem new again. (I think you’ll love both the original Swedish Visiting Cake and my new rum-raisin version and my two new takes on Bill’s Big Carrot Cake, a recipe I’ve been making for more than forty years and have never stopped loving.) Because these recipes are special to me, and because I think you’ll find the magic in them, too, they’re marked “A Treasured Favorite” so that you won’t miss them.

Over the years, making simple cakes, cakes I’ve come to think of as anytime cakes, has created lasting memories for me and the people I love. I so hope that it will be the same for you and everyone you bake for. When it comes to happiness, you can count on cake.

xoxo Dorie






Backbone Basics: Good to Know Before You Start


There are a million reasons to love baking and one of them is that if you follow the rules, you’re just about guaranteed to pull something good from the oven a little while later. Happily, the rules are simple. In fact, the rule of all rules is the simplest: Follow the directions—read the recipe through and then make it the way it’s written. After that, if you want to play around, you’ll have a good base.

When I give you a recipe, I’ve got only one wish: I want it to be a success for you. I want you to be proud of what you’ve made and proud of yourself for making it. I want you to have the same feeling about your cakes that I have about mine—I can barely wait for them to cool, because I can’t wait to share them.

I’ve listed below what I think is important for you to know—think keys to success. Take a look at this section before you start. I’ve written detailed recipes in the hopes of covering all contingencies and leading you from start to deliciousness. If you choose basic ingredients that are the same as the ones I use in my kitchen, and if you measure them the way I do, you’re bound to get cakes that are just like the ones I make. I can’t emphasize enough how important measuring is in baking and how easy your baking life will be once you make a habit of using a scale. Extra-easy if you measure in metrics, which is just a matter of pressing a button on a digital scale—no math required.

Read, please. Bake, often. Share, always.





Ingredients

The Fundamental Four

The four most important ingredients for a baker are flour, sugar, eggs and butter. If you have those, you can bake a cake. So that we start on the same page, though, here’s a quick guide to the backbone ingredients in my kitchen. (There’s more info in the Pantry and Fridge Staples section.)

FLOUR

My staple is unbleached all-purpose flour; my house brand is King Arthur. And, most important, for my recipes:

1 cup all-purpose flour = 136 grams

I know that you’ll see other books with other measurements and that the weight of a cup of flour will vary from author to author and from brand of flour to brand of flour. Please, please, please, when you bake these recipes, use this conversion.

And if you are using a cup-for-cup gluten-free flour, please weigh the flour so that you know that it is truly cup-for-cup.

SUGAR

My standard sugar is granulated—if it’s a different kind of sugar, I say so—and:

1 cup sugar = 200 grams

Many bakers like using superfine sugar. If that’s what you stock, that’s okay, but just make sure to use weight—not volume—measures.

I haven’t distinguished between light and dark brown sugar here—they can be used interchangeably in these recipes. However, my preference is for light brown sugar:

1 cup brown sugar, light or dark = 200 grams

For crunch, a little sparkle and extra pleasure, I’ll often sprinkle the tops of cakes with turbinado or raw sugar, demerara sugar or sanding sugar. These are sweet extras, not necessities.

EGGS

I test all of my recipes with large eggs. The color of the eggs doesn’t matter, but the size does. It’s just about impossible to get a precise weight for eggs, but this is close:

1 large egg (out of its shell) = approximately 50 grams

1 large yolk = approximately 20 grams

1 large white = approximately 30 grams

BUTTER

All of these recipes were tested with standard (not high-fat or cultured) American butter. Among the brands I used were Land O’Lakes; Cabot, a local brand for me in New England; Kirkland from Costco; and various supermarket-brand butters—all unsalted. It’s good to know that:

1 tablespoon butter = 14 grams

If your favorite brand of butter is still packed in 8-tablespoon sticks, then:

1 stick butter = 113 grams

Pantry and Fridge Staples

These are the baker’s everyday necessities. Stock them, and you’ll always be able to bake on a whim.

CHOCOLATE

Dark chocolate is my first choice for everything from baking to eating, but I’m not a bittersweet tyrant: it’s fine to use bittersweet and semisweet chocolate interchangeably in these recipes. If a recipe calls for milk or white chocolate, though, you should stick to the recipe. As for the brand of chocolate—your favorite should win every time. Keep chocolate tightly covered in a cool, dry place.

COCOA

I tested these recipes with Dutch-processed cocoa, using Valrhona, Guittard and Hershey’s Special Dark. If you’re using natural (non-Dutched) cocoa, you’ll be fine—there’s no need to change anything in the recipe. Cocoa has a tendency to clump, so it’s wise to measure it out and then sift it. (I push it through a strainer.) But if you’re only using a tablespoon or two, you’ll probably be able to crack the clumps when you’re whisking the cocoa into the other ingredients. Keep cocoa tightly covered in a cool, dry place—humidity is not cocoa powder’s friend.

EXTRACTS

I always use pure extracts. Vanilla is often the flavoring that brings a recipe to life, the baseline flavor that helps everything else shine, and so it should be the best-quality vanilla you can find and afford. Vanilla’s expensive, so when you get it, take good care of it—keep it tightly covered (like the perfume that it is) in a cool, dark place. Ditto almond extract. I also keep orange-blossom and rose water in my cupboard.

MILK AND BUDDIES

One of my hobbies is poking around the dairy fridge in markets to see if there’s a fun ingredient to play with. My dairy regulars are milk, buttermilk—I love buttermilk—and yogurt, but I often use sour cream and sometimes ricotta or mascarpone. No matter what dairy I use, it’s always whole, full-fat, rich and delicious. As for yogurt, it seems that these days, there are more brands of yogurt than ever and the majority of them are labeled “Greek.” When I call for Greek yogurt, it’s usually for really thick yogurt, the kind that looks as though you could cut it. (I often use Fage.) However, if you measure carefully, you’ll have success with other yogurts here. Please don’t avoid a recipe because you don’t have the exact type of yogurt listed. Use what you’ve got!

SALT

I keep three kinds of salt within easy reach: fine sea salt, fleur de sel and flaky sea salt.

My daily baking salt is fine sea salt, specifically La Baleine. Oddly, some sea salts are saltier than others—taste whatever salt you’re using and decide if you’d like more or less than I’ve suggested.

Fleur de sel is a sea salt. My favorite is fleur de sel from Guérande, France, but for years now fleur de sel has been produced by countries around the world, including America. What makes fleur de sel stand out is its mineral taste and its texture—the grains are firm and moist and you can feel each one when you rub a pinch between your fingers, and they hold a bit of their bite under heat. Fleur de sel is less salty than fine sea salt—when I use it, I measure out about twice as much as I would sea salt. This kind of salt is expensive and considered a finishing salt—don’t use it for cooking pasta!

The best-known flaky sea salt is Maldon, which comes from England, but again, you can now find this type of salt from many places. If an ice crystal were salt, it would look like Maldon salt. Like fleur de sel, flaky salt is sprinkled, not spooned; it’s often scattered sparingly on top of a sweet as an accent.




Best Practices

If you’re new to baking, please take a minute to look through this section. It’s a potpourri of small things to do to set yourself up for success, of important things to remember and of basic things, like pan sizes, oven quirks and instructions for measuring (as well as a plea for patience when baking). If you’re an experienced baker, I hope you’ll still give this a read. I always read this part of any cookbook first because I like to know if the author and I do things the same way, and when I’m making a recipe for the first time, I always follow the author’s lead.

Temperature

Unless otherwise specified, all ingredients should be at room temperature.

Measurements and Measuring

If anyone were to ask me what one thing they could do to up their baking game, I’d say, “Buy a scale and use it to measure your ingredients . . . in metric.” I’m not sure why so many people are so reluctant to use scales, but I know that everyone who does becomes a cheerleader for them. You’ve probably heard the arguments in favor of weighing—accuracy, ease, fewer bowls, faster process—so all I want to do is to beg you to take my advice and the advice of just about every other baker I know: Get a scale! Keep it within easy reach! And when you become a convert—as I know you will—preach the gospel of scales to everyone else.

Ovens, Ovens, Ovens, Temperature, Racks and Pesky Hot Spots

All of these recipes were tested in a conventional home (non-convection/non-fan) oven. Of course they can be made in a convection oven, but you’ll need to lower the temperature. The question is always how much lower should you go, and I don’t have a set answer. I’ve got two convection ovens—one a countertop and the other a small wall oven—and I lower the temperature for each of them by a different amount. If you’ve got one, follow the manufacturer’s suggestions for how to convert temperatures from still to convection; if not, then you’ll have to go for trial and error, the way I did. When you figure it out, remember to record the information and keep it someplace handy.

No matter what kind of oven you use, it’s crucial that the temperature be right (I leave a thermometer in mine all the time) and that the oven be preheated to the correct temperature. Years ago, an oven repairman told me to wait for at least 15 minutes after the signal indicating that the oven’s reached temp goes off. According to him, it hasn’t or if it has, then only just. And since when you open the door to slide the pan in, the temperature will drop and it will take a while for it to come up and stay up, it’s good to wait until the oven has had time to heat through thoroughly to start baking. The instant the urge to bake strikes, turn on the oven!

For cakes, I always bake in the middle of the oven—if you’ve got a bunch of rack positions, find the middle one and stick to it.

Hot spots are annoying—they’ll bake one side of a cake faster and darker than another—but there isn’t much that you can do about them other than befriend them. Get to know them and plot a work-around—bake your cake in a different part of the oven or just turn your pan around midway through the bake. It’s an “if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” kind of situation.

Baking Pans

My standard baking pans are metal. I avoid pans with dark interiors and I prefer nonstick pans, although I still prep them with baker’s spray or butter and flour. If you’ve got glass or ceramic pans, of course you can use them, but your bake might be slightly different from mine.

What’s most important is that your pan be the size called for in the recipe. It’s a Goldilocks thing: too big, and the cake will bake too quickly and be low; too small, and the batter may overflow or not bake through properly. To check, measure round, square, rectangular, loaf and baking sheets at the top. It’s best to measure Bundt pans by volume—fill the pan with water and see how many cups it holds.

No matter what kind of pan you’re using, treat it nicely: Avoid cutting in it or, if you must (and there are those times), use a table knife and don’t dig in. Wash the pan well after you use it and make sure that it’s thoroughly dry before you put it away. (I’ll often put a pan in the still-warm oven to dry.) And try not to ding or dent it—try really hard. If you’re buying new pans, it’s worth getting the best quality you can afford—if you buy good pans and take good care of them, you’ll have them for years. And years.

THE BASIC PAN BATTERY


	Loaf Pan: 8½ × 4½ × 2¾ inches

	Loaf Pan: 9 × 5 × 2¾ inches

	Mini-Loaf Pan: each well measures about 2¼ × 4 × 1¼ inches (I use a pan that has 8 wells)

	Square Pan: 8 × 8 × 2¼ inches

	Square Pan: 9 × 9 × 2¼ inches

	Rectangular Pan: 9 × 13 × 2¼ inches

	Baking Sheet: 12 × 17 × 1½ inches

	Round Pan: 8 inches in diameter/2¼ inches high

	Round Pan: 9 inches in diameter/2¼ inches high

	Tart Pan: 9- to 9½-inch fluted with removable bottom

	Skillet: 10- to 12-inch cast iron

	Springform Pan: 8 inches in diameter/3 inches high

	Springform Pan: 9 (to 9½) inches in diameter/3 inches high

	Springform Pan: 10 inches in diameter/about 2½ inches high

	Standard Muffin Tin: 12 wells, each 2 to 2½ inches in diameter

	Mini Muffin Tin: 24 wells, each about 1¾ inches in diameter

	Jumbo Muffin Tin: 6 wells, each about 3½ inches in diameter

	Bundt Pans: 12 cups, 10 cups and 6 cups



SPRAYING OR BUTTERING PANS, AND LINING THEM, TOO

Getting ready to bake almost always requires getting your pans ready, often a two-step process: greasing the pan (or buttering it) and then lining it. There are some exceptions (and I know there are personal preferences), but generally you can either coat the inside of a pan with butter, dust it with flour and then tap out the excess, or use baker’s spray, a mixture of oil and flour. One is faster than the other, but both are effective.

If you spray your pans: I take two quick extra steps when I use baker’s spray. Since I never seem to be able to apply the spray evenly, I spray and then smooth the mixture over the inside of the pan with a silicone basting brush. And then I turn the pan over onto a paper towel until I’m ready to use it, so that if there’s any excess spray, it doesn’t pool in the bottom of the pan.

Lining pans: Covering the bottom and often two opposite sides of a prepped pan with parchment paper helps the cake bake evenly and makes unmolding easy—if you leave an overhang, you can use the paper as handles to lift the cake out of the pan. Also, there’s something so satisfying about peeling parchment away from the bottom of a cake.

Test Early, Often and Properly

Whenever I can, I give you a range for baking times. Maybe your ingredients are a little cooler than mine were; maybe your pan is paler or darker, lighter or heavier; or maybe your oven cycles up and down in a rhythm that’s not the same as mine—there are lots of variables that can affect baking time and it’s impossible to take them all into account, so the final judgment has to be yours. Sometimes the best heads-up that a cake’s done or approaching done is the fragrance wafting from the oven—if you can smell the cake, it’s a sign that it’s almost fully baked. Cakes turn golden brown (or many of them do) as they bake; they rise; they will feel springy when prodded; and they might pull away from the sides of the pan when tugged gently. These are all good doneness indicators to know about. Usually the definitive test is the toothpick plunge—poke a toothpick or thin bamboo skewer into the center of the cake, making sure you hit the midway point, then pull it out—unless I give you a different clue, if the pick is clean, the cake is done. I usually let the cake sit in the pan on a cooling rack for a few minutes before unmolding it—the recipe will tell you if you should actually unmold it immediately or how long you should wait.

Patience

Most cakes are best when they’ve cooled to room temperature. I won’t be around to stop you if you grab for warm cake, but I think you’ll find that the flavor is fuller and the texture more satisfying when the cake has had time to cool. Think of cooling as part of the baking process—it’s the time when the cake relaxes, gathers itself and becomes what it’s meant to be. The effects of a good rest are most pronounced with spice cakes—while they’re often delicious the day they’re baked, they can be magnitudes better a day later.




Beyond Basic Techniques

Over so many years of baking, I’ve discovered a few things that make baking easier, faster or more fun—sometimes all three come together. They’re small things, but they make a sweet difference.

Melting Chocolate

Chocolate needs to be babied—you can melt it a couple of different ways, but no matter what method you choose, the heat has to be low. Also, it’s best to start with small pieces of chocolate or chopped chocolate—the chocolate will melt faster and more evenly. To melt chocolate in a microwave, go slow—set the oven to half (or low) power and work in very short spurts, stirring after each spurt. Chocolate, particularly when you’re melting it in a microwave, has a way of fooling you—it’ll hold its shape, and you won’t know it’s melted until you prod it. To melt it in a double boiler—a method that gives you easy control—find a heatproof bowl that fits snugly over a saucepan of simmering water. Make sure that the water isn’t touching the bottom of the bowl and that no water is bubbling up the sides and hitting the chocolate. Water is chocolate’s nemesis: just a drop can irreparably seize your chocolate. The third method, direct heat, is easy and reliable only if you have a burner that goes low, low, low. No matter which method you use, you’ve got to be vigilant: stand by and watch. And if you’re melting
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