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			[image: The First Cake: The first cake I remember was on the terrace of my Aunt Shoshana’s apartment in Tel-Aviv. It was a chocolate cake. The summers were long and hot. Shoshana would take her three children, Tali, Azriel, and Orna, and my sister Kika and me to the beach for a few hours every morning. After the beach, we would walk home, shower, and gather on the terrace. We lay on the cool stone tiles. Lolling about came easily to us. There we were each given a plate with a slice of chocolate cake and a clump of green grapes. I am not sure we ever said thank you. But isn’t that how it is.]
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			[image: The family came from Belarus. The winters were freezing. The shacks were heated with wood stoves. The laundry was washed in the river. They worked like beasts from morning till night.]

		

	
		
			
			[image: And yet, so many cakes were baked. The families sat around the table and told stories and sang. They drank very hot tea in glasses and ate cake.]

		

	
		
			
			[image: The Cake of Not Much Has Changed. Well, a lot has changed. But still, we gather. We plan. We get confused. We end with cake.]

		

	
		
			
			[image: The Cake of Being Kind, Not Angry: Once my grandmother took all the cousins to the circus in Tel Aviv. Everyone was very excited. After the circus, my grandmother and my cousins were running for the bus. As she was running, the heel broke off my grandmother’s shoe. She hobbled and limped as fast as she could to catch the bus. The children were doubled over with laughter at the sight of her plight. When they got home, they were asked how the circus was. But they could not remember anything. The only thing that interested them was my grandmother’s broken heel, her despair and their merriment. The sweet thing is that my grandmother was not angry at all with the children. She made a cake and they all ate it. Orna, who told me this story, thinks it was a babka.]

		

	
		
			
			[image: The Ninth Birthday: My parents invited all of my girlfriends. All the girls wore fancy dresses. We really knew how to dress. My dress was white with a red sash.]

		

	
		
			
			[image: My father, mother, sister, and I posed. I can safely say, I was the happiest one there.]

		

	
		
			
			[image: My ringlets were shiny. I was full of endless self-confidence and joy. The future was ahead of me. The cake was probably from mother’s bakery, down the block from our apartment. They made an excellent mocha cream cake.]
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			Most of us love cake and take great comfort and delight in eating it. In addition to being a delicious treat, cake evokes powerful memories from our pasts. We remember cakes from landmark occasions like childhood birthday parties, holiday meals, weddings, and funerals. We recall the cakes we ate in bakeries and restaurants, the ones we ate at home or while traveling. There are strong emotions and resonant stories that go with cakes. I have baked many elaborate cakes for birthdays, dinner parties, and holidays, but my most memorable cake is a simple cinnamon-peach number that I threw together for a beach picnic many summers ago. I still remember that sunny afternoon, when my young daughters and I were sitting by the water and eating that juicy cake, like it was yesterday. Sweet memories indeed.

			People think that cake is kind of a big deal, and it is. Serving cake for dessert can turn a simple dinner into an occasion, and nothing says “Let’s celebrate” quite like it. It is often the pinnacle of a party. After the birthday kid makes a wish and blows out the candles on the cake or when the bride cuts the wedding cake, it signifies that, sadly or mercifully, the party’s almost over.

			When I gaze into a bakery window, I admire the cakes and confections baked by professional pastry chefs and master bakers. I am in awe of their craft, talent, and precision. But what I truly love are homemade cakes—you know, the ones where the layers are a little lopsided and the frosting looks like the kids or grandkids were helping out in the kitchen. I am crazy about tea cakes, pound cakes, and sheet cakes. These are simple treats to be savored with a cup of coffee or tea for an afternoon pick-me-up or packed into picnic baskets or lunch bags for a perfect little dessert.

			It’s really pretty easy to bake a cake. The ingredients are simple—flour, butter, sugar, and eggs. But like all good things, it takes a bit of time and attention. There are a few simple rules to follow, and I think the most important one is to take your time and avoid distraction while you’re baking. Unlike making a soup or a stew, you can’t leave it on the stove to simmer for a few hours and walk away. There is chemistry at work here. As for equipment, all you really need are a few roomy bowls, some cake pans, and measuring cups and spoons. A stand mixer is a good baking tool but not a necessary one. I use a hand mixer for all of my baking because while my small New York kitchen is long on experience, it is very short on space.

			Here’s another thing about baking cakes that seasoned baking pros and novices alike will agree on. Not all of them will be towering successes. Sometimes there is a good reason for this—your measurements were off, you used baking soda instead of baking powder (guilty), or the timing was wrong. But sometimes there is no good reason for this and you just have to shrug it off and say, “It wasn’t my day to bake a cake.”

			Baking a cake is immensely satisfying. It’s a simple pleasure that should not be taken lightly. Really, there’s nothing better than to bring a lovely homemade cake to the table and say, “I made this for you.”

			Welcome to Cake.

			Barbara Scott-Goodman

		

	
		
			
			[image: Every Sunday they ate a lemon pound cake and made plans for the week.]
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			Cake

			3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

			2 teaspoons baking powder

			½ teaspoon salt

			½ pound (2 sticks) unsalted butter, at room temperature

			2 cups sugar

			4 large eggs, at room temperature

			1 cup whole milk

			Finely grated zest of 2 lemons

			Glaze

			½ cup sugar

			⅓ cup fresh lemon juice
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			Everyone needs a good lemon cake recipe in his or her baking repertoire. It’s the perfect thing to serve with coffee or tea, as well as for dessert with fresh fruit, and it tastes even better after a day or two or three. Be sure to glaze the cake while it is still warm.

			This is adapted from the East 62nd Street Lemon Cake recipe that is featured in the cookbook Maida Heatter’s Cakes. The cake was created by Toni Evins, Heatter’s late daughter, who lived on East 62nd Street in Manhattan.

			
					Position an oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour a 10-inch Bundt pan and tap out the excess flour.

					To make the cake: Sift together the flour, baking powder, and salt and set aside.

					In a large bowl with an electric mixer on medium speed, beat the butter until soft. Add the sugar and beat until incorporated. Beat in the eggs one at a time, scraping the bowl as needed with a spatula.

					With the mixer on low, add the flour mixture alternately in three additions with the milk in two additions, beating only until incorporated. Stir in the lemon zest. Turn the batter into the prepared pan and gently level the top with a spatula.
				

					Bake for 1 hour and 5 to 10 minutes, or until a toothpick or cake tester inserted in the cake comes out clean. Let the cake cool in the pan for 5 minutes. Run a sharp thin knife around the inside of the pan and the tube, then cover with a wire rack and invert. Lift the pan from the cake, leaving it upside down. Place the rack over a large piece of foil or wax paper and prepare the glaze.

					To make the glaze: Mix the sugar and lemon juice together. Poke the top of the cake all over with a long wooden skewer. Pour the glaze over the top of the cake and let cool completely. It is best to wait a few hours (or even a day) before cutting the cake.

			

			Makes one 10-inch tube cake; serves 12

		

	
		
			[image: Coffee Cake with Streusel]

			
			Streusel

			1½ cups coarsely chopped pecans

			½ cup sugar

			1 tablespoon ground cinnamon

			Cake

			2¼ cups unbleached all-purpose flour

			1 tablespoon baking powder

			¼ teaspoon salt

			1½ cups sugar

			½pound (2 sticks) unsalted butter, at room temperature

			2 large eggs, at room temperature

			1½ cups sour cream

			1 tablespoon vanilla extract
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			What’s better than eating a slice of rich, crumbly cake with a cup of coffee? Not much, I’d say. It’s a real treat to have a homemade coffee cake on hand for your family and friends, and anyone else who might drop in. This coffee cake recipe is made with a pecan streusel filling and topping that becomes slightly toasted during baking, adding a delicious, nutty crunch.

			
					Position an oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour a 10-inch tube pan and tap out the excess flour.

					To make the streusel: In a small bowl, combine the pecans, sugar, and cinnamon. Set aside.

					To make the cake: In a medium bowl, whisk the flour, baking powder, and salt together.

					In a large bowl with an electric mixer on high speed, beat the sugar and butter until light and fluffy, about 3 minutes. Add the eggs one at a time, beating well after each addition. Beat in the sour cream and vanilla. With the mixer on low, add the flour mixture in thirds, beating until just smooth and scraping down the sides of the bowl as needed. Do not overbeat.
				

					Spread half of the batter in the prepared pan. Sprinkle with half of the streusel mixture. Top with the remaining batter and smooth the top. Sprinkle the remaining streusel mixture over the batter.

					Bake for about 1 hour, or until a toothpick or cake tester inserted in the cake comes out clean. Let it cool on a wire rack for 10 minutes. Run the tip of a sharp knife around the inside of the pan and the tube to loosen it. Invert the cake, unmold onto the rack, and turn right side up. Serve warm or at room temperature.

			

			Makes one 10-inch tube cake; serves 10 to 12
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			Cake

			2 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

			2 teaspoons baking soda

			1½ cups vegetable oil

			2 cups sugar

			4 large eggs, at room temperature

			1 tablespoon ground cinnamon

			½ teaspoon ground ginger

			¼ teaspoon ground cloves

			1 teaspoon salt

			3 cups finely grated carrots (about 4 large carrots)

			1½ cups pecans, toasted and chopped

			1 cup golden raisins (optional)

			Frosting

			¼ pound (1 stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature

			One 8-ounce package cream cheese, at room temperature

			1½ cups confectioners’ sugar

			2 teaspoons vanilla extract

			Pinch salt

			2 tablespoons grated lemon zest, for garnish
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			When we think of carrot cake, we often think of dense “back-to-the-earth” concoctions that are loaded with raisins, pineapple, and coconut. This version is much lighter and is made with fresh carrots, spices, and toasted pecans. If you insist on adding raisins, use golden ones.

			In the South, carrot cake is sometimes called Queen Anne’s Cake, named after Queen Anne’s lace, which is a wild carrot plant. It’s a nice idea to take a pause in the day and have a slice of cake with coffee or tea (hot or iced), like many southerners do.

			
					Position an oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Lightly butter two 9-inch round cake pans and line the bottoms with parchment paper.

					To make the cake: In a medium bowl, mix the flour and baking soda together and set aside.

					In a large bowl with an electric mixer on medium speed, beat the oil, sugar, eggs, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, and salt together until smooth. Add the flour mixture and stir until smooth. Add the grated carrots, pecans, and raisins, if using, and stir until just blended. Spoon the batter into the prepared pans.
				

					Bake the cakes for 35 to 40 minutes, or until a toothpick or a cake tester inserted in the center of the cakes comes out clean. Run a thin knife around the insides of the pans to release the cakes. Invert them onto wire racks, peel off the paper, and let cool, right side up.

					To make the frosting: In a large bowl with an electric mixer on medium speed, beat the butter and cream cheese together until smooth. Add the sugar, vanilla, and salt and beat until very smooth.

					Put one cake layer on a serving plate and spread some of the frosting over the top. Put the second cake layer, flat side down, on top and frost the top. Refrigerate until serving.

					Sprinkle the top of the cake with the lemon zest, cut into slices, and serve.

			

			Makes one 9-inch 2-layer cake; serves 12

			
				Notes

				You will save a lot of time and effort if you grate the carrots in a food processor with a grating attachment instead of using a hand grater.

				The key to the fluffy frosting here is to make sure that the butter and cream cheese are at room temperature when you whip them together.

			

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			[image: Chocolate Layer Cake with Chocolate Frosting]

			
			Cake

			1 cup boiling water

			¾ cup unsweetened cocoa powder

			1¾ cups unbleached all-purpose flour

			1½ teaspoons baking soda

			¼ teaspoon salt

			2 cups sugar

			10 tablespoons (1¼ sticks) unsalted butter, at room temperature

			3 large eggs, at room temperature

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			1¼ cups buttermilk

			Frosting

			3¾ cups confectioners’ sugar

			1 cup unsweetened cocoa powder

			¼ pound (1 stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			About 1 cup heavy cream
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			January 27 is National Chocolate Cake Day, but really any day is a good one to make this time-honored classic chocolate layer cake.

			
					Position an oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter two 9-inch round cake pans and line the bottoms with parchment paper. Dust with flour and tap out the excess.

					To make the cake: In a small heatproof bowl, whisk together the boiling water and cocoa until smooth. Set aside.

					Sift the flour, baking soda, and salt into a medium bowl. In a large bowl with an electric mixer on medium speed, beat the sugar and butter together until light. Add the eggs one at a time, beating well after each addition. Beat in the vanilla and the cocoa mixture.

					With the mixer on low, add the flour mixture alternately with the buttermilk, ending with the dry ingredients, beating until smooth. Divide the batter evenly between the prepared pans and smooth the tops.
				

					Bake the cakes for 35 to 40 minutes, or until a toothpick or cake tester inserted in the center of the cakes comes out clean. Transfer the cakes to wire racks and let cool in the pans for 10 minutes. Loosen the cakes carefully from their pans with a knife and invert onto the racks. Peel off the paper. Turn the cakes right side up and let cool to room temperature.

					To make the frosting: Sift the confectioners’ sugar and cocoa into a large bowl. With an electric mixer on low speed, mix in the butter. Add the vanilla and gradually mix in enough of the cream to make a spreadable frosting.

					Transfer one cake layer to a serving plate and spread the top with a small amount of frosting. Top with the other layer and frost the sides and the top, swirling the frosting. Let the cake stand for at least 30 minutes before cutting. 

			

			Makes one 9-inch 2-layer cake; serves 8 to 10

		

	
		
			[image: Flourless Chocolate Cake]

			
			Cake

			½ pound semisweet chocolate, coarsely chopped

			¼ pound (1 stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature, cut into pieces

			6 large eggs, 2 whole, 4 separated, at room temperature

			1 cup sugar

			Whipped cream

			1½ cups cold heavy cream

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			Unsweetened cocoa powder, for sprinkling
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			This elegant flourless cake is a chocolate lover’s dream. Be sure to use the best-quality semisweet chocolate and the freshest eggs that you can find when making it. Let the cake cool in the springform pan and fill it mit schlag (with whipped cream) before serving.

			
					Position an oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Line the bottom of an 8-inch springform pan with a round of parchment paper; do not butter the pan. Set the pan on a large sheet of aluminum foil and fold up the edges around it.

					To make the cake: Melt the chocolate and butter in a heatproof bowl set over hot water. When completely melted, stir the mixture together and set aside to cool a bit.

					In a large bowl, whisk the 2 whole eggs and the 4 egg yolks with ½ cup of the sugar until well blended. Whisk in the chocolate mixture.

					In another large bowl with an electric mixer on medium-high speed, beat the 4 egg whites until foamy. Gradually add the remaining ½ cup sugar and beat until the whites form soft mounds that hold their shape but are not quite stiff. Stir about one quarter of the beaten egg whites into the chocolate mixture to lighten it, then gently fold in the remaining whites. Pour the batter into the pan and smooth the top.
				

					Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, or until the top of the cake is puffed and cracked and the center is no longer wobbly. Do not overbake. Cool the cake completely in the pan on a wire rack. The cake will sink as it cools.

					To make the whipped cream: Just before serving, whip the cream with the vanilla until not quite stiff. With a spatula, carefully fill the inside of the cake with the whipped cream, pushing it gently to the edges. Dust the top lightly with cocoa powder. Run the tip of a knife around the edges of the cake, carefully remove the sides of the pan, and serve.

			

			Makes one 8-inch cake; serves 8 to 12

		

	
		
			
			[image: Mit schlag]

			Mit schlag simply means “with whipped cream,” and it is the perfect, rich, not-too-sweet accent to many cakes. As a topping for coffee or hot chocolate, it is generally served unsweetened. If it is made to serve with cake or other desserts, sugar and vanilla are usually added.

			Basic Whipped Cream

			Here is a good recipe for basic whipped cream. Be sure not to overwhip the cream; you want it to have a light and fluffy texture.

			1 cup cold heavy cream

			2 tablespoons sugar

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			In a medium bowl with an electric mixer on high speed, whip the cream, sugar, and vanilla just until stiff peaks begin to form. If not using the cream right away, cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate until ready to serve, or up to 1 day. If the cream separates, whisk again to the proper consistency.

			Makes about 2 cups
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			Cake

			3 cups cake flour (not self-rising)

			2½ cups sugar

			1½ tablespoons baking powder

			½ teaspoon salt

			5 large egg whites

			½ cup whole milk

			1 tablespoon coconut extract

			½ pound (2 sticks) salted butter, at room temperature

			1 cup unsweetened coconut milk

			Coconut and Frosting

			2 cups unsweetened shredded coconut

			½ pound cream cheese, at room temperature

			¼ pound (1 stick) salted butter, at room temperature

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			1½ to 2 cups confectioners’ sugar
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			This beautiful layer cake is the one to serve for special birthdays and dinner parties. The key ingredients that make the cake so incredibly light and moist are cake flour and lightly beaten egg whites. To finish the cake, toast half of the shredded coconut to give it a nice, nutty flavor.

			
					Position an oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour two 9-inch round cake pans and line them with parchment paper.

					To make the cake: In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt and set aside. In another bowl, whisk together the egg whites, milk, and coconut extract and set aside.

					In a large bowl with an electric mixer on low speed, beat the butter and coconut milk until blended. Increase the speed to medium and beat for about 2 minutes, until light and fluffy, scraping down the sides of the bowl as needed.

					Add the flour mixture and beat until incorporated. Add the egg white mixture in 3 additions, scraping down the sides of the bowl and mixing just long enough to incorporate after each addition.
				

					Spoon the batter evenly into the prepared pans and smooth the tops with a spatula. Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, or until a toothpick or cake tester inserted into the center of the cakes comes out clean. Remove the cakes and allow them to cool in their pans for 10 minutes, then turn them out onto wire racks to cool completely. Peel off the paper.

					To toast the coconut: Preheat the oven to 350°F. Spread half of the shredded coconut on a baking sheet and toast it for 7 to 10 minutes, until golden. Watch it carefully, as it can burn quickly. Let cool completely, and mix together with the remaining coconut.

					To make the frosting: In a large bowl, with an electric mixer on low speed, beat the cream cheese, butter, and vanilla. Add the confectioners’ sugar and mix until smooth.
				

					To assemble the cake, transfer one layer flat to a serving plate, upside down, and spread with frosting and sprinkle with some of the coconut. Put the second layer on top, right side up, and frost the top and the sides of the cake. Scatter some of the coconut mixture evenly over the top of the cake. Press the remaining coconut onto the sides. Serve at room temperature.

			

			Makes one 9-inch 2-layer cake; serves 8 to 10

			
				Variations

				Instead of spreading the center layer of the cake with frosting you can use another delicious ingredient like raspberry, strawberry, or blueberry preserves, or lemon curd. Be sure to sprinkle the top of the layer with coconut.
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