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For all my grandmothers.

And for Hazel, who stuck with me
every step of the way and was always ready
when a chance morsel fell to the floor.
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INTRODUCTION

Some people’s obsessions lead them to mountaintops or shoe stores or the racetrack. Mine led me straight to the kitchen. I am a baker. It’s my passion; it’s who I am and what I do. I recognized at an early age the thrill of transforming a few simple everyday ingredients (butter, flour, sugar, eggs) into a delicious creation. This joy is what gets me up in the wee hours of the morning to begin my baking day. I have had the pleasure of owning two small neighborhood bakeries in my career, one in Ketchum, Idaho, and my current endeavor in Portland, Oregon.

When we moved into the space in Portland that is now Baker & Spice Bakery, it had already housed a bakery (the Hillsdale Pastry Shop) for fifty years. In the rush of trying to remodel the space and establish a new business, I hastily dumped the contents of one of their old filing cabinets into a sturdy apple box and pushed it into an empty corner of the attic above the bakery.

Once we were settled in, and after fielding a lot of requests for “pink champagne cake” from customers devoted to the previous bakery who apparently missed their favorite dessert, I remembered the box in the attic and decided to take it out and see if it contained any recipes. What I found was a vintage junkie’s dream! The history that poured out of that box sent me back in time. It held a gold mine of baking formulas, journals, and magazines dating back to the 1920s. These were gems from a time when a cupcake was a “cup cake,” a cookie was a “cooky,” and the word “goober” was synonymous with peanut. Bundt pans were still unceremoniously called metal tube pans, and coconut (spelled “cocoanut”), pineapple, and banana were considered exotic ingredients. Housewives were disciples of Betty Crocker, and no one had heard of Martha Stewart.

When presented with the opportunity to write a book on vintage cakes a few years later, I returned to the treasure trove in the attic and started sifting through old recipes. I borrowed dog-eared cookbooks from family and friends and polled everyone about the cakes they remembered most from their childhoods. Word soon got out about the book, and I started receiving unsolicited recipes (accompanied by lovingly handwritten descriptions of their history) from all over. Everyone was passionate about a cake in their past!

I began to bake and rebake cakes (sometimes as many as six in one day), tinkering with the ingredients to revive and update vintage cake recipes for today’s palate. Having tried the original recipes, I can attest that cakes used to be much sweeter than they are today. I cut down on the sugar and upped the flavors in my revised recipes. I also tested and retested a recipe until I found the right amounts of butter (for flavor) and oil (for moisture). My tinkering always included using wholesome, pure ingredients like nuts, oats, fruit, and chocolate in lieu of any inferior ingredients. And since we have so many more high-quality ingredients at our fingertips than cake bakers did a century ago, I had the luxury of being able to update vintage recipes by improving upon the raw materials in the ingredient list.

Every so often, I had the added challenge of attempting to reverse technology: what started in the early twentieth century as a delicious cake made from scratch often became a cake made with a cake mix beginning in the late 1940s. When cake mixes gained popularity, the scratch recipe was sometimes discarded (and lost) in favor of the more efficient—but never tastier—cake mix. In this book, I “deconstructed” a few cake mix classics (like Cherry Chip Cake, or Watergate Cake) to recapture the homemade recipe.

I’ve tried to include recipes for everyone’s palate, from dense dark chocolate to light and airy chiffon to boozy Bundt cake, among others. And in gratitude for the bakery that left me all those vintage recipe cards, I’ve also included a slightly revised recipe for Champagne Cake, which can, of course, be tinted pink. It’s my hope that you enjoy these vintage cakes, and that you find here some heirloom desserts to pass down to future generations.


THE CAKE BAKER’S BATTERY

You can’t go wrong baking a cake if you stock your kitchen with the following equipment:




• An electronic baking scale (weighing the ingredients gives you a more accurate measurement than going by volume)

• A stand mixer (a high-powered handheld mixer will work, too, in a pinch)

• Rubber spatulas, wire whisks, and wooden spoons of all shapes and sizes

• A heatproof silicone spatula when cooking caramel or other high-heat concoctions

• Small and long thin metal spatulas (to spread fillings and frost cakes)

• Lots of mixing bowls, all sizes

• Measuring spoons and both dry and wet measuring cups

• A Microplane or other grater

• Metal strainers (fine mesh and medium mesh; they double as sifters)

• Cake pans: three 8 by 2-inch or two 9 by 2-inch round cake pans with straight sides, preferably aluminum; an 8 by 3-inch springform pan; a 9 by 13-inch baking dish; 10- and 12-cup metal tube pans; an angel food cake pan with feet; standard-size (⅓ cup) cupcake tins; and a 2½-quart (9 by 9 by 2½-inch) baking dish

• A cast-iron skillet

• Sauté pans and saucepans

• Biscuit cutters

• A rolling pin

• A timer (there’s nothing like an overdone cake to remind you how important this tool can be…)

• Thermometers (one oven thermometer to ensure accuracy and one candy thermometer for heat-sensitive recipes)

• Parchment paper and baking spray

• Wooden skewers to test the cake in the oven or poke holes in the cake to allow the glaze to seep in

• A wire rack for cooling baked cakes

• A long thin slicing knife to halve a cake, and a good chef’s knife to chop nuts and dried fruit, and so on

• Pastry brushes to coat cake layers with a sugar syrup

• A kitchen torch for browning meringue

• Piping bag and tips (or just a zip-top bag or two, if you aren’t big on decorating)

• Cardboard rounds for moving and assembling cake layers (available at cake supply stores)

• A cake dome for storing cakes at room temperature

• A thick pair of oven mitts
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