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CRAZY ABOUT FROSTINGS

Cake may be my calling, but frosting is my passion. Be it a creamy chocolate buttercream, a tangy citrus glaze, or a spoonful of warm caramel icing that cascades down the side of a cake, frosting is the final touch in the kitchen and makes the first impression on the table. The curvy swirls on top of a chocolate cake or the elongated strokes around the side of a luscious lemon layer cake are beautiful to the eye. Frosting enrobes a cake in flavor and also keeps it moist for days. And of course, the great taste of frostings helps make cakes memorable.

Even when I was young and not tall enough to reach the mixing bowl without climbing onto a stool, I somehow managed to sneak a taste of my mom’s chocolate frosting. It was the kind of frosting she made on top of the stove by melting butter and stirring in cocoa, then adding milk and enough confectioners’ sugar to pull the frosting together into a sleek and wonderful fudgelike consistency we craved. Frosting was and forever will be a memory maker for me. It dresses up any cake, whether the cake begins with a mix or is made from scratch.

Welcome to my book of frostings. While I included frostings in each of my previous books, they were placed at the back. Not here. Now frostings have their own book, a time to really shine.

The frostings and glazes in this book fall into two groups: cooked and uncooked. The cooked frostings include pan frostings of chocolate, caramel, penuche, and marshmallow creme. I suppose ganache is also a cooked frosting because you quickly bring cream to a boil, pour it over chopped chocolate, and stir it with a wooden spoon until smooth. But it’s one easy cooked frosting, a breeze to prepare.

Most of my frostings are uncooked, buttercreams or cream cheese frostings or quick glazes. They’re fast and reliable any time of the year. Plus, uncooked frostings are a snap to make the day before you need to frost a birthday cake or the sea of cupcakes for your child’s class party. Just bring the bowl of frosting to room temperature to make spreading easier.

Enough talk! Let’s get baking cakes and making frosting to spread on cakes of all kinds. As you slather on buttercream and spoon over speedy glazes, don’t be surprised if frosting becomes your passion, too.

Happy frosting!

—Anne Byrn


FROSTING 101

Even if you bake a cake using a mix, there is absolutely no reason not to make the frosting yourself as it is quite easy. Here’s how to prepare cakes for frosting, make better frosting than anything you can buy at the supermarket, frost layer cakes beautifully, and present them with style.

I. Cooling the Cake

Let’s say your cake is in the oven. To check to make sure it’s done, lightly press the top of the cake. If it springs back it’s signaling the cake is done. Once out of the oven cakes need to rest somewhere cool before being inverted out of the pan and onto a rack to cool completely. You can place the cake pan on a wire rack, the grate of your stove, or on a granite countertop. Layer cakes should cool for five to ten minutes in the pan. Any longer than that and the cake layers may stick to the pan. Any shorter time than that and the hot cakes may split. If you’ve made a Bundt or tube cake, or a 13 by 9–inch sheet cake you want to remove from the pan before frosting, you’ll need to let it rest for 15 to 20 minutes in the pan.

To remove a cake from its pan, run a dinner knife around the edge to loosen it. Holding the pan with hot pads, carefully shake the cake then turn it over onto a wire rack. Cake layers need to be inverted twice if you plan to stack and frost them. That’s because if you let the cake rest with the top side down on the rack, lines will form as the cake cools and when you remove the cake from the rack, the entire top may come off. Invert tube cakes twice, too, so that the fuller top side is up. A Bundt cake, however, needs just one flip onto a rack to cool; its fluted top is what you want to see on the serving platter.

Let cakes cool completely before frosting them. For layers this will be about 15 minutes longer, for Bundts and tubes about 25 minutes, and for sheet cakes, somewhere in between. Pastry chefs speed up the cooling process by placing cake layers in the refrigerator, and this does cut the cooling time in half should you be in a hurry. If you need to delay frosting the cake layers for more than an hour after they have been placed on a rack to cool, cover the cooled cakes with the pans they were baked in or with a piece of waxed paper or a light kitchen towel so that they don’t dry out.





Frosting vs. Icing

What’s the right term—frosting or icing? For continuity in this book, I have labeled all the frostings and what might be called icings, simply as frostings. And the verb of choice is to frost a cake. But it does make you wonder …

In Southern Cooking, written by Henrietta Dull of Atlanta in 1928, she lists only one frosting, a mocha, but more than a dozen “icings.” In my 1943 edition of The Joy of Cooking, all the cake toppings are called icings, from white to chocolate to caramel to marshmallow. Now the exception to the rule seems to be royal icing, and I haven’t found a “royal frosting” yet. Frosting may be the word of choice today, but “icing” has a nice old-fashioned ring to it, just like the icebox, the forerunner of the refrigerator.



II. Frosting the Cake

There is no right or wrong frosting or glaze for a cake. Use your preference to select something that will complement what you have baked. As a general rule, however, caramel frostings and other frostings that set up firmly are best with softer-textured cakes. Fluffier icings like cream cheese or buttercream go better with dense cakes. You might want to play up corresponding flavors in cakes and frostings. For example, serve a maple frosting with a spice cake or a peppermint frosting with a chocolate cake. But these are only my suggestions. Feel free to try the frostings on any of your favorite cakes.

10 Steps to a Frosted Layer Cake

No worries! Frosting a cake is fun. It is also something that you get better at with practice. So here are my tips to get you started.

1. First brush the crumbs from the side of the cake layers with a soft pastry brush. Placing the layers in the freezer for twenty minutes will make the cake easier to frost.

2. To keep the serving platter clean, cut four strips of waxed paper each about 3 inches wide and a foot long. Arrange the strips of waxed paper under the bottom layer of cake so that they form a square to catch the runoff frosting. Or you can place a cardboard cake round underneath the cake, frost it on a work surface, and then transfer the frosted cake to the serving platter. You can buy cake rounds in various widths to match your baking pans or, if the rounds are too large, cut them down with scissors before you frost the cake. To hide the cardboard round on the serving platter, cover the edge with a little frosting or surround it with sliced oranges, cut flowers, cranberries—you name it.

3. When assembling the cake, anchor the thickest of the cake layers to the platter or cake round with a dab of frosting or corn syrup. If the layer is lopsided, you can build it up with some of the frosting.

4. Should you want to split the cake layers in half crosswise to make a 4-layer cake, here’s how: Mark the halfway point on the side of the layer of cake with a knife; do this in three or four places. Using a serrated knife, make shallow cuts into the cake, rotating it to connect the knife marks. Then, as you continue to rotate the cake, slice more deeply through it until it is split in half. Carefully slide out the knife.

5. Make sure the frosting is at room temperature; cold frosting is hard to spread and can tear the cake.

6. If you are making a 2-layer cake, spoon a large portion of frosting—between ½- and ¾-cup—on top of the bottom cake layer. Using a 10-inch flat metal spatula, spread the frosting to the edge of the cake. It should be ¼- to ½-inch thick. Stack the second layer on top so that both layers are right side up. If you are making a 4-layer cake, stack all layers right side up with ½ to ¾ cup frosting between each.

7. Spread out a generous amount of frosting on top of the cake to the edge in a thin coat. Spread a thin layer of frosting on the side of the cake to seal the crumbs and repair any imperfections.

8. Apply a second, thicker more decorative layer of frosting to the top and side of the cake. Be sure to cover the edge of the cardboard round if you are using one. For a smooth side, hold the spatula tightly against the cake with one hand and turn the cake around with the other. To get rid of the ridge that will form on the top of the cake where the top and side meet, hold the spatula at an angle and smooth the ridge toward the center. Keep turning the cake until the ridge is gone. Make decorative swirls or ridges on top of the cake with the end of the spatula.

9. Once the cake is frosted, pull the waxed paper strips out from underneath it. If you didn’t use paper strips, clean up the platter with a wet paper towel.

10. To prevent a frosted cake from drying out, cover it with a cake cover or with a large inverted saucepan. If you frosted the cake with whipped cream or cream cheese, you will need to place the cake in the refrigerator until it’s time to serve. Be sure to cover these, as refrigerated cakes are the most susceptible to drying out.





These Tools Are Made for Frosting …

For simple frosting jobs you need just a few special tools.

A rubber spatula to use for scraping frosting from the bowl onto the cake.

A long flexible metal icing spatula. It can be either straight or offset; an offset, or angled, spatula makes it easier to frost cakes while they are in the pan. Use this spatula to spread frosting over the side of the cake as well as on top of the layers.

A short flexible metal icing spatula, perfect for frosting edges, adding details, and topping cupcakes.



III. Storing the Cake

The good news is that, when properly wrapped, a frosted cake will last for up to 5 days (if you haven’t gobbled it up by then) at room temperature or in the refrigerator. If you want the cake to keep for longer you can freeze it. But before you wrap a cake up, remember that it’s easier to do this if the frosting is hard. That’s not a problem with a caramel frosting, which hardens as it cools, but it is a problem for buttercream and cream cheese frostings that are soft to the touch. Chill uncovered frosted cakes for 20 to 30 minutes before covering them so that the wrapping doesn’t pull the frosting off the cake when you remove it. Always wait until a cake is cooled before freezing it.

I have a number of ways to store cakes. Here are some of my suggestions.

Use a plastic cake saver. This is a handy tool if you tote a lot of cakes to work, school, or church. You can frost or glaze the cake right on the base of the cake saver, and the top will fit over the cake and seal shut. Since there’s room in between the frosting and the top of the cake saver, you have no messes. If you want to freeze a cake in a cake saver, it helps to wrap the cake first in heavy-duty aluminum foil.

Store the cake under a cake dome or bell. A glass cake stand and cover look beautiful on your kitchen counter and do a good job of protecting a cake from drying out while at the same time keeping the frosting intact. It’s perfect for all cakes that do not have to be refrigerated.

Wrap the cake in waxed paper. Just the right wrap to drape across the top of a cream cheese–frosted cake after the frosting has firmed up uncovered in the refrigerator, waxed paper keeps the moisture in but doesn’t stick to the frosting. Unfortunately, waxed paper also doesn’t stick to the side of a plate, so you’ll need to tape it down should you want a secure fit. And waxed paper doesn’t provide an effective moisture barrier so it’s useless for freezing cakes.

Use aluminum foil. This is the best cake protector for freezing, especially when you use heavy-duty aluminum foil. It’s good for keeping out moisture when you refrigerate cakes, too, but be careful not to use it with acidic cakes like strawberry or lemon. Aluminum foil is also nice when storing 13 by 9–inch cakes in the pan since you can mold it onto the sides of the pan, creating a seal.

Seal it with plastic wrap. A good all-purpose wrap for cakes with no glaze or frosting, plastic wrap also works well for wrapping up single slices of cake. It’s perfect for use when refrigerating cake but not for freezing.





How Much Frosting Is Enough?

Nothing is more frustrating than running out of frosting right in the middle of the job! Here’s what you will need.

For a dozen cupcakes: at least 1 cup

For the top of a 13 by 9–inch sheet cake: 2 cups

For the top and sides of a 13 by 9–inch sheet cake: 2½ to 3 cups

For a two-layer 8-inch cake: 2 to 2½ cups

For a two-layer 9-inch cake or a three-layer 8-inch cake: 2½ to 3 cups

For a three-layer 9-inch cake: 3 to 4 cups



Thawing Frozen Cakes

For the best results, if you want to freeze cake, freeze it before you have frosted it. But frosted cakes can be frozen, too. If you have frozen a cake that has a buttercream or cream cheese frosting or has a filling that contains eggs, it’s best to thaw it in the refrigerator; this will take from 8 hours to overnight. Thawing a frosted cake on the kitchen counter is a speedy method and will take 1 to 2 hours.

Before frosting frozen cake layers let them thaw three quarters of the way (about 1 hour) while still wrapped, then unwrap the layers and let them finish thawing. This allows the layers to dry out enough so the frosting will adhere to them.





10 Steps to Sensational Cakes

1. Preheat your oven for 10 to 15 minutes before you plan to bake.

2. Buy an oven thermometer and check your oven routinely to see if it is baking at the correct temperature. If your cakes are browning too quickly, your oven may be running hot. If cakes are not done by what the recipe indicates as the maximum baking time, your oven may be running cold.

3. Place the oven rack in the center of the oven.

4. Read the recipe through before you begin and use the correct size pan.

5. Measure liquids by placing a liquid-ingredient measuring cup on the kitchen counter, pouring the liquid into the cup, and checking the measurement at eye level.

6. Measure dry ingredients by spooning them into dry-ingredient measuring cups and leveling off the top with a knife. When you measure brown sugar, pack it into the cup before leveling it off.

7. Beat the cake batter for the time specified, using a hand-held or stand mixer set on low or medium speed. If you are beating the batter by hand, beat it at the rate of 150 strokes per minute, resting as needed.

8. Check the cake for doneness by pressing the top to see if it springs back, looking for browning in light-colored cakes, and seeing if the cake has loosened from the side of the pan.

9. Let cake layers cool for 5 to 10 minutes before turning them out of the pan onto a rack. Bundt and tube cakes need 15 to 20 minutes in the pan.

10. Unless the cake is to be glazed while hot, let it cool completely before frosting.
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