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INTRODUCTION

Writing this book has been an extraordinary journey. Born and raised in the Piedmont region of North Carolina, I grew up nurtured, body and soul, by wonderful Southern home cooking. I come from a family of home cooks, for whom baking was neither a remarkable skill nor a hobby, but rather, a task of home life. It was messier than laundry, more creative than ironing, less fun than gardening for my mother, and satisfying to all of us, being a family captivated by food.

My mother was raised on a dairy farm by a mother who cooked a hot breakfast well before dawn every day of the year, fed the entire farm crew a huge, hearty lunch at noon, and regularly put on a fine Sunday dinner for a dozen people. And my grandmother didnt miss church or serve anything cold except milk.

My mother had a gifted teacher in my grandmother, right there in the kitchen. But by the time she was cooking for a family in a kitchen of her own, the world had spun, as it always does, to a new configuration. Instead of cooking for a crew of family members and employees, she was putting three square meals together for a fifties-era family. Unlike her mother, who learned to cook the food she had grown up eating from the women in her family, my mother paid attention to books and magazines full of recipes and kitchen wisdom.

I felt quite at home in my grandparents farmhouse, just as I did in my familys brick house with carport, breakfast nook, swing set, and pine-paneled den. In my everyday life, I enjoyed the television set, coloring books, peanut butter sandwiches, and meatloaf at home, just as I loved the fishing pond, rope swing, hayloft, and chicken coop on my grandparents farm. Since we lived only 30 miles away, my sisters and I lingered and lounged around the farm on weekends and during the summer, never far from the kitchen and ever eager to see what good things the huge kitchen table might hold at the next meal. Watching, and eventually helping, my grandmother bake was one of my greatest treats.

She made biscuits in a shallow wooden dough tray, transforming flour, lard, and buttermilk into perfect little pillows of hot bread, exquisite with butter and divine with honey or preserves from the pantry. She mixed cakes in a deep, wide, lightweight, red-rimmed white-enamel bowl, which doubled as the dishpan. One piece of kitchen equipment that did two jobs saved time and money, two resources my grandmother used with care.

My grandmother flung flour about with abandon, not afraid to make a mess since it would be simple to clean up once the job was done right. Rich milk from their dairy went in right from the bottle, home-churned butter from the crock, fresh eggs from a basket on the counter, sugar scooped from a canisterall landed in the big bowl without measuring implements of any kind other than eyes and practiced hands. Now I know thats how professional restaurant chefs do much of their work, with confidence born of knowledge and practice, but at the time I didnt think of her as a master cook and baker feeding a crowd. Neither did she. She loved to bake, especially cakes. From her I learned the pleasure of making a little magic happen by transforming the simplest of ingredients into beautiful, inviting cakes, ready to be savored with family and friends.

I started baking at home when I was nine or ten. I still remember the thrill of making something and bringing it out to my family, who, bless them, always crowed with joy and surprise that little me could make such a magnificent cake or pie or pan of brownies or gingerbread. I never thought of cakes as special or particularly Southern, just as something I loved to make and eat.

My professional life in the kitchen began years later, when I started teaching and writing about the food of Thailand, where I had spent three years as a Peace Corps volunteer. Baking and Southern cooking remained part of my life, but not in a conscious way. If we had company, I might make green chicken curry with rice, or Southern fried chicken with corn on the cob. I learned to make spring rolls and dumplings and spicy Thai salads, but I didnt try to learn new Southern dishes. I just kept on doing what I knew how to do.

Since I have had my own children, now ten and fourteen years old, Ive been returning to the Southern foods of my childhood more often, partly to share my history with them, and partly because having a family at home means cooking every day, and usually more than once. It also means that lots of cakes need baking, since we have four birthdays a year, plus those of grandparents, sisters, and friends. Not to mention school festivals, covered dish suppers, family reunions, and church dinners, all of which keep me refilling the sugar and flour canisters and wearing out a mixer now and then.

Not only did baking come back to the forefront of my life; I also moved back to where my earliest baking, cooking, and eating took place. Six years ago, we moved from Southern California, where our daughters were born, back to North Carolina, settling down about an hour away from the kitchens of my childhood.

I came back with a new appreciation of my culinary inheritance, and an eagerness to fill in the gaps in my knowledge. Since we moved here, I have enjoyed the chance to take a long, sweet look at Southern food in general and Southern baking in particular. The opportunity to write this book has been an extraordinary and precious gift. I am moved and astounded daily as I read, talk, taste, research, and daydream my way through the subject of Southern cakes. From pound cake to pineapple upside-down cake, and from Lady Baltimore to Mississippi Mud, this has been a hoot, an education, and a very tasty task. Each recipe, each question, each person seems to lead me to another recipe, question, and person, and what a blessing that is. I feel grateful beyond words to know, at this point in my life, in the twenty-first century, how many people are fascinated by, excited over, occupied with, and opinionated about food, just like me.

I invite you to take a little journey through this collection of Southern cakes. Perhaps you will come across some old friends and meet some new neighbors, since the South, like all the world, grows and changes every day, while still remaining essentially its same old self. I hope that while sampling these pages you will remember something about a cake you once ate or a person who once taught you something about cooking and eating and the sacred nature of food.

I hope you bake some of these cakes, or go find someone who will, or become inspired to head off down the kitchen trail toward another culinary destination that captures your particular fancy. I wish you good eating and good conversation all along the way, and the blessing of connecting the good things of the past to the gifts of the present and the possibilities of the future.



BAKING 101

To bake the cakes presented in this book, you dont have to be a Southerner or a professional cook. You dont even need prior experience in the kitchen. All you require are the basic skills and tools of home baking. You can pick up the skills by reading this book and other cookbooks, asking advice from friends and neighbors, watching people cook on television and in cooking classes, and best of all, by getting out a bowl and spoon and learning by doing. Baking is fun and interesting, which is why I have been doing it since I was ten years old.

Cake baking in the South has changed very little in its essential form since the Colonial era. Here are the principles to keep in mind and equipment to have on hand for making the best use of the recipes in this book.

The Basics of Baking Cakes

BEFORE YOU BAKE

Before you begin your cake, heat the oven to the proper temperature, usually 350F. Next, prepare your pans before you proceed to mix the cake. This way you can move right through the process and get those cakes into the oven pronto.

In most cases, you will prepare the cake pans by greasing and flouring the insides. First, rub softened butter or shortening generously and evenly all over the interior surface of the baking pan you plan to use. Next, add about I tablespoon of flour to the pan, and rotate it to scatter the flour so that it adheres evenly over the entire surface. Then invert the pan to release the extra flour. Finally, rap the edge of the pan on the counter or the edge of the sink to knock loose the remaining excess. Your pan will be left with the thinnest film of grease and flour, which will help the pan to release the cake and the cake to let go of the pan, so that your layer comes out easily onto the cooling rack or serving plate after baking. For extra insurance, cut a circle out of waxed paper or kitchen parchment about the same size as the baking pan, and press it into the baking pan bottom to line it. You can buy ready-made rounds of kitchen parchment for most pan sizes (see Bakers Catalogue and Sur la Table) cakes will come out of the pans easily.

CREAMING THE BUTTER

Most butter cakes begin with the standard step of creaming butter and sugar together. This means combining softened butter with sugar and then stirring them with enough speed and energy to bring these two ingredients with very different textures (one soft and the other gritty and dry) into one fairly smooth, unified substance. This step gives your cake a strong foundation. The butter should be at room temperature, or 65 to 70F. Take it out of the refrigerator about I hour before using to warm up and soften. If youre ready to bake and the butter is cold, cut it into small chunks and leave them out on the counter for 10 to 15 minutes. To cream the butter and sugar well with a mixer, scrape them down into the well of the bowl often as you work.

ADDING THE EGGS

The next step is usually to incorporate the eggs, one at a time, beating or stirring well after you add each one to give the batter a uniform texture and soften it to a rich, thick, luxurious state. Eggs should be at room temperature for baking, so set them out about I hour before you plan to bake. If they are cold when you are ready to begin, set them aside in a small bowl of very warm water for about IO minutes. Separating whites and yolks is easiest when the eggs are cold. But for beating egg whites to their thickest, most billowy peaks, wait until the whites warm up to room temperature.

FOLDING IN THE DRIES AND THE WETS

The intermediate step for preparing the batter is to combine the dry ingredients (flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, and spices) and the liquid (milk, buttermilk, water, cream, or juice) with the butter-sugar-egg mixture. This task turns the mixture into a bona fide batter, an entity that is fairly thick, smooth, and usually pourable. The flour mixture contains the liftersthe leavening agents of baking powder, or baking soda and saltthat enable the cake to rise as it bakes. These go to work as soon as they meet moisture, so take care to move right on through the process, from bowl to oven, as soon as you have combined the wet and dry ingredients well.

For this job, I prefer a large wooden spoon, a big spatula, or a mixer on its lowest speed. Too much beating at this point can make for a tough cake. Work the batter only enough to incorporate the flour or the liquid youve just added into the existing batter, probably less than a minute each time you add flour or liquid. Add the dries and wets in alternate batches. Heres the plan: Add about one third of the flour mixture to the butter-sugar-egg mixture in the mixing bowl, and stir until the flour barely disappears. Then, add about half the liquid, followed by half of the remaining flour. Next, stir in the remaining liquid, and finally the last batch of flour. Dont go crazy worrying about getting exact proportions; this is just a method for taking it slowly, bringing all the parts together deliberately, evenly, and without delay, into a uniform whole. Get the ingredients in, without beating too long or too hard, and then get the batter into the oven with all possible speed.

CHECKING FOR DONENESS

Most layer cakes will need 20 to 35 minutes in the oven, while pound cakes and fruitcakes will need an hour or more. To get your cake out when it is done, and before it is overdone, pay attention to what you can see, feel, and smell as it bakes. Set a timer for the minimum amount of time suggested, and begin checking the cake at that point. Look for changes in color and texture: Light-colored batters will probably become a pleasing golden brown. If your batter is a dark color, note the change in texture as the cake begins to look solid, dry, and substantial, rather than shiny and wet. The edges of the cake will darken, harden a little, and begin to shrink away from the sides of the pan. Touch the center lightly to see if the cake springs back, or insert a wooden skewer or a toothpick into the center. When you take it out, there should be no wet batter or crumbs clinging to it. If you check the cake too soon, it may collapse. Removing the cake from the oven as soon as it is properly baked is important, so be ready with pot holders for grasping the hot pan, and clear a place to set it down.

GETTING THE CAKE OUT OF THE PAN

Small wire cooling racks used to be standard kitchen equipment, but nowadays theyve become a more specialized tool and are found mostly in specialty kitchenware shops. You can get by without them, using a plate instead, but they are very handy. Individual racks for each layer are ideal to facilitate turning out cakes and transferring them with ease and care. A large rack holding two cakes makes a perfect resting place once the cake layers are out of the pans, but it doesnt help with the delicate and crucial first step of turning them out of the pans.

Most cakes need about a 10-minute rest in the pan on a wire cooling rack, or on a folded kitchen towel if that is not an option.

To turn a cake out of the pan, first use a table knife to loosen it, running the knife along the sides of the pan. Then place a wire rack or a plate, top side down, over the cake pan, and flip it over. The cake should plop down gently onto the wire cooling rack; if it doesnt, turn it right side up and work your way around the sides again with a knife. Hold the pan firmly in one hand and boldly smack it sideways against the open palm of your other hand, making a sharp side-to-side motion to coax the cake loose from the pan. Try the upside-down flip with the rack again. If the cake is stuck, but not burnt, cut it just enough to work a spatula under the cake and release it in sections. Use icing to glue it into shape if possible. If not, enjoy it as a shortcake with berries and whipped cream. (If its wintertime, simmer 2 cups of frozen berries with 2 tablespoons of sugar and I tablespoon of water until you have a nice little juicy and chunky sauce.) Let the cakes finish cooling completely on the racks, top side up, before frosting them.

If you would like to have multiple layers, or thinner ones, you can slice your layers in half horizontally.

Work slowly and carefully, keeping your eye and mind on the tip of the knife so that you work your way evenly through the cake. This step works best with a chilled cake, since its texture will be firm.

HOW TO STORE CAKES

Once the cake is baked and cooled, you can frost it at once, or store it in the refrigerator or freezer and frost it later. To store baked cakes, wrap each completely cooled layer tightly in waxed paper or plastic wrap or both, and then enclose it in foil or a resealable plastic bag, pushing all the air out of the bag before sealing it. Most cakes can be kept 2 to 3 days in the refrigerator, and up to 3 months in the freezer, if carefully wrapped so they are airtight.

FROSTING: THE FINISHING TOUCH

In most cases, frost cakes only after they are completely cooled. A few recipes specify that you frost or ice them while they are hot. This is usually so that a glaze can penetrate the cake, helping it absorb the flavors. Before you frost a cake, slip strips of kitchen parchment paper underneath the edges of the bottom layer to keep the serving plate clean.

Frosted cakes usually keep 24 hours to 2 days at room temperature. If the frosting or icing is made with milk, cream, cream cheese, eggs, or other fragile ingredients, store the cake, covered, in the refrigerator. Set it out about I hour before serving so that it can warm up to room temperature and be at its tasty best. Many cakes are easiest to slice when they are cold, so if you want to cut a cake in advance, chill it first.

Equipment and Tools

Equipment means pans, cooling racks, pot holders, and other items that allow things to happen. Tools are items we use actively to perform particular tasks. They include whisks, wooden spoons, graters, and sifters. The line between the two is fuzzy sometimes, but dont you worry: this wont be on the test. Just know that what follows is a list of baking items that I consider essential in some cases, and desirable in others. There are many more things worth considering, but this is my list to start you off.

Visit local kitchenware stores, where you can examine and compare a variety of equipment. At these shops, you are likely to find staff who love to cook and bake and can help you decide what you need and show you how to use it. The mail-order section at the end of this book has sources for those who dont have a local store. Also, if you check thrift stores now and then, you may find unusual items from old-time kitchens, as well as conventional tools so that you can get what you need while minding your budget.

THE ESSENTIALS

MIXING BOWLS

I recommend you get a set of nested stainless steel bowls, ranging in size from small-enough-for-cereal to big-enough-to-serve-as-a-dishpan. These sets provide you with enough bowls for wets, dries, and various additions to a batter. They equip you for one-bowl cookie doughs, pound cakes, and ambitious fruitcakes, and are useful in other kinds of cooking. They work perfectly as the top of an improvised double boiler. Set one over a pan of simmering water to melt chocolate, stir lemon curd, or beat simple ingredients into a sweet, glossy bowl full of divinity icing. For beauty as well as practical use, ceramic bowls and bowl sets are a lovely addition to your baking shelf. Other mixing bowls are fine, too, but try to have several sizes, including a very large one.

MIXERS

You can get by with an array of wooden spoons and an eggbeater, like my grandmother did, but you are likely to bake more if you have one or both of these types of mixers:

HANDHELD/PORTABLE MIXERS: These work well, and can handle most kitchen jobs. They are especially useful for the task of making classic frostings, such as Seven Minute Frosting, in a double boiler.

STAND MIXERS: These allow you to handle other kitchen and baking tasks while the machine does the heavy lifting.

SPATULAS

I have several sturdy spatulas and use them constantly. Buy good ones, and have at least two.

WOODEN SPOONS

You need two or more wooden spoons. Ideally, have one or two very large spoons for major beating and stirring tasks, and one or two standard-sized spoons for basic stirring. If you dont have big wooden spoons, large plastic or metal cooking spoons will work in most cases.

MEASURING SPOONS

Get good, sturdy ones. I prefer metal spoons, and I love having two sets, one of loose spoons and one set on a ring. I keep mine out on the counter in a jar when Im baking, along with a supply of butter knives, forks, and spoons; then Im ready for tasting, stirring, and other little tasks.

MEASURING CUPS

You need liquid and dry measuring cups. Liquid ones have pouring spouts and handles, and allow headroom so that the liquid youve measured wont slosh out before you mix it in. Dry measuring cups have flat tops, so that you can fill them loosely with flour, sugar, or cocoa, and then level them off with a sweep of the flat edge of a butter knife across the top.

POT HOLDERS

Have four, and keep them very handy when you get ready to bake. If they get wet, the heat will penetrate right through them and burn your hand, so try to keep them dry, or take extra care if they get wet.

WIRE COOLING RACKS FOR CAKES

These are so useful for cakes, so try to have two or three. Check kitchenware stores to find them. Get square or round ones, big enough to hold one round or square layer cake on each individual rack.

BAKING PANS

Invest in good ones, ideally light in color and on the heavy side. My suggestions for a basic set include two 9-inch round pans, one 8-inch square pan, one 13-by-9-inch pan, one or two 9-by-5-inch loaf pans, and one 10-inch tube pan (a removable bottom and feet for elevating a cooling angel food cake are pluses).

WORTHWHILE IF YOU LOVE TO BAKE

OVEN THERMOMETER

I strongly suggest you consider purchasing an oven thermometer, to ensure that you are baking cakes at the proper temperature. Many ovens, including my five-year-old one, are off by 25 to 50F, a crucial difference in baking. Knowing this, I can adjust my ovens setting to compensate for its flaw. Oven thermometers are reasonably priced and fairly easy to find.

WHISKS AND EGGBEATERS

These help you combine ingredients into a smooth batter. They are also used to incorporate air into egg whites, cream, and batter to make them lighter and add volume. A balloon whisk has a sturdy handle and a pear-shaped multiple-wire business end, which effectively does its job of inflating egg whites, cream, and other liquids. A regular whisk has a more tapered wire business end, which does a fine job of mixing when volume and speed are not essential. A roux whisk has a flat business end, which is perfect for stirring flour, cornstarch, or any other thickener into oil, melted butter, or another liquid over heat on the stove top. I love eggbeaters for their American can-do practicality, and because that is the tool I started with in my grandmothers kitchen.

CANDY THERMOMETER

If you long to master fudge, thick old-timey icings, caramel, and candies, this tool is an essential gem. Get a good one that will anchor firmly to your saucepan and be easily read when steam is rising and things are happening fast.

LONG SERRATED KNIVES

These are excellent for slicing cake layers horizontally in half, as well as for slicing and serving cakes and breads.

SIFTER OR LARGE SIEVE

A sifter is an old-fashioned tool with a mesh bottom that removes lumps from dry ingredients and combines those ingredients as well. Large sieves are often used in Europe, and work beautifully for all sifting tasks.

BOX GRATER AND MICROPLANE/RASP

A box grater grates and shreds coconut, chocolate, and citrus peel for maximum flavor, and also cheese, carrots, potatoes, and more. A Microplane or rasp is best for quickly grating citrus zest and giving it a fine, fluffy texture.

LEMON REAMER AND CITRUS JUICER

I like my wooden reamer for small amounts of juice. When I want to make lemonade or another lemon-intensive treat, I use my glass citrus juicer, which sits on the counter top. It yields plenty of juice and has a little moat in which juice can accumulate.

DOUBLE BOILER

This set of two nesting pans includes a base for holding simmering water and a cooking vessel, which is suspended over the hot water. Use a double boiler to cook delicate mixtures that could easily burn or curdle if cooked directly on the heat, such as meringue-based icings, lemon curd, fudge icings, candy, and sauces.

MORE PANS

For avid bakers I suggest three 8-inch round layer cake pans; three 9-inch round layer cake pans; a 9-inch square pan or two for old-fashioned square layer cakes; a 9-inch springform pan; two 12-cup muffin pans; a jelly-roll pan or quarter-sheet pan (11 by 15 inches); and a large rectangular pan with low sides used for making thin sheet cakes, rolls, and roulades, including bche de Nol and, of course, the underappreciated, versatile, and surprisingly simple Jelly Roll.

Substitutions and Other Useful Information

Sometimes you discover you have run out of a crucial ingredient. Simple solutions can keep you baking rather than giving up or running to the store. For a comprehensive resource on the subject, get a copy of The Food Substitutions Bible by David Joachim.

BUTTERMILK AND SOUR MILK

You can make an excellent stand-in for both butter-milk and sour milk thusly: Stir I tablespoon of white or cider vinegar, or I tablespoon of lemon or lime juice, into I cup of whole milk. Stir well, let stand 10 minutes or longer, and voilbuttermilks twin. You can also find dehydrated buttermilk powder in some supermarkets, or order it from The Bakers Catalogue.

MILK

Keeping a supply of fresh milk sounds so simple, but its easy to let this slide. Stock up on evaporated milk and dry milk powder. Make room in the pantry and keep at least three cans on hand. Sometimes one must stop and go to the store in mid-recipe, but you shouldnt have to simply because you are out of milk. Reconstituted milk works just fine in almost every recipe.

BUTTER

Buy a lot, especially when it is sale time. Butter freezes very well for up to 6 months. Have some in the fridge and several boxes in the back corner of the freezer, so you are baking-ready 24/7.

SELF-RISING FLOUR

If a recipe calls for self-rising and you have ordinary flour, simply make up what you need using this formula: For every cup of self-rising flour, mix I cup of regular, all-purpose flour with I teaspoon of baking powder,  teaspoon of salt, and a scant  teaspoon of baking soda.

EGG WHITES AND YOLKS

Powdered egg whites work well in some recipes, so keep a container in the pantry to avoid an extra trip to the store. Check the label for details on mixing the egg whites with water to reconstitute (3 tablespoons of water to I tablespoon of powdered egg whites is usually about right).

Powdered egg yolks are available as well. Check the label, but expect to mix  cup of powdered egg yolks with 4 teaspoons water.

If you want pasteurized egg yolks, egg whites, and whole eggs, look for them in the refrigerator case near the eggs. Yolks and whites come in small cartons, easy to pour and store. See the labels for information on how to use them in baking and whether they will work, for example, in meringues.

STORING EXTRA EGG WHITES: Making Lemon Curd means having extra egg whites. Plan to cook Angel Food Cake or Seven-Minute Frosting, or store them in the refrigerator for 3 days or the freezer for 2 months. Collect leftover egg whites in a jar. If you want to label it and keep track of how many you have, good for you. I myself accumulate them and measure them for use in recipes (see below). Refrigerate egg whites for 3 to 5 days, or freeze them for up to 6 months, tightly sealed in a jar.

One cup of egg whites is equivalent to the whites of approximately 7 large eggs. About 2 cups of whites is equal to the whites of I dozen eggs. One egg white is about 3 tablespoons. Dont go crazy here; eggs are nature-made, so close is good enough.

STORING EXTRA EGG YOLKS: If you bake an Angel Food Cake, you will have extra egg yolks, perfect for Lemon Curd or Boiled Custard. To store egg yolks, stir in I teaspoon of sugar per yolk to keep the yolk liquid. Cover and refrigerate for 3 days. For measuring purposes, I egg yolk is about I tablespoon. A cup of egg yolks is equivalent to the yolks of about 14 eggs.





POUND CAKES

A pound cake is the original Southern cake, connecting home cooks in twenty-first-century Atlanta, Mobile, Louisville, and New Orleans with the cooks in Southern kitchens of nearly three hundred years before. Much has changed in the kitchen since Colonial times. For home bakers, stepping into an eighteenth-century kitchen would be like finding oneself on a different planet.

In the Colonial era, cooks made pound cakes as the English did, weighing the ingredients on a kitchen scale. The recipe still works: I pound of flour, I pound of sugar, I pound of butter, and I pound of eggs. To be precise, cooks weighed the eggs first, since the natural world abhors precision. If a cook weighed the eggs and then matched the other three ingredients to that weight exactly, she would have a perfectly balanced cake.

Given the mercurial nature of almost every other aspect of the baking process at that time, getting the cakes proportions right meant a great deal to the cook. The oven temperature was measured by testing the heat with ones hand, and the timing by an hourglass or the angle of the sun streaming into the kitchen.

Baking required a lot more energy during Colonial times. The baker had to build and stoke the fire, and have the batter ready when the temperature in the oven was just right. More elbow grease was required to cream the butter and sugar. Todays baker can choose among stand mixers, hand-held mixers, eggbeaters, and whisks to do the job. We have timers, thermometers, and measuring cups to guide us, and stove tops, ovens, and refrigerators to minimize the physical work once required for baking a cake.

In my twenty-first-century kitchen, I love making the classic pound cake, because it takes me right back to the kitchens of another time. Mrs. Buttross gives measurements in both pounds and cups, a bridge between old ways and new, especially for those who dont own a kitchen scale. Baking powder is absent in her traditional recipe; it came into use in the mid-nineteenth century.

I also love making CREAM CHEESE POUND CAKE, a modern recipe with a delicious tang, and MISS EDNA FAUSTS BLUE RIBBON POUND CAKE, a contemporary variation on the Colonial classic. Like the other recipes in this chapter, both produce a simple, elegant cake. They are dignified, as only pound cake can be, and a pure delight to the palate.

All you need for these cakes is a tube pan, ideally one with a 10-inch diameter and a 10- to 12-cup capacity. Loaf pans work, too. Making pound cakes is a fine primer for the standard cake procedure: creaming softened butter with sugar; beating in eggs to make a fluffy, soft mixture; stirring in flour and liquid with a light touch to keep the batter tender; and finishing things off with a bit of vanilla or another flavoring essence. Then put the batter in the oven and await your reward. These cakes draw you right into the sweet circle of Southern baking.




Waddad Habeeb Buttrosss
Classic Pound Cake

This recipe comes from Mrs. Waddad Habeeb Buttross of Natchez, Mississippi. Her cookbook, Waddads Kitchen: Lebanese Zest and Southern Best, blossomed from a family keepsake collection into a handsome book reflecting both her Lebanese ancestry and her familys deep roots in Mississippis fertile soil. Fried corn bread and turkey-bone gumbo share the pages with lamb kibbi, fresh pita bread, and homemade feta cheese. A world-class desserts chapter opens with this genuine pound cake, composed of equal weights of butter, sugar, flour, and eggs. Mrs. Buttrosss six children say it is excellent, and they are correct.

SERVES 8 TO 10

1 pound (4 sticks) butter, softened

One 1-pound box (about 3 ⅔ cups) confectioners sugar

6 eggs

1 pound sifted all-purpose flour (about 4 cups)

1 teaspoon vanilla extract


HEAT THE OVEN to 325F, and generously grease and flour a 10-inch tube pan, or two 9-by-5-inch loaf pans.

IN A LARGE MIXING BOWL, beat the butter with a mixer at high speed, scraping down the bowl once, until creamy and smooth, about I minute. Add the confectioners sugar and continue beating to combine well, scraping down the bowl often, about 2 minutes. Add the eggs, one at a time, beating just enough each time to mix the egg into the batter.

ADD THE FLOUR and beat at low speed, or stir with a large spoon, until it disappears. Stir in the vanilla, and then scrape the batter into the prepared pan.

BAKE at 325F for I to 1 hours (55 to 60 minutes for loaf pans), until the cake is golden and springs back when touched lightly in the center, and until a wooden skewer inserted in the center comes out clean.

COOL THE CAKE in the pan on a wire rack or a folded kitchen towel for 10 minutes. Use a table knife to loosen the cake from the sides of the pan. Carefully turn out the cake onto a wire rack or a plate to cool completely, top side up.


Chocolate Pound Cake
with Chocolate-Pecan Frosting

This handsome cake has a deep, rich, chocolate flavor without too much sweetness. But if sweet pleases you as it does me, do spread that frosting on top. You could also dust the cake with confectioners sugar, or serve it with a generous dollop of whipped cream or a big scoop of vanilla ice cream.

SERVES 8 TO 10

Chocolate Pound Cake

3 cups sifted all-purpose flour

 cup cocoa

 teaspoon baking powder

 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

1 cups evaporated milk

1 cup (2 sticks) butter, softened

 cup shortening

1 cups sugar

1 cups light or dark brown sugar

5 eggs

Chocolate-Pecan Frosting

 cup ( stick) butter

One 1-ounce square unsweetened chocolate, or 3 tablespoons cocoa

1 cups confectioners sugar

3 tablespoons milk

 teaspoon vanilla extract

1 cups chopped pecans


TO MAKE THE CAKE, heat the oven to 325F. Generously grease and flour a 10-inch tube pan or two 9-by-5-inch loaf pans. Sift the flour, cocoa, baking powder, and salt into a medium bowl, or stir with a fork to mix them well. Stir the vanilla into the evaporated milk.

IN A LARGE BOWL, combine the butter and the shortening and beat well with a mixer at high speed until they form a smooth, fluffy mixture. Add the sugars gradually, beating well to combine them evenly.

ADD THE EGGS one by one, beating well each time. Add about one third of the flour mixture, and then half the milk, beating each time at low speed only until the flour or milk disappears into the batter. Mix in another third of the flour, the rest of the milk, and then the last of the flour in the same way.

SCRAPE THE BATTER into the prepared pan. Bake at 325F for about 90 minutes (55 to 60 minutes for loaf pans), until the top of the cake is firm and dry, the sides are pulling away from the pan, and a wooden skewer inserted in the center comes out clean.

COOL THE CAKE in the pan on a wire rack or a folded kitchen towel for 15 minutes. Loosen the cake from the pan with a table knife, and turn it out onto a wire rack or a plate to cool completely, top side up.

TO MAKE THE FROSTING, in a small saucepan, combine the butter and the chocolate or cocoa. Cook over medium heat, stirring often, until melted and smooth. Remove from the heat, add the confectioners sugar, milk, and vanilla, and stir well until the glaze is smooth.

SPREAD THE GLAZE over the cake while it is still warm, or cool to room temperature and use it to ice the top of the cake. Quickly sprinkle the chopped pecans over the frosting on the top of the cake.


Marble Molasses Pound Cake

I always thought marble cake was a fifties twist on the familiar layer cake, but I was wrong. The custom of swirling two contrasting shades and flavors of batter into a marbled design dates back to the pound cakes of the 1800s. Molasses or another kind of syrup often provided the color and flavor, boosted by a generous hand with spices, which were always freshly ground. The resulting cake is delicious as well as gorgeous. Getting the swirls and whirls just right is an extra pleasure for the cook.

SERVES 6 TO 8

2 cups sifted all-purpose flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

 teaspoon salt

 cup (1 stick) butter, softened

1 cup sugar

2 eggs, beaten

⅔ cup milk

3 tablespoons molasses or pure cane syrup

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

 teaspoon ground nutmeg

 teaspoon ground cloves



[image: marble molasses pund cake]



HEAT THE OVEN to 350F. Generously grease a 9-by-5-inch loaf pan, line the bottom of the pan with waxed or parchment paper, and flour the pan.

COMBINE the flour, baking powder, and salt in a medium bowl, and stir with a fork to mix well.

IN A LARGE BOWL, beat the butter with a mixer at high speed until light and fluffy. Add the sugar and beat to combine the ingredients well. Add the beaten eggs and continue mixing until the mixture is light, fluffy, and smooth, I to 2 minutes. Stop several times to scrape down the bowl.

ADD ABOUT A THIRD of the flour mixture, and then about half of the milk, beating at low speed after each addition just long enough to make the flour or the milk disappear into the batter. Mix in another third of the flour, the rest of the milk, and then the last of the flour in the same way.

SCOOP OUT ABOUT A THIRD of the batter into a medium bowl, and add the molasses, cinnamon, nutmeg, and ground cloves. Stir with a wooden spoon or fork to mix everything into the batter well.

QUICKLY ADD BOTH BATTERS to the pan, a few tablespoonfuls at a time, alternating between the plain and spiced batters. Run a table knife through the batter in a figure-eight pattern to swirl the batters together. Bake at 350F for about I hour, until the cake is golden brown and springs back when touched lightly at the center, and until a wooden skewer inserted in the center comes out clean.

COOL THE CAKE in the pan on a wire rack or a folded kitchen towel for about 10 minutes. Use a table knife to loosen the cake from the sides of the pan. Then turn out the cake onto a wire rack or a plate, remove the paper carefully, and cool completely, top side up.


Brown Sugar Pound Cake

This makes a handsome cake with a luscious caramel color and deep sweet flavor. Its grand plain, but if you want a fancier finish, top it off with a drizzle of Quick Caramel Glaze.

SERVES 6 TO 8

3 cups all-purpose flour

 teaspoon baking powder

 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

1 cup milk

1 cups (3 sticks) butter, softened

One 1-pound box (about 2 cups) dark brown sugar

 cup sugar

5 eggs
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HEAT THE OVEN to 325F. Grease and flour a 10-inch tube pan, or two 9-by-5-inch loaf pans.

COMBINE the flour, baking powder, and salt in a medium bowl and stir with a fork to mix well. Stir the vanilla into the milk and set aside.

IN A LARGE BOWL, beat the butter with a mixer at high speed until light and fluffy. Add the brown sugar in 3 batches, and then add all of the white sugar, beating well after each addition.

ADD THE EGGS, one by one, beating well after each addition. Add half the flour, and then half the milk, beating at low speed only until the flour or milk disappears into the batter. Add in the rest of the flour, and then the remaining milk, in the same way.

QUICKLY SCRAPE THE BATTER into the prepared pan, and bake at 325F for I hour and 10 minutes (55 to 60 minutes for loaf pans), or until the cake is nicely browned at the edges, springs back when touched lightly at the center, and a wooden skewer inserted in the center comes out clean.

COOL THE CAKE in the pan on a wire rack or a folded kitchen towel for 20 to 30 minutes. Loosen the cake from the pan with a table knife, and turn it out onto a wire rack or a plate to cool completely, top side up.


Cream Cheese Pound Cake

Cream cheese, the star ingredient here, makes a quiet little sensation in this cake shared with me by Suzanne OHara of Burlington, North Carolina. Its moist, wonderfully tangy, and particularly easy to make. Set the cream cheese, butter, and eggs out on the counter for about 30 minutes before you mix them up. If you have more than you need, wrap a portion of it well, and tuck it away in the freezer for a few weeks. Or wrap up slices to tuck into lunch boxes and briefcases.

SERVES 8 TO 10

3 cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

 teaspoon salt

1 cup (2 sticks) butter, softened

One 8-ounce package (1 cup) cream cheese, softened

3 cups sugar

6 eggs

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

HEAT THE OVEN to 325F. Grease and flour a 10-inch tube pan or two 9-by-5-inch loaf pans.

COMBINE the flour, baking powder, and salt together in a medium bowl and stir with a fork to mix well.

COMBINE the softened butter and cream cheese in a large bowl, and beat well with a mixer at medium speed to transform them into a soft, fluffy mixture. Add the sugar and continue beating 2 minutes more, stopping once to scrape down the sides. Add the eggs, one by one, beating after each addition to mix it in well.

ADD THE FLOUR MIXTURE in 3 batches, beating after each addition at low speed only until the flour disappears. Scrape down the bowl 2 or 3 times as you work. Stir in the vanilla, and scrape the batter into the prepared pan.

BAKE at 325F for I hour and 15 minutes (55 to 60 minutes for loaf pans), until the cake is golden brown, pulling away from the sides, and a wooden skewer inserted in the center comes out clean.

COOL THE CAKE in the pan on a wire rack or a folded kitchen towel until it is at room temperature. Then gently loosen the cake from the sides of the pan with a table knife and turn it out onto a cake stand or serving plate, top side up.




End of sample
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