Olive Oil Cake

Repurpose one of your favorite savory ingredients for a cake
that's light yet plush and simple yet sophisticated.

= BY ANDREA GEARY =

ew England, where I’ve

lived for most of my life, is

not known for its vast and

fruitful olive groves. Maybe
that’s why I only recently learned about
olive oil cake, which is commonplace in
most traditional olive-producing regions
of the world.

That said, I've made plenty of cakes with
neutral-flavored vegetable oil. Though
most people associate cake with butter, oil
is a good choice for simple snack cakes and
quick breads because it provides moisture,
tenderness, and richness without calling
attention to itself. It also makes the mixing
process simpler (more on this in a minute).
But extra-virgin olive oil, the type I kept
seeing called for in recipes for olive oil cake,
can be noticeably grassy, peppery, and even
a little bitter. That’s welcome in a salad, but
I was skeptical about how it would work in
cake, so I made a few versions.

I happily discovered that the slightly
savory notes of olive oil can, in fact, lend
appealing complexity to a cake. But there’s
no definitive version. Some cakes had a lot
of oil and a correspondingly assertive flavor
and rich, dense crumb; others included

This simple, not-too-sweet cake lets the flavor of the olive oil come
through, with just a little lemon zest accentuating the oil’s fruitiness.

plain. What I really wanted was the kind of
even, fine crumb that the best butter cakes
have. The problem? That texture is largely
due to their being made with butter.

In a butter cake, air is whipped into the
butter before it’s mixed with the other
ingredients. In the heat of the oven, the
baking powder creates carbon dioxide,
which inflates those bubbles a bit more.
Those tiny bubbles are what make a butter
cake flufty and fine-textured.

But I wasn’t without options for produc-
ing a similar effect in my oil cake. Although
most oil cakes use the “mix wet, mix dry,
and combine” method, chiffon cake is
an oil cake that’s mixed a bit differently.
Its light and flufty texture is achieved by
whipping egg whites with some sugar to
form a foam, which you then fold into the
batter. Might that approach work for my
olive oil cake?

I applied the chiffon method to my
recipe and, at the same time, implemented
a couple of ingredient adjustments: I
increased the eggs from two to three for
better lift and the olive oil from Y2 cup
to 34 cup for more richness and moisture
and a more pronounced flavor. The batter

only a modest amount of oil and were light

and spongy, and the flavor was so faint that they
might as well have been made with vegetable oil.
Still others had so many additional ingredients—
apples, spices, loads of citrus—that the oil’s flavor
was obscured.

And that’s fair enough. I suspect that such recipes
originated not to showcase olive oil but because
people wanted cake, they needed fat to make it, and
the local olive oil was the fat they had on hand. But
I have my choice of fats, so if T was going to be using
extra-virgin olive oil in my cake, I wanted to be able
to taste it, at least a bit. I didn’t want sponge-cake
austerity or dense decadence but something between
the two. I wanted a cake that offered some intrigue
but was at the same time simple, something I could
enjoy with a cup of tea.

© Andrea Will Demonstrate
A step-by-step video is available
at Cookslllustrated.com/junel7

Crumb Quandary

One of the most attractive aspects of making a cake
with oil rather than butter is the way it expedites
the mixing process: There’s no waiting for butter
to come to room temperature and then beating it
with sugar before you even start to add the rest of
the ingredients. With many oil-based cakes, you
simply whisk the dry ingredients in one bowl, whisk
the wet ingredients in another, and then combine
the contents of the two bowls.

So that’s where I started. The dry ingredients
were all-purpose flour, baking powder, and salt,
and the wet ingredients were eggs, milk, the test
kitchen’s favorite supermarket olive oil (see “Use
a Good Oil”), plus the sugar. The batter was ready
to go into the oven in 5 minutes flat, and the cake
came out just 40 minutes later.

This first attempt was easy to make but not easy
to love. The crumb was dry and coarse, and I could
detect the olive oil flavor only if I thought about it
really, really hard. As for the appearance, I was okay
with simplicity, but this cake looked uninvitingly

was promisingly airy and mousse-like. The
cake rose impressively in the oven—but it fell when
it cooled. And when I cut it open, there was a line
of dense, collapsed cake in the middle.

Don’t Panic When It Puffs

Sprinkling sugar on top of this cake creates a
crackly-sweet crust once the cake has cooled.

It will puff up during baking, but don’t worry.
This is just air released by the cake batter getting
trapped beneath the layer of melted sugar. It will
settle once it cools.
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It turned out that the batter was too airy to sup-

port all the fat; it essentially overextended itself. But
1 was happy with the more pronounccd olive oil
flavor, so I was reluctant to back down. Providing
more support by switching toa tube pan, the vessel
of choice for chiffon cakes, could help, but frankly
I didn’t want my olive oil cake to be mistaken for

chiffon. Instead, I'd adjust the mixing method.

Going All In

If whipped cgg whites were too airy, maybe whip-
ping yolks, which as good at holding air,
would be better. T did a quick test, but the cake
came out dense and squat. Whipping whole eggs, 1
hoped, would be the solution. I put all three eggs,
both whites and yolks, in the mixer bowl with the
sugar and whipped the mixture for about 4 minutes,
until it was pale and airy. T added the rest of the
ingredients, including a tiny bit of lemon zest tO
accentuate the fruitiness of the olive oil. After pour-

aren’t

ing the batter into the cake pan, I sprinkled the top
liberally with granulated sugar to Jend some visual
appeal and textural contrast.

The whipped whole eggs did indeed provide
just the right amount of lift, creating a crumb that
was fine but not dense and light but not spongy.
(For more on how whipping eggs 1mpacts cake,
see “Acrating Cake with Eggs.”) The sugar on top
had coalesced into an attractively crackly crust that
complemented the cake’s plush texture, and the
lemon zest supported the olive oil flavor without
overwhelming it.

And there’s olive
oil cake: Because it’s made with liquid fat instead
of solid, it will keep longer than its butter-based
counterparts (see “A Real Keeper”). It can be stored
at room temperature for up to three days—in the
unlikely event that it doesn’t get eaten right away.

one more advantagc to my

OLIVE OIL CAKE
SERVES 8 TO 10

For the best tlavor, use a fresh, high-quality extra-virgin
olive oil. Our favorite supermarket opton is
California Olive Ranch Everyday Extra V’ irgin Olive
Oil. If your springform pan is prone to leaking,
place a rimmed baking sheet on the oven floor to
catch any drips. Leftover cake can be wrapped in
plastic wrap and stored at room temperature for up
to three days.

1%
| teaspoon baking powder

cups (8% ounces) all-purpose flour

344 teaspoon salt
3 large eggs

| Va
V4 teaspoon grated lemon zest

cups (8% ounces) plus 2 tablespoons sugar

3 cup extra-virgin olive oil
34 cup milk

1. Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat
oven to 350 degrees. Grease 9-inch springform
pan. Whisk flour, baking powder, and salt together
in bowl.

2. Using stand mixer fitted with whisk attach-
ment, whip eggs on medium speed untl foamy,
about 1 minute. Add 1% cups sugar and lemon
zest, increase speed to high, and whip until mixture
is fluffy and pale yellow, about 3 minutes. Reduce
speed to medium and, with mixer running, slowly
in oil. Mix untl oil is fully incorporated,
about 1 minute. Add half of flour mixture and mix

pour

on low speed until incorporated, about 1 minute,
scraping down bowl as needed. Add milk and mix
until combined, about 30 seconds. Add remaining
flour mixture and mix until just incorporated, about
1 minute, scraping down bowl as needed.

science Aerating Cake with Eggs

g
a

JUST WHITES
Ultrafluffy egg whites made a cake
that was too airy and collapsed.

While butter cakes get their jift from air that's whipped into the butter, our olive oil cake relies on eggs.
Whipped whites might be the first thing to come to mind, but you can also whip just yolks or whole eggs. We
tried all three in our cake. Whipped whites made it too airy, and our cake collapsed somewhat. Whipped
yolks made a squat, dense cake. Whipping whole eggs was the perfect compromise. But why?

The proteins in egg whites are better at unfurling and creating a foam than the proteins in egg yolks are, so
whipped whites will be more voluminous than whipped whole eggs and certainly more voluminous than whipped
yolks. But the oil in this batter is a factor, too. Oil molecules are able to displace some egg white proteins in

whipped whites, which weakens the bubbles. Yolks offer some protection against
this: their emulsifiers help keep the oil from interfering with the structure. Thus,
whipped whole eggs are the perfect compromise because they provide some

jift from the whites as well as a more stable structure from the yolks.

JUST YO LKS
Unable to hold much air, egg
yolks made a squat, dense cake.

WHOLE EGGS
Whipping whole eggs provided
structure and just enough lift.

3. Transfer batter to prepared pai; sprin.

remaining 2 tablespoons sugar over entire surfa

Bake until cake is deep golden brown and toot
pick inserted in center comes out with few crum
attached, 40 to 45 minutes. Transfer pan to wire ra
and let cool for 15 minutes. Remove side of pan at
let cake cool completely, about 12 hours. Cutint

wedges and serve.
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\ Use a Good Oil

\
Our goal was a cake with a sub-

tle but noticeable savory, com-
plex flavor imparted by the oil.

While there's no need to splurge Q,\\.\WRNII
on a premium extra-virgin olive 4

‘ oil, spring for a good supermar- ==
ket product such as our favorite e .-%
from California Olive Ranch. A BIRA !'!}PJN

cheap supermarket EVOO won't
\ deliver enough character.
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A Real Keeper

Unlike butter cakes, which start to taste dry

just a day after baking, oil-based cakes and tea
breads can taste moist for several days. This is
an illusion, since over time the starches in both
types of cakes retrograde, or stale and harden
into a crystalline structure, and this structure
traps water within the crystals. A cake made with
butter, which is solid at room temperature, will
seem drier. But oil, which is liquid at room tem-
perature, acts to retard retrogradation, causing
even a days-old cake to seem moist even though

it's actually not.

BUTTER CAKE
Dry and crumbly the day after it's baked

OIL CAKE

Seems moist and tender three days after baking
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