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1 Abstract 
This is a small cake recipe. Small cakes are a pastry resembling modern cookies. They are a very 
sweet pastry with a hint of spice.  This documentation discusses the period ingredients, units of 
measurements, and the modern recipe transformation. 
 
ALLERGY ALERT: this pastry contains egg, dairy and wheat.  This pastry was created in the 
absence of any other food product other than those listed in the ingredients section of the recipe.  
This eliminated the potential for cross contamination of any other food product created for this 
competition. 
 
The documentation has been broken up into various sections for ease of use to the individual reader. 

• Introduction- introduction the recipe, ingredients used, and mixing methods 
• Project details- recipe conversion and sanitation considerations 
• Reflections 
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2 Introduction- Baking  
2.1 Recipe 
This is the original recipe as written: 
 
Take three pound of very fine flower well dried by the fire, and put to it a pound and a half of loaf 
sugar sifted in a very fine sieve and dried; 3 pounds of currants well washed, and dried in a cloth and 
set by the fire; when your flour is well mixed with the sugar and currants, you must put in it a pound 
and a half of unmelted butter, ten spoonfuls of cream, with the yolks of three newlaid eggs beat with 
it, one nutmeg; and if you please, three spoonfuls of sack. When you have wrought your paste well, 
you must put it in a cloth, and set it in a dish before the fire, till it be through warm. Then make them 
up in little cakes, and prick them full of holes; you must bake them in a quick oven unclosed. 
Afterwards ice them over with sugar. The cakes should be about the bigness of a hand breadth and 
thin; of the size of the sugar cakes sold at Barnet.1 
2.2 Ingredients 
These small cakes would have been baked in the finest, wealthiest households. Many of the 
ingredients listed were expensive to acquire or produce. Sugar, sack, nutmeg were all ingredients 
that had to be imported, and during times of war (with Spain) some ingredients were very hard to 
come by. 
2.2.1 Flour 
“Take three pound of very fine flower well dried by the fire.” Wheat has been in production in England 
for nearly 5,000 years.2  

2.2.1.1 Types of wheat flour 
• Hard Red Spring — Hard, brownish, high protein wheat used for bread and hard baked 

goods. Bread Flour and high gluten flours are commonly made from hard red spring wheat 
• Hard Red Winter — Hard, brownish, mellow high protein wheat used for bread, hard baked 

goods. 
• Hard White — Hard, light colored, opaque, chalky, medium protein wheat planted in dry, 

temperate areas. Used for bread and brewing. 
• Soft Red Winter — Soft, low protein wheat used for cakes, pie crusts, biscuits, and muffins. 

Cake flour, pastry flour, and some self-rising flours with baking powder and salt added for 
example, are made from soft red winter wheat. 

• Soft White Winter — Soft, light colored, very low protein wheat grown in temperate moist 
areas. Used for pie crusts and pastry. 

2.2.1.2 Five grades of flour 
• Cake flour is produced from soft wheat and is low in gluten content (8-10%). This flour is 

used for making cakes. Baked goods made with cake flour has a tendency to crumble 
because of the low gluten content.   

• Pastry flour is a mix of hard and soft wheat flours with an emphasis on soft. Generally, the 
gluten content is 9-10% and is often recommended for pastries, biscuits, and some types of 
cookies.  

• All purpose flour is made from a mixture of hard and soft wheats. The gluten content ranges 
from 9-12%. This is the most versatile and most widely available flour because it can be used 
to make both cakes and breads. However, breads won't be as chewy and cakes won't be as 
tender as if you used bread or cake flour.  

• Bread flour is produced from hard wheat. It contains about 10-13% gluten and is used to 
produce well structured, chewy loaves of bread. 

                                                      
1 Sir Kenelm Digby, “Excellent Small Cakes”- 1603 
2 Smith, C. Wayne, Crop Production John Wiley and Sons. 1995 
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• High gluten flour is produced from hard wheat. It has gluten percentage of about 12-14%.  It 
is used for breads that will benefit from a higher gluten content like bagels and pizza dough. 

2.2.1.3 Care of flour 
Flour is a fragile substance. The oils in flour can go rancid. Bitter tasting cookies and breads are an 
indicator that the flour has gone rancid.  It can also rot, as it is subject to mold growth. It must be 
stored in a cool, dry place.  3 

2.2.1.4 Bleaching 
The Elizabethans had white flour.  However they did not use modern bleaching/chemical techniques 
to create white flour. A similar effect can be achieved by letting the flour slowly oxidize with oxygen in 
the air ("natural aging") for approximately 10 days; however, this process is more expensive due to 
the time required. 

2.2.1.5 Specifics 
Very fine flower can mean a couple of different things. It could be referring to the type or the quality of 
the flour. Since it is a cake/cookie recipe, pastry flour seems to be a logical choice.  It is made from a 
low gluten flour, made from a soft winter flour.  It satisfies the requirement for being a fine flour on 
both type and grade.  
 
The pastry flour is “bleached” by oxidation, which is a method the Elizabethans would have employed 
to create a “whiter” flour. 
 
This recipe calls for the flour to be well dried by the fire.  This is an indication that it should be dry and 
mold free. 
2.2.2 Sugar 
“a pound and a half of loaf sugar sifted in a very fine sieve and dried” 
 
Most of the raw sugar in England was being imported from Portugal and from "Barbary", now called 
Morocco. By the year 1600, sugar production in the subtropical and tropical Americas had become 
the world's largest and most lucrative industry.4 The "sugar islands" of the West Indies brought great 
wealth to England. 5 
 
While imports of sugar were recorded in the early 14th century, the earliest record of sugar 
refinement in England was 1544.  Most refined sugar coming into the country were coming from 
Antwerp, Belgium. "About the year 1544 refining of sugar was first used in England. There were but 2 
sugar-houses; and the profit was little, by reason there were so many sugarbakers in Antwerp and 
thence better and cheaper than it could be afforded in London."6 Refining didn't take off in England in 
earnest until 1615.  
 
The quantity of sugar needed for this recipe as well as the grain size, suggests the sugar has 
probably been process and shaved/ground. Processed sugar would have been available for this 
recipe in wealthier kitchens.  
2.2.3 Other ingredients 

• Currants- The English word 'currant' has been used for this fruit only since 1550, taken from 
the fruit's resemblance to the dried currants of Greece, raisins made from a small seedless 
grape. The much older English name 'ribes' is of ancient Indo-European origin and is 

                                                      
3 Rasikal Daftary, Yeshajahu Pomeranz and David Sauer, Changes in Wheat Flour Damaged Durning 
Storage  
4 Erb Roberts, “History of Sugar Cane”- http://www.chewingcane.com/sugarcane_history.html March 
2009 
5 Eric Eustace Williams, Colin A. Palmer, Capitalism & Slavery 1994 
6 John Stow, 1720 
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common to other languages. 7  “Currants well washed, and dried in a cloth and set by the fire” 
could mean the fruit has been dried somewhat and has a reduced water content. 

• Nutmeg- makes an appearance Europe in the early 16th century. It was first traded by 
Portugal and comes from the Banda Islands. 

• Sack (sherry) - The city of Cádiz (in what is now modern day Spain) was first founded 
sometime around 1104. Sherry production began in the region somewhere around 206 BC. 
At the turn of the 15th century, Cádiz was a major contributor to the global wine market. In 
1491, the export tax on wine was abolished for both Spanish and foreign vessels coming into 
Sanlúcar, which opened the door for the growth of English import of Sherry.8 
 
English imports of Sherry continued to grow until Henry VIII's divorce from the Spanish 
princess Catherine of Aragon.  This act triggered the English Reformation and the break from 
the Roman Catholic Church, it also brought every English merchant in Spain under the watch 
of the Spanish Inquisition. This made sack a valuable and expensive ingredient.  This made it 
something only the finest kitchens would have access to. 

2.2.4 Icing 
Digby is unclear as to what was used to ice the small cakes, “Afterwards ice them over with sugar”. 
This could be a simple sugar glaze or something more complicated. Glazes and icings were used as 
a method of preservation. But more than likely, this icing was used to give the cake added sweetness.    
 
Finely powdered sugar was produced in Sicily in the 800's.  This would be the equivalent of a modern 
sanding sugar, as opposed to powdered sugar, which is mixed with corn starch.9 Since it unclear  
what icing was used, a simple glaze from water and sanding sugar will be used to coat the cookies 
with out imparting any other flavor.  The sanding sugar will dissolve more completely into the glaze 
without leaving large sugar crystals. 
 
2.3 Cooking methods- Cookies vs biscuits vs cakes 
At first glance, the small cakes appear to be a modern cookie, made like a biscuit. Small flat-ish disks 
of sugars, fat, emulsifiers, and starch. Through examination of culinary/baking mixing methods, it can 
be seen that the small cakes are neither cookies or biscuits.  They are in fact, cakes or a pastry that 
uses the cake/2 stage mixing method. 
2.3.1 Cookies- creaming method 
In the creaming method, two tenderizers–fat and sugar (butter + white/brown sugars), are blended 
until creamy.  The sugar crystals create holes in the fat that trap air and will expand in the oven.   
Then, when adding the dry ingredients alternately with the wet ingredients, flour is agitated in the 
presence of water (egg).  This encourages gluten formation, which adds strength and structure.10 
2.3.2 Biscuits- biscuit method 
The biscuit method is one of the only mixing methods that does not require all of ingredients at room 
temperature.  Fats and liquids should be cold for the biscuit method. biscuit method is designed to 
keep discrete little pieces of fat (butter) dispersed throughout the dough.  When the fat melts in the 
oven, the steam the little pieces creates assists in with the rise. 11 
2.3.3 Cakes- 2 stage method 
In the two-stage mixing method, after blending dry ingredients(flour + sugar) –limited amount of liquid 
(cream+yolks+sack) is added to the dry.  Sugar inhibits gluten formation by stealing some of the liquid 
that would usually activate the gluten.  Having the flour and sugar well blended, plus limiting the 

                                                      
7 Oldham, C.H. The Cultivation of Berried Fruits 1946 
8 Johnson Vintage: The Story of Wine, Simon and Schuster 1989 
9 Finley, Smith and Duggan "A History of Sicily" 1986 
10,10,11 Wayne Gisslen, Professional Baking, 3rd Edition 2002 
12 http://research.calacademy.org/research/anthropology/utensil/spoons.htm 
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amount of liquid in the initial mixing, ensures a tender pastry.  After adding the balance of the liquid, 
mixing is limited, thus further inhibiting gluten development.12 
2.3.4 Chosen method- 2 stage method 
The mixing methods and gluten development are not correct for a cookie or biscuit.  They are more 
inline with making cakes. The recipe is written to produce little rise, and little gluten development. Dry 
ingredients are mixed first and the other ingredients are added second.  Fat is not cut in or kept cold. 
Most of the instructions mention setting the ingredients in front of the fire, implying the mixture should 
be at least room temperature before going into the oven. 
2.3.5 Spoon size 
Units of measurement in recipes were dependent upon the size of the bowl on the spoon. A key 
between modern and period spoons are the shape of the modern spoon’s bowl. The spoon bowls are 
circular, or a regular ellipse with the same curvature at both ends (like a modern soup spoon than 
tablespoon). Cooking spoons seem in many ways not remarkably different from modern wooden 
kitchen spoons.13 
 
A modern wooden cooking/serving spoon as a basis for measurement for the cream and sack.  “Ten 
spoonfuls of cream… and if you please, three spoonfuls of sack”, translates into 1 cup of cream and 
1/3 cup of sherry. 
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Recipe Details 
2.4 Standardized modern recipe 
ALLERGY ALERT: this pastry contains egg, dairy and wheat.  
Yield- 6 dozen 
2.4.1 Cakes 
Ingredients- All ingredients should be at room temperature 
3 lbs of pastry flour 
1.5 lbs of granulated sugar 
3 lbs of currants 
1 cup of cream 
1.5 lbs softened butter 
3 large egg yolks 
1 grated nutmeg 
1/3 cup of sack 
 
Directions 

1. Pre heat oven to 350° 
2. Sift flour and sugar together 
3. Add dried currants 
4. Add cream, butter, egg yolks, nutmeg, and sack 
5. Mix until combined- mixture will be doughy 
6. Let rest for 10 minutes 
7. Scoop 4 oz (using a large cookie/icecream scoop) onto un-greased cookie sheet 
8. Press to 1/2” thickness 
9. Prick with a fork 
10. Bake at 350 for 18-20 minutes, until edges just start to brown 
11. Cool on a wire rack 
12. Ice when cakes are cool 

2.4.2 Icing 
Ingredients 
1 cups of sanding sugar 
5 Tbl boiling water 
 
Directions 

1. Combine sugar and water 
2. Mix until smooth, there will be some sugar crystals 

 
2.4.3 Variations 
Use 1/3 of pastry dough listed above. 

2.4.3.1 Cherry clove 
1 lb of dried tart cherries 
1 tbl freshly ground clove 
 
Directions 

1. Substitute cherry for currants 
2. Add clove with nutmeg 

2.4.3.2 Cranberry orange 
1 lb of dried cranberry 
Zest of one orange 
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Directions 
1. Substitute cranberry for currants 
2. Add orange zest with liquid ingredients 

2.5 Sanitation considerations 
2.5.1 The FDA recommendation 
Potentially Hazardous Food (PHF) is a term used by food safety organizations to classify foods that 
require time-temperature control to keep them safe for human consumption. PHF must be kept cold 
(below 41 degrees F.) or hot (above 135 degrees F.) -- not held at room temperature, except during 
necessary preparation (should not exceed 2 hours).  14 
2.5.2 Recipe 
Cream, butter, egg yolks are considered PHF.  The amount of time to bring these foods to room 
temperature is 1 hour. Add 20 minutes for prep time to the cakes. This brings the total exposure time 
to room temperature to 1 hour 20 minutes,  well within the recommended 2 hours. 
 
2.5.3 Allergy alert 
This pastry contains egg, dairy and wheat.  This pastry was created in the absence of any other food 
product other than those listed in the ingredients section of the recipe.  This eliminated the potential 
for cross contamination of any other food product created for this competition. 

3 Reflections 
3.1 Completed project 

  
1. Fresh dough 2. Rounded 4oz ball of dough (portion control) 

  
                                                      
14 FDA/Center for Food Safety & Applied Nutrition www.cfsan.fda.gov/~comm/ift4-toc.html 2009 
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3. Flattened raw cake, size of hand palm. 4. Fully baked cake- notice how little spread. 

 

 

5. Height of completed cake about ½ inch.  
 
3.2 Completion hours 

• Research and documentation- 5 hours 
• Preparation and baking- 2 hours 

3.3 Project wins 
• Other varieties of dried fruit.  This recipe was used to make cranberry orange, and cherry 

clove small cakes. 
o Fenberry or the small cranberry was used in recipes in 14th-15th century England.15 
o Oranges were found in 16th century England and often given as gifts. 16 
o Cultivated cherries were introduced to Britain in the 1st century AD from Persia by 

the Romans. 
• Consistent recipe and consistent shaped cookies. The measuring out of 4oz, via cookie 

scoop ensures consistency in yield and shape. 
3.4 Changes 
Cut the recipe in ½.  Using a 4oz cookie scoop, this recipe makes 6 dozen small cakes.   However, if 
variation is wanted in the cakes, it is easily portion-able.  Omit adding the fruit with the dry 
ingredients.  Mix the dough as described in the recipe.  Separate into as many varieties as you want.  
This recipe was split into 3rds.  Add the fruit and other spices at this time, folding in the ingredients so 
as to not over develop the gluten of the cakes. 

                                                      
15 The Forme of Cury_, London, BL Add. 5016, ~ 15th C 
16 William Harrison (1534-1593):Description Of Elizabethan England, 1577 from Holinshed's 
Chronicle 


