“NORTH WOODS” chocolate cake with fudgy buttercream frosting & chocolate trees
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This is the kind of Chocolate Cake that little boys’ dreams are made of!  Moist, flavorful chocolate cake covered with a creamy chocolate buttercream frosting, and topped with White Chocolate Pine Trees and north woods wild animals…could anything be more beautiful or delicious?  
INGREDIENTS:
Chocolate Cake:

1 1/2 cups granulated sugar 

1/2 cup packed light brown sugar 

3/4 cup unsweetened cocoa powder 

1 tsp baking soda 

3/4 tsp salt 

1 cup boiling water or hot strong coffee
3/4 cup canola oil 

2 large eggs (room temperature)
3 large egg yolks (room temperature)
1 Tablespoon vanilla extract 

2 cups all-purpose flour 

1/3 cup milk 

1/3 cup sour cream 
Fudgy Buttercream Frosting:
1 1/2 cups (3 sticks) butter, at room temperature
3 cups powdered sugar 

¾ cup unsweetened cocoa powder 
2 teaspoons Rodelle vanilla extract

3-4 tablespoons heavy whipping cream 

Buttercream “Decorator Grass” Frosting:

8 tablespoons (1 stick) butter, at room temperature

1-1/2 cup powdered sugar

1 teaspoon Rodelle vanilla extract

1-2 tablespoons heavy whipping cream

Soft Gel Paste Food Coloring (green)
White Chocolate Trees: 

12 ounces Wilton Candy Melts (white or green)
Soft Gel Paste Food Coloring (green) 

Wilton 8-inch and 6-inch Lollipop Sticks OR

Pretzel Rods (large) & small Pretzel Sticks

Decorations:
Crushed Oreo Cookies (for dirt)
North Woods Animals
HOW I MAKE THIS:
1. PREPARE CHOCOLATE TREES:  Cover two baking pans with parchment paper; lay pretzel rods/sticks or lollipop sticks several inches apart on each pan; set aside.

2. Melt chocolate according to package directions, divide into two batches – making one batch at a time.   Add green food coloring to each batch in different amounts, so that you have two different shades of green to work with. 

3. After chocolate is melted, pour into a plastic squeeze bottle or quart-sized ziplock bag.  Either method works well – use whatever is easier for you!  If using a ziplock bag, clip one corner diagonally 1/4th inch.  Squeeze melted chocolate and drizzle over pretzels or lollipop sticks to make a tree design, in different sizes.  Place in a cool location until the chocolate is set – refrigerate if possible.
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4. PREPARE CAKE:  Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Butter one 10-inch, one 8-inch and one 6-inch round cake pan and line bottom of each with a round of parchment paper. Butter parchment paper or spray with non-stick spray and set aside. 

5. In a large, heat proof mixing bowl, whisk together granulated sugar and brown sugar, then whisk in cocoa powder, baking soda and salt. Carefully pour boiling water (or hot coffee for a mocha-flavored cake) into cocoa mixture and immediately whisk to blend well, about 15 - 20 seconds.  Allow to cool 5 minutes. 

6. Using an electric hand mixer set on low speed blend in canola oil until combined, about 10 seconds. Add eggs to cocoa mixture and blend on low speed just until combined, about 5 seconds. Add egg yolks and vanilla extract and blend just to combined. Add flour and blend only until combined.  Blend in milk and sour cream just until combined. 

7. Divide mixture among 3 prepared pans so that the batter is the same DEPTH in each pan. Bake in preheated oven until toothpick inserted into center of cake comes out clean or with a few moist crumbs, about 22 - 34 minutes - the smaller pans will bake faster – you’ll need to watch.  Allow to cool in pan 5 minutes, run butter knife around edge of cake and invert onto a wire rack and allow to cool completely (after reaching room temperature, I place the cakes into an airtight container to seal in moisture until they are frosted).  Don’t remove the parchment paper yet!
8. PREPARE FUDGY BUTTERCREAM FROSTING: In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with a paddle attachment, whip butter on moderately high speed until light and fluffy, about 3-4 minutes, occasionally scraping down sides of the bowl. Sift in cocoa powder then add in powdered sugar, 3 tablespoons of heavy cream and vanilla, and mix on low speed until combined, scrapping down the sides of the bowl as needed and adding up to 1 tablespoon additional cream to thin if desired.  Increase mixer to medium-high speed and whip mixture until pale and fluffy about 4-5 minutes, occasionally scraping down sides of the bowl. 
9. PREPARE BUTTERCREAM “GRASS” FROSTING:  In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with a paddle attachment, whip butter on moderately high speed until light and fluffy, about 3-4 minutes, occasionally scraping down sides of the bowl. Add in powdered sugar, 1 tablespoon of heavy cream, vanilla and green food coloring, and mix on low speed until combined, scrapping down the sides of the bowl as needed and adding additional heavy cream 1 teaspoon at a time until you reach the desired consistency.  Increase mixer to medium-high speed and whip mixture for 3 minutes, occasionally scraping down sides of the bowl.
10. Using a cake trimmer or large serrated bread knife, trim the domes tops from cake to form an even top.  Place the largest cake on your serving platter and frosting the sides and top with a crumb coat; place second layer of cake and frost sides and top the same way, finally adding the top cake and finishing up the crumb coat of frosting.  At this point, I usually take a large pretzel rod and shove it thru all three layers of the cake to “hold” them together and in place.   Freeze cake for 10 minutes.  
11. DECORATE CAKE:  Remove from freezer and frost top and sides of cake with remaining fudgy buttercream, swirling and twirling to make it look “outdoorsy”.  
12. Fill a piping bag fitted with a “grass” tip (Wilton #233 or Ateco #234) with the green grass Buttercream Frosting and pipe grass in various locations and layers of the cake.
13. Just before serving, decorate cake with Chocolate Trees, sprinkle with crushed Oreo “dirt”, place wild animals at various locations, and serve to smiles!
Yield:  12-16 servings
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