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A TOWERING CONFECTION

LITHUANIAN

TREE CAKE
I

f you have ever been to a Lithuanian wedding,
you were most likely treated to a Tree Cake, a
towering conical confection with numerous
rounded branches jutting out from its trunk. It is a
cake that gives a Lithuanian family celebration loft.
Wikipedia says the cake became popular during
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (1569–1791).
Its origins are attributed to either the Italian Queen
Bona Sforza or the Baltic tribe of Yotvingians. This
assertion is often repeated on various websites, but
its veracity is dubious. Some claim it has Germanic
roots, because it is popularly called “baumkuchen,”
which means “cake of branches,” however, the
Lithuanian cooking method that gives the cake its
distinct shape is not known to the Germans.
What is known is that Lithuanians have been
baking the cake at least since the beginning of the
twentieth century. It’s now called šakotis, which
refers to tree branches. At one time it was called
raguolis, which made reference to the “horns” of the
cake.
Dainius Zalensas and his Lithuanian Tree Cakes

T

he cake batter is made from a large number of
eggs – 30 per pound of flour – as well as butter,
sugar and cream. The thick eggy batter is
poured onto a turning spit over an open fire or a very
hot heating element. As the batter drips down toward
the flame, it is quickly baked by the heat, and then
rotated away from the flame so that it does not burn.
In the US almost every Lithuanian parish had a
Tree Cake baker in the 1950’s. Many baked them in
garages over large open flames, with nary a
comment from the local fire marshall. Times have
obviously changed: not only is this something you
can no longer do in the comfort of your own storage
shed, but also the number of bakers who have the
necessary expertise to create these impressive cakes
have dwindled to a handful.
Dainius Zalensas is one of a few in the US who
keeps the craft of Tree Cake baking alive. He bakes
at the Lithuanian American Citizens Club in Cleveland, OH, but his cakes are in such high demand,
that he ships them around the world. He talks about
his craft and baking experiences.

land. I remember the first cake I baked in the US—
everyone in the bar at the Cleveland Lithuanian
Club was dressed in green. It was St. Patrick’s Day,
March 17, 2012.
You had to fly all the way to Lithuania to learn the craft?

Yes. My teacher was an experienced baker in a
small Lithuanian town, who had been making Tree
Cakes for 30 years. The first question she posed to me
was: “So, what do you want to learn?” I was confused.
I thought maybe there were several methods or different recipes. I shrugged my shoulders and she continued, “Do you want to learn how to make an authentic country-style Tree Cake or an inexpensive
mass-produced one to sell?” I chose the authentic
country-style version. Anything else would have been
a waste of my time. I, for example, never appreciated
poor quality beer, so why should I now learn how to
make a poor quality Tree Cake? I even adapted the
well-known Warsteiner Beer slogan:“Life is too short
to eat cheap Tree Cake.” Everyone who orders a Tree
Cake from our bakery can be assured that they will
What inspired you to learn the Tree Cake craft?
receive the highest quality product.
When I returned to the States I had to adapt the
For 20 years I worked in the import-export recipe to American measures and standards. During
business selling electronics. In the fall of 2011, Rūta the first months there was a lot of trial by error, but
Degutienė, the director of the Lithuanian Club in
Cleveland, OH, approached me saying
that no one in Cleveland bakes Tree
Cakes anymore. There used to be a man,
who baked them in his garage and there
was a young woman who baked them
occasionally, but lately there was
nowhere you could buy one on demand.
Ruta looked at me and said: “You are a
Jack-of-all-trades. Why don’t you do
it?” I can now say: “Thank you, Ruta!”
That autumn I embarked on a new
career. I developed a business plan, I
located a teacher in Lithuania and off I
went to learn the secrets of the craft.
While in Lithuania I purchased an oven
and shipped it to Cleve-

once I got the recipe to my liking, I have never veered
from it. Of course, making a quality Tree Cake depends on more than just the ingredients — the entire
process is important from mixing the batter, to
pouring it onto the spit, to drying the cake, to packaging it and finally sending out the order.
Are your cakes available beyond Cleveland?

Yes. From the very beginning they were available
by mail order throughout the United States. Later I
began to receive orders from Canada and now I am
sending them all over the world. It costs about $6.00
to send our most popular middle-sized Tree Cake to
closer postal zones and up to $13.59 to send them to
California and Hawaii.
Do you decorate your Tree Cakes?

No, I don’t decorate them. Decorations can be
damaged in transit, candy flowers can break, chocolate can lose its freshness or melt. I advise patrons to
decorate the cakes themselves. Decorating ideas are
posted on our website. Clients use our suggestions
and even share photographs of their creations. Personally, I see no reason to dress up such a noble cake.
It is beautiful as it is.
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RECIPES
High hopes
Ant Hill Cake • Skruzdelynas
ALICIA RUDOKAS

The beauty of a Lithuanian forest
has long been conveyed in song and
verse: the whisper of the pines, the
song of the birds, the sweetness of the
berries, the cunning of the foxes, the
majesty of the king of mushrooms.
When visiting Lithuania make sure you
take a forest trek. If you are lucky, not
only will you be charmed by the
rustling oaks, but you might also come
upon... an ant hill. The Lithuanian
anthill is a sight to behold. It is built by
thatch builder ants or Formica Rufa,
that thrive in northern climates and
abound in the forests of Northern

Dainius Zalensas in Vilnius.

What was the most unexpected thing
that happened to you while baking Tree
Cakes?

There are several memorable moments. I remember at the very beginning I was still not used to the extremely sensitive speed-regulating
knob. I wanted to reduce the speed, but
a glop of batter fell on the handle and,
instead of slowing down, the device began to turn four times as fast. I got flustered and didn’t react quickly enough.
Eight small Tree Cakes which had been
threaded onto the spit flew out in all
directions like partridges startled by
hunting dogs in a bog. My wife exclaimed, “What have you done?!” We
had to scrape the unbaked little “cake
princes” off the ceiling and walls. (In
Lithuania the Tree Cake is often called
“The King of the Cakes”) After we got
our bearings, we had a good laugh.
Another time, while I was busy
mixing a batter, my wife wanted to
show me pictures of our grandchildren
on her phone. She wouldn’t let up,
“Come on, just take a quick look...” I
lifted my head and said sternly, “Don’t
bother me! Can’t you see that I’m talking to my BATTER?” Her eyes narrowed and she blurted, “Is your dough
more important than me?!”
Yet another time, Cleveland’s most
famous Lithuanian celebrity, BIG Z
(former NBA player Žydrūnas Ilgauskas) was visiting the Lithuanian
Club’s bar. I was baking at the time, so
I quickly turned off the oven and ran
out to give him a Tree Cake as a gift.
Meanwhile my bakery was filling with
smoke. Apparently I hadn’t completely
engaged the off switch, and as a result I
had to throw out a whole stack of burnt
cakes. I now have something to
remember when I look at my “expensive” photo with BIG Z!
Do you enjoy this work?

Yes, I like to cook. At home I am
the chef. My wife only cooks when I
am very busy. When I was studying
this trade in Lithuania I took to it
immediately. Tree Cakes are beautiful,
delicious and impressive. I feel like I
am creating a piece of art. I prepare
and bake everything myself, while my
wife gift-wraps and readies the cakes
for shipping. She says that her job is to
inspect the cakes and to add the final
touch. She is my guardian angel.
Were there any memorable orders?

One of my best memories was
making the acquaintance of Irena Andriuska from Argentina. She joined
our Facebook group “Sakotis Baum kuchenas” and kept praising my Tree
Cake photos. She commented that she
still remembered the taste of the Tree
Cake from during WWII and would
like to taste it again. I made her wish
come true – I sent her a Tree Cake to
Argentina as a gift. She was
overjoyed! She wrote me that she
cried when she got the Tree Cake, and
sent me a picture of her whole family
with the cake. That was my most
memorable delivery.
It is a pleasure to receive orders
from far-away countries. A Japanese
person found our website. He ordered
a cake and sent a picture. The Tree
Cake is well-known in Japan, but it is
not like ours. It is more a traditional
German baumkuchen without branches. I have sent Tree Cakes to Australia. France, Germany, Italy and Rumania. Not too long ago I sent a large
cake to Westminster, England. Last
year I was surprised to receive a few
orders from Lithuania. They must
really like my cakes, because to send
the package overseas costs as much as
the Tree Cake itself.
For Lithuanian Independence Day
on February 16 I had the idea to send
my own creation, a yellow, green and
red (colors of the Lithuanian flag)
Tree Cake to our Lithuanian Ambassador in Washington, DC. It was very
nice to learn that it had been ceremoniously presented at the Independence
Day commemoration in the US
Congress Library. Such recognition
warms the heart and encourages me to
continue.
Where can we order your Tree Cake?

Europe and Scandinavia, Canada and in some of the northern states of the US.
Their thatch mounds, tightly constructed out of decaying pine needles and
leaves, can reach over six feet tall! The structure keeps the ant colony warm
through the frigid winter season. It acts like a compost pile: the leaves of the
mound release heat as they decompose, and the plant material also provides
insulation. In addition to the mounds, thatch ants also use their own bodies to
heat the interior of their nests. Worker ants sun themselves on the surface of
the mound and then quickly run inside to heat up the interior of their nest with
their warm bodies.
Although the ant hill has not been memorialized by the bards of old, it has
inspired some culinary creativity. Behold the Lithuanian Ant Hill Cake. More a
construction than a cake, it is an impressive edifice, that is simple and very economical to make, and delicious to consume.
INGREDIENTS
Dough:

3 large eggs
1 cup all purpose flour, sifted (more may be needed to make a stiff dough)
2 tbsp vodka
pinch of salt
Glaze:

2 cups honey
2 cups sugar
1 cup water
2-3 tbsp butter
vanilla extract or juice of 1/2 lemon (optional)
Beat eggs. Add flour, vodka and salt. Dough should be stiff. Add more
flour if needed. Flour work surface. Turn out dough and beat with rolling pin
for about ten minutes, turning and folding dough as you work. Form dough into
ball and refrigerate several hours or overnight. When ready to make leaves of
cake, spread work surface with a thin coating of cooking oil. Roll out dough
with rolling pin to about 1/4 inch thickness. Divide dough into smaller sections
and roll out each section paper thin. The thinner the better. Cut into diamond
shapes about 2 inches wide. Heat sufficient oil in skillet for deep-frying (about
365 degrees) and fry a few at a time till golden. (Keep an eye on them, they
burn fast!). Set on paper towels to absorb oil.
Make glaze:

Bring honey, sugar, water and butter to a boil in a small saucepan, stirring
until sugar dissolves and desired consistency reached. Add vanilla or lemon
juice, and remove from heat. Let cool for 1 minute.
Construct cake:

Brush a coat of honey glaze on each baked leaf and begin building the
anthill. If desired, spoon remaining warm honey glaze over cake. Sprinkle with
poppy seeds, or raisins and/or dried cranberries to resemble ants.

We send Tree Cakes worldwide.
You will find more information at our
website,
www.lithuanianshop.com/
treecake. Write us by e-mail at Lithuanianclub@gmail.com. You can buy the
Tree Cake in person at the Cleveland
Lithuanian Club and the Gintaras
(Amber) Restaurant 877 E 185th St,
Cleveland, OH 44119.
Thank you for sharing your
experiences. We wish you great success!
Interviewed in Lithuanian by Giedrė Šliauterytė
English translation by Dalia Nasvytis-Armonas
Interview was edited for length.

Ant Hill Cake Photo: Daina Čyvas

Ant hill in a Samogitian forest.
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Lithuanian runner wins New
York Ultramarathon

Our website address has been updated! For general and subscription information
please visit us at http://draugas.org/news. And don’t forget to take a look at our
community calendar, also at a new address: http://calendar.draugas.org
The Foundation of Lithuania Minor (USA and Canada) and the
Science and Encyclopaedia Centre (Lithuania)
present the

Concise Encyclopaedia of Lithuania Minor
This book is intended to preserve the history
and culture of Lithuania Minor, the land
of Mažvydas, Donelaitis and Vy-dūnas.
Here, the first Lithuanian book – the
catechism, and the first Lithuanian
Gram mars were published. The land
where Lithuanian books and newspapers, were printed and smuggled
into Lithuania during the Press Ban by
Russia.
This book has been published in English in order to make it available to a
wider audience.

Lithuanian Consul General in NY Julius Pranevičius, runner Aidas Ardzijauskas, and fans
from the Lithuanian New York community.

New York, April 29 — Lithuanian runner Aidas Ardzijauskas wins the 10day New York Ultramarathon completing a distance of 667 miles. Another
Lithuanian runner, Rimas Jakelaitis, placed third in the 6-day men’s run, finishing 381 miles. In the NY Ultramarathon runners attempt to cover the greatest possible distance within a fixed period of time.
Ardzijauskas is a seasoned extreme distance runner. In 2014 he ran the
length of historic Route 66, starting in California, crossing 11 US states, and
finishing in New York. The athlete began running in 1980. He has circled
Lake Balaton in Hungary, which is the largest lake in Central Europe, as well
as the Baltic Sea.
Rimas Jakelaitis, a New York resident and long-distance runner, set the Sri
Chinmoy 10 Day race course record in 2001, running 901 miles in ten days,
the second best result in history. He still holds the Lithuanian record for 100
km (7:20) and has run the marathon in 2:35.
The annual New York 6 and 10 day ultramarathons, “Self Transcendence
Six and Ten Day Races,” attract runners from around the world.
Ultramarathon racing is much older than the marathon (which originated
with the first modern Olympics in 1896) but only recently has the sport has
been recognized by the International Amateur Athletic Federation (IAAF).

Concise Encyclopaedia of Lithuania Minor,
Foundation of Lithuania Minor (USA and
Canada) and the Science & Encyclopaedia
Publishing Centre, (Vilnius), 2014, 656 pp,
Available at:
Draugas 4545 W. 63rd Street, Chicago IL 60629
tel.: 773 585 9500; e-mail: administracija@draugas.org
and
Balzekas Museum of Lithuanian Culture
6500 S. Pulaski Road, Chicago, IL 60629
tel.: 773 582 6500; e-mail: info@BalzekasMuseum.org.

Samogitia Mea Patria
A new book by Leo L. Algminas
A Lithuanian boy’s firsthand recollection of his
family’s flight from Stalin’s homicidal terror
into war-torn Germany.
Amazon.com Paperback.
Just $14.99 Published February 2015

The Crimson Blight

X Lithuanian Song Festival
returns to Chicago July 3-5, 2015
www.dainusvente.org/en/

Ona Eirosiute Algminiene
Translated by Leo Algminas
Originally published in Lithuanian in 1968.
This historical novel depicts events in Lithuania
following the first Soviet occupation in 1940.

MAKE PLANS EARLY TO ATTEND THE

Paperback, $13.49
Available through Amazon.com

LITHUANIAN EVENT OF THE YEAR!

Subscribe to the Draugas News & Lithuanian Heritage
Two publications for the price of one!
Name __________________________________________________________________
Address ________________________________________________________________
City __________________________________________________ State _________ Zip
Please mail completed form and check to: DRAUGAS 4545 West 63rd St. Chicago, IL 60629 Or
pay online for your subscription: http://www.draugasnews.org or http://www.draugas.org.

NEW WEBSITE: draugas.org/news

draugasnews@gmail.com

For just $45 you will receive 12 issues of
Draugas News and 6 issues of its full-color
supplement, Lithuanian Heritage magazine.

Tel. 773-585-9500

