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Introduction


The trouble with birthdays, anniversaries and Christmas is that they keep on coming. Just when you think you’ve made the ultimate cake for a celebration, another occasion appears on the horizon and you’re back to square one, thinking ‘What on earth shall I make for them this year?’


Hopefully, this book will inspire you with enough suggestions and ideas to keep all your family and friends in cakes for a long time to come, with the minimum of fuss or purchase of expensive cake decorating equipment on your part.


Feel free to alter and adapt the designs or invent shortcuts wherever you wish. For instance, if you are in a hurry and don’t wish to cover a cake board, then simply leave it plain. If you don’t have time to make lots of characters, then just make one. If you have another technique you are more familiar with, perhaps for making roses, use that instead of the one I suggest. There is no ultimate ‘right’ way of doing things – just use the method you feel happiest with and make your own unique creation.


Above all, don’t be scared of having a go!
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Techiques and materials


Most of the cakes featured in this book can be assembled from shop-bought cakes and, if you’re really pressed for time, that’s a perfectly satisfactory alternative to baking your own. However, many cake decorating enthusiasts enjoy baking, and on the following pages I have provided everything you need to know to make a successful cake, whether it be chocolate, sponge or fruit, and in a variety of shapes and sizes. There are also recipes for different icings and tips to save you time and money. Finally, I have explained - with clear step-by-step photographs - the basic techniques that will enable you to put together a party cake in no time at all!
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Basic recipes




If you are going to spend time making the outside of a cake look spectacular, it is worth making the same effort to ensure that the inside tastes wonderful too. These recipes have been tried and tested on friends and family on numerous occasions and get the thumbs up every time. Both the madeira and the chocolate cake will freeze well (undecorated) for up to three months.





Madeira sponge cake


This one of my favourite recipes as it is so quick and easy to do – you just throw everything in the bowl together and mix. The cake it produces has a firm yet moist texture and is excellent for carving into irregular shapes.
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* Pudding bowl and loaf tin cakes – if you are baking a cake in a 1 litre (1¾ pint) pudding bowl or 900 g (2 1b) loaf tin for cakes such as the Twitcher (here) or Sports Car (here), follow the recipe amounts for the 15 cm (6 in) square cake and grease and line the bowl/tin as usual.


Method


1 Grease and line the relevant cake tin or bowl and pre-heat the oven to 150ºC/300ºF/Gas 2.


2 Sift the flour into a mixing bowl and add all the other ingredients. Bind all the ingredients together, carefully, using a slow setting on your mixer, then once the ingredients have combined, increase the speed and beat for one minute.


3 Spoon the mixture into the prepared baking tin and smooth the top.


4 Cook in the centre of the oven for the specified time. Test the cake by lightly pressing the centre. It should spring back and the top should be golden brown. To be extra sure, insert a skewer. If it comes out clean, the cake is cooked. Leave in the tin for five minutes, then turn out to cool on a wire tray.


Variations


It’s easy to vary the flavour of the cake. Add the zest of a lemon or orange to the mix before cooking for a citrus touch. Alternatively, a teaspoon of almond essence or 60 g (2 oz) of desiccated coconut can add a hint of something from the Caribbean.



Chocolate sponge cake



The secret of a good, strong chocolate cake is to use good, strong chocolate in the baking. Use chocolate with a high percentage of cocoa solids (preferably 70 per cent). This recipe is superb because the cake it produces has a soft, velvety texture yet is strong enough to withstand being carved into shapes. A crust will form on the top as it cooks. Slice this off and discard, or sell to the highest bidder before decorating!
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Method


1 Pre-heat the oven to 180ºC/350ºF/Gas 4. Grease and line the relevant tin and separate the eggs.


2 Melt the chocolate either in a small bowl over a saucepan of boiling water or in a heat-proof bowl in the microwave.


3 Cream the butter and caster sugar together until light and fluffy.


4 Beat in the egg yolks and, once they are mixed in smoothly, add the melted chocolate.


5 Set the mixer to a slow speed and carefully add the flour.


6 Scrape the chocolate mixture into a spare bowl and quickly wash and dry the mixing bowl. It is important to get rid of any grease. (If you have a spare bowl for your mixer, just swap them over.)


7 Attach the whisk attachment to your mixer and whisk the egg whites into stiff peaks. Whisk in the icing sugar.


8 Re-attach the beater to the mixer and slowly mix the chocolate mixture into the egg whites. Pour the mixture into the baking tin and bake for the required time.


9 Due to the crust, it may be difficult to tell if the cake has baked from touch alone so insert a skewer or knife. If it comes out clean, the cake should be cooked. Turn out and cool on a wire tray.


Fruit cake


Although it’s tempting to buy a shop-bought fruit cake, especially at Christmas, it means you miss out on two wonderful benefits. Firstly, the sumptuous cooking smells of cinnamon and spices filling the house and secondly, the chance to stir the mixture and make a wish!


Don’t try to skip double-lining the side and base of the tin with greaseproof paper or wrapping a double layer of brown paper secured with string around the outside – it really does protect the outside of the cake as it cooks.
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Method


1 Place all the dried fruits in a mixing bowl. Pour over the brandy. Stir and cover, and leave to stand overnight.


2 Grease the cake tin. Double line the inside of the tin with greaseproof paper. Tie two strips of brown paper around the outside of the tin and secure with string. Pre-heat the oven to 150ºC/300ºF/Gas 2.


3 Cream together the butter and sugar, then beat in the eggs. Mix in the sifted flour, spices and ground almonds.


4 Stir in the soaked fruits, lemon zest and flaked almonds.


5 Spoon into the tin, level the surface and bake. Check the cake about 15 minutes before the cooking time is up. If the top seems to be browning too much, place some greaseproof paper over the lop. To test the cake when its cooking time is up, insert a skewer. If it comes out clean, the cake is baked. If not, place the cake back in the oven and test again at 15-minute intervals.


6 Allow the cake to cool completely in the tin before turning out and removing the paper.


7 To store the cake, pierce the top of the cake with a cocktail stick a number of times and drizzle a little brandy into the holes. Double wrap the cake in greaseproof paper and then in aluminium foil. Store in a box or tin (never a plastic storage box) and ‘feed’ about once a week with a little brandy. Maximum storage time is about three months.



Microwave cakes


Although personally I don’t think you can beat the real thing, microwave cakes do have their place. Well, with only four minutes’ cooking time you can’t really go wrong! They do have a slightly different texture to a cake baked in a conventional way and because they don’t brown on top like ordinary cakes, they look a bit anaemic when they first come out. But by the time you have smoothed some icing over them or a thick covering of buttercream, I don’t think you’ll find anyone complaining. It’s also fascinating watching them rise through the window of the microwave – a bit like television! These amounts are for an 18 cm (7 in) round microwave cake tin or a 1 litre (1¾ pint) heat-proof pudding bowl. Never use a metal cake tin in the microwave oven.


Vanilla cake


Ingredients


120 g (4 oz/½ cup) butter


120 (4 oz/½ cup) caster sugar


2 large eggs


1 tsp vanilla essence


120 g (4 oz/1 cup) self-raising flour


½ tsp baking powder


1 Grease and line the microwave dish.


2 Cream the butter and sugar together until light and fluffy.


3 Beat in the eggs and vanilla essence.


4 Stir in the flour and baking powder.


5 Spoon into the prepared dish and cook on full power for four minutes. Leave to stand for about ten minutes before turning out.


Chocolate cake


Ingredients


120 g (4 oz/½ cup) butter


120 g (4 oz/½ cup) caster sugar 2 large eggs


90 g (3 oz/¾ cup) self-raising flour and 1 tsp baking powder


30 g (1 oz/¼ cup) unsweetened cocoa powder


1 Follcw steps 1–3 as for the vanilla cake above (omitting the vanilla essence in step 3).


2 Stir in the flour, cocoa and baking powder.


3 Cook on full power for four minutes and leave to stand for ten minutes before turning out.


Stock syrup


This is the baker’s secret! If you have to decorate a sponge cake a few days in advance of when it will be eaten, you can use a little stock syrup to ensure that the cake will still be wonderfully moist.


Ingredients


100 g (4 oz/½ cup) caster sugar


150 ml (⅓ pint/⅔ cup) water


1 Put the sugar and water in a saucepan and stir together.


2 Heat and bring to the boil.


3 Simmer gently for 2 - 3 minutes until the sugar has completely dissolved, then allow to cool.


To use, slice the cake in half as normal but before spreading it with buttercream, ‘paint’ the top side of each layer with the syrup, using a pastry brush. Allow it to soak in slightly but don’t saturate the cake. Then spread with buttercream, reassemble the cake and decorate as usual. For an extra special cake, flavour the syrup with a spirit or liqueur (a dash of rum works especially well with chocolate cake!).


Stock syrup can be stored in the fridge in a screw-top jar for up to two weeks. This quantity should be enough for two cakes, but it really depends on the sizes of the cakes, the number of layers you divide them into and how liberally you apply the syrup.





Icing recipes


Buttercream


As you will notice, I tend to use buttercream a lot on my cakes, the main reason being its versatility. As well as being used to fill and provide a covering for cakes before they are decorated, it can also be coloured, stippled or piped. I find it makes the best base for covering a cake because as you spread it, it fills in any little holes in the sponge, leaving a perfectly smooth surface. However, feel free to substitute other fillings, such as jam, if you prefer.


After you have coated the cake in buttercream, if you have time, place the cake in the fridge for an hour so the cake can ‘set up’. This will help to prevent the cake moving about or collapsing as you cover it and will also stop the buttercream from oozing out of the sides. When you take the cake out of the fridge, spread another thin layer of buttercream over the top and sides of the cake to give the sugarpaste a good surface to adhere to.


Buttercream can be frozen in an airtight plastic container in the freezer for up to three months.


Ingredients


250 g (9 oz/2 cups) unsalted butter (softened)


500 g (1 lb 2 oz/4½ cups) icing sugar (sieved)


½ tsp vanilla extract


1 tbsp hot water


1 Place the butter in a bowl and mix until light and fluffy.


2 Carefully mix in the sugar, vanilla and water and beat well. If you beat it on quite a fast speed for about 5 minutes, it should turn virtually white which is extremely useful if you are going to use it to make waves on cakes such as the Deep Sea Fishing cake on here.


Variations


For chocolate buttercream, flavour the icing with either 100 g (3½ oz) melted plain chocolate or 1 tablespoon of cocoa mixed into 2 tablespoons of hot water. For coffee, mix 1 tablespoon of instant coffee into a paste with 1 tablespoon of water and add to the buttercream. Alternatively, instead of the vanilla, substitute a different flavoured essence such as peppermint, lemon or almond instead.


Sugarpaste


Ready-made sugarpaste (or rolled fondant icing) is a great time saver and can usually be found in the supermarket. It may be called something like ‘ready-to-roll’ icing. There are a number of brands available and it’s worth experimenting to see which one you find easiest to work with. Alternatively, your local cake decoration equipment shop should stock sugarpaste in various colours or you could try a specialist mail order company.


In case you have problems obtaining sugarpaste, here is a simple home-made version that works just as well as the commercial brands. See here for instructions on colouring sugarpaste.


Sugarpaste using real egg white should be used as soon as possible. If made with dried egg albumen, use the sugarpaste within a week.


Ingredients


500 g (1 lb 2 oz/4½ cups) icing sugar


1 egg white (or preferably, the equivalent amount of dried egg white mixed with water)


30 ml (2 tbsp) liquid glucose (available from chemists, drug stores, cake decorating equipment shops and some supermarkets)


1 Place the icing sugar in a bowl and make a well in the centre.


2 Tip the egg white and glucose into the well and stir in with a wooden spoon.


3 Finish binding the icing together with your hands, kneading until all the sugar is incorporated. The sugarpaste should feel silky and smooth.


4 Store immediately in a plastic bag.


Colouring sugar or desiccated coconut


If you are pressed for time, this is a quicker way to cover a cake board than using rolled out sugarpaste. If coloured green, the sugar or coconut makes realistic-looking grass. For a watery look, use blue food colour. Place the sugar or coconut into a small bowl and add a small amount of food colour (use paste, not liquid). Mix in the colour, adding more if necessary until you achieve the required shade.



Royal icing


Traditionally, royal icing is always made with egg whites. However, because of the slight risk of salmonella poisoning. I try to avoid using real eggs wherever possible. Most supermarkets and all cake decorating shops sell dried egg white (it may be called dried egg albumen, easy egg or even meringue powder) which produces icing just as good as the real thing. Read the instructions on the packet in case the amounts differ slightly from the ones I’ve given here.


Ingredients


20 g (½ oz/l tbsp) dried egg white


90 ml (2½ fl oz/5 tbsp) cold water


500 (1 lb 2 oz/4½ cups) icing sugar


1 Mix the egg white and water together until smooth.


2 Sieve the icing sugar into a grease-free bowl.


3 Tip in the egg mixture and, if using an electric mixer, beat on a slow speed for five minutes until the icing stands up in peaks.


4 Place the icing into a bowl and lay a piece of plastic cling film directly on top of the icing. Place an airtight lid on the bowl and keep covered at all times when not in use.


Gelatin icing


Gelatin icing is an extremely useful icing to have in your repertoire because it sets very hard. It can be used to make things that you want to stand proud from the cake (from delicate flowers and leaves to flags, sails or even turrets as in the Fairy-tale Castle cake on here). It can also be moulded over objects and left to take on their shape. It can be coloured in the same way as sugarpaste and also has the added benefit of being usable straight away.


TIP: If, when you come to use it, you find that either the gelatin or modelling icing has become too hard, you can soften it by microwaving it on full power for just 4–5 seconds.


Ingredients


60 ml (4 tbsp) water


1 sachet (approx 12 g/1 oz or enough to set 600 ml/1 pint) gelatin powder


10 ml (2 tsp) liquid glucose


500 g (1 lb 2 oz/4½ cups) icing sugar


1–4 tbsp cornflour


1 Place the water in a small, heat-proof bowl. Sprinkle the gelatin over the top and leave it to soak for about two minutes. Sieve the icing sugar into a mixing bowl and make a well in the centre.


2 Put about 1 cm (⅝ in) of water into a saucepan. Stand the bowl in the water and heat gently until the gelatin dissolves.


3 Remove the bowl from the water and stir in the liquid glucose. Allow to cool for a minute.


4 Tip the gelatin mixture into the centre of the icing sugar. Using a knife, begin to stir it in. When it has bound together, knead it into a bread-dough consistency adding cornflour as required. Store in small plastic bags until required.


Modelling icing


There is a vegetarian equivalent of gelatin available but even though I have tried three times, I cannot manage to make a modelling paste of useable quality. Therefore, I have included this recipe which uses gum traganth (a powder that comes from a tree). The only slight disadvantage is that at present you can only obtain the gum from specialist cake decorating shops (find your nearest in the phone book or see the suppliers list on here for mail order). Also, in theory, after you have made up the paste you should leave it tightly wrapped in two plastic bags for at least eight hours. This gives the gum time to work and makes the paste more stretchy and pliable. However, as I never seem to have a spare eight hours, I have used it straight away with perfectly acceptable results. Keep it tightly wrapped when not in use as it hardens very quickly.


Ingredients


500 g (1 lb 2 oz/4½ cups) icing sugar


30 ml (2 tbsp) gum traganth


10 ml (2 tsp) liquid glucose


60 ml (4 tbsp) cold water


Cornflour


(You may find it easier to halve the above quantities and make it in two lots. For the turrets on the Fairy-tale Castle Cake on here, you will need to make the full amount.)


1 Mix the icing sugar and gum together in a mixing bowl and make a well in the centre.


2 Pour in the glucose and water and mix together. Knead to a bread-like consistency on a surface dusted with cornflour. Place inside two plastic bags and, if you have time, leave for eight hours before use.





Basic techniques




From dealing with air bubbles to getting rid of dusty icing sugar marks, this section should help you to achieve a really professional finish.





Covering a cake


When using sugarpaste to cover a cake, always roll it out on a surface dusted with icing sugar to prevent it sticking to your worksurface. Never use flour or cornflour. Roll it out approximately 15 cm (6 in) larger than the top of the cake to allow enough icing to cover the sides as well. It should be 5–8 mm (⅛–¼ in) thick. You can either lift and place the icing over the top of the cake – as you would pastry – using a rolling pin, or slide your hands, palms uppermost, underneath the icing and lift it, keeping your hands flat. Smooth over the top and sides using the palm of your hand and trim away the excess from the base with a sharp knife (fig 1). For a really professional finish, use a pair of cake smoothers.


Starting at the top, run them over the surface of the cake to expel any air and iron out any lumps and bumps (fig 2).


If a large, unsightly air bubble develops, prick it with a clean dressmaker’s needle or cocktail stick held at an angle, then carefully press out the air.
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Covering the cake board


All-in-one


This is the easiest way to cover a cake board with the cake placed on top afterwards. Moisten the entire board with water and begin to roll out a ball of sugarpaste on your worksurface. Lift and place the icing on to the board and continue to roll it out just over the edge of the board (fig 3). Run a cake smoother over the surface and trim and neaten the edges.


The bandage method


This is done after the cake itself has been covered. Run a tape measure around the side of the cake and cut a strip of icing that length and slightly wider than the exposed cake board. Roll the icing up like a bandage and moisten the cake board with water. Starting from the back of the cake, slowly unwind the ‘bandage’ over the board (fig 4). Run a cake smoother over the icing and trim and neaten the edges.
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The fabric effect


This is also done after the cake itself has been covered. Measure around the cake and cut a strip of icing about 10 cm (4 in) longer than that length and about 4 cm (1 ½ in) wider than the exposed board. Moisten the cake board and roll up the icing like a bandage. Unwind it allowing the icing to fall into folds around the cake as you go (fig 5). Press down the icing at the edges and trim away any excess.
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Covering the board around an awkward-shaped cake


Although covering a board after the cake is in position might look more difficult than covering it all-in-one and placing the cake on top afterwards, it is easier than it looks and has one distinct advantage. Because you slide the sugarpaste (rolled fondant icing) up against the edge of the cake, it makes a neater join at the base of the cake.


Moisten the cake board with a little water. Thinly roll out the sugarpaste and cover the exposed board in sections (fig 6). Run a cake smoother over the surface to flatten any lumps and trim away the excess from the edges using a sharp knife.
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Edging the cake board


You can neaten the outer edge of the cake board by sticking small strips of double-sided tape around the board and attaching a length of ribbon to it.


Painting on Sugarpaste


Always use food colour to paint with on your cake. The paste colours work best. Also, if possible, leave the covered cake overnight to harden. This will stop you denting the cake if you lean on it.


First brush the area to be painted using a large brush or pastry brush to get rid of any excess icing sugar which could cause the colours to bleed.


Place a few dabs of paste food colour on to a saucer and ‘let down’ slightly with a little water. If you wish, paint a very light and pale outline of the image onto the cake first to use as a guide. Then fill it in.


Paint onto the cake as you would watercolour, mixing the colours to achieve different shades. If painting a heavy black food colour outline around your images, do this after you have painted the middles. (If you do it first it will bleed into the central colour.)
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To remove mistakes, gently rub and break up the painted error using a soft paintbrush dipped into clean water. Then wipe away with a clean, damp cloth.


Making a piping bag
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1 Cut some greaseproof (waxed) paper into a triangle.
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2 Pick up ‘C’ and fold over, so that ‘B’ forms a sharp cone in the centre.
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3 Wrap corner ‘A’ around the cone.
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4 Make sure that both ‘A’ and ‘C’ are at the back and that the point of the cone is sharp.
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5 Fold points ‘A’ and ‘C’ inside the top edge of the bag to hold it securely. Snip off the end and insert a piping nozzle.





Hints and tips


● A lot of the hard work can be taken out of kneading marzipan (almond paste) by heating it for a few seconds in a microwave. However, don’t overdo it or the oil in the centre of the marzipan will get very hot and can give you a nasty burn.


● After you’ve painstakingly covered your cake with sugarpaste (rolled fondant icing), you might find that an unsightly air bubble has appeared on the surface. Simply prick the bulge with a clean dressmaker’s pin and gently press the area flat.


● Get rid of any dusty icing sugar marks after you have finished by wiping away with either a clean damp cloth or paintbrush. Be careful when cleaning dark colours such as red, black or dark green as they bleed easily.


● Clingfilm (plastic wrap) can not only be used to wrap the sugarpaste but, scrunched up into a ball, it can act as a support for things that are drying.





Modelling sugarpaste


Colouring


When colouring sugarpaste, always try to use paste food colours. Liquid colour tends to make the sugarpaste soggy, especially if you are trying to achieve a deep colour. Apply the colour with a knife or cocktail stick and knead in. Most of the colours wash off easily but to protect your hands and especially nails from staining, you could wear rubber or plastic gloves when colouring the icing.


It is also possible to colour white sugarpaste by mixing it with coloured sugarpaste. For instance, knead a small lump of black icing into a large chunk of white to produce grey.


To achieve a flesh tone for modelling people, the best colour I have found for white tones is paprika food colour paste. This can be found in all cake decorating equipment shops, but if you cannot find it, knead a little pink and yellow sugarpaste into some white. For darker skin tones, colour the icing with dark brown food colour paste or knead white and brown sugarpaste together. For Asian tones, I use autumn leaf food colour paste mixed with a little paprika.


It is best to make up all your colours before you start on a cake and to store them in small plastic food bags when not in use. When you have finished your cake, keep it out of direct sunlight or you may find some of the colours fade before the party.


Woodgrain effect


Woodgrain is an easy effect to achieve and can be done in two ways. One way is to roll a lump of white sugarpaste into a sausage and apply dashes of brown food colour with a knife (fig 7). Alternatively, roll a couple of lumps of brown and white sugarpaste together into a sausage. Then fold the sugarpaste in half and roll it into a sausage again. Repeat until you see a streaky, wood effect appearing (fig 8), then roll it out and use as usual.
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Marbling


Like all the best tricks, this looks stunning but is in fact extremely easy to do. Simply take a ball of white sugarpaste and partially knead in a small ball of coloured sugarpaste or a few streaks of food colour (fig 9). Then simply roll out the icing as usual (fig 10). If you go too far and the icing turns into a solid colour, simply reverse the process by partially kneading some white sugarpaste back in and rolling out again.
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Cleaning and rectifying mistakes on sugarpaste


To clean any mistakes made when painting with food colour, gently rub the error with a paintbrush dipped in clean water to dissipate the colour. Then wipe away with a clean, damp cloth.


To remove dusty icing sugar marks from the finished cake, simply wipe them away with a soft, damp paintbrush.


Making figures


Although they may initially look complicated, if you take the figures apart (figs 11 and 12) you will see that in fact they are comprised of very simple shapes – usually just a head, body, legs and arms. Once you have mastered the basic components you can place them in any position you wish, although it is much easier to make a sitting or lying down figure rather than a standing one. Sit them on top of the cake itself surrounded by other ‘props’, such as on the Handyman Cake on here or in an armchair. Another fun way to present figures is to stick them around the sides of the cake. You can then use the sides of the cake for additional support.


Stick the figures together using water. The secret is not to use too much, especially for small items such as ears, otherwise they will just slide off the head.
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When it comes to the clothes, you can paint patterns with food colour or add fine details such as buttons made out of flattened dots of sugarpaste or circles pressed into the icing with an implement like a drinking straw.


To check whether the proportions of a figure are anywhere near accurate, try to imagine how the character would move with the limbs that you’ve given him. If he stood up, would his legs be too short? Can he scratch his nose with his hands?


When it comes to the facial details, there are many ways to give your figure expression (fig 13). The eyes can be comprised of just the most minimal dots and lines, or they could be painted with food colour or built up from small discs of coloured sugarpaste. Usually, the ears and top of the nose should be level with the eyes. Think about it – it would be impossible to wear glasses if they weren’t!
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For maximum cuteness, children and cuddly animal types usually have bigger eyes than adults.


The mouth can be painted or made by pressing something small and circular, such as a drinking straw, into the icing to make a smile or a frown. Make a small hole with the end of a paintbrush and your figure will look instantly surprised.


To ring the changes, I have tried to use different methods of making faces on different cakes. Don’t be scared of taking an element from one cake and using it on another.


To achieve a certain expression, it is sometimes easier to draw it out on a piece of paper first. You may also find it helpful to use a mirror to see what your own features do if you pull your face a certain way.


When it comes to the hair, again there are many ways of making this. It could be piped or smeared on in royal icing or buttercream. It could be cut out of strips of sugarpaste. Base the hairstyle on that of the recipient and use the method most apt.


Add any distinguishing features such as glasses, beards or moustaches and as any great cartoonist does, exaggerate (without being too cruel, obviously!).


Making animals


As with the figures, if you actually take a model of an animal apart, you will see that it comprises extremely simple-to-make shapes. For instance, the dog (fig 14) is made from a couple of conical shapes stuck on top of each other and decorated with two oval ears and a few spots. The cat is even simpler, made from a sausage of sugarpaste curled up to look as though the cat is sound asleep, with just a pair of ears pinched out of one end.


If you are making a whole cake in the shape of an animal, it is worthwhile making a small model out of sugarpaste first. This allows you to experiment with proportions and colours without wasting vast amounts of materials. Making a small model will also often give you an idea of how the final full-sized cake could be improved.
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Basic Equipment


SIEVE (STRAINER) Vital for sifting flour and icing sugar. Also a useful tool for making bushes or hair by simply pushing a lump of sugarpaste through the mesh.


MIXING BOWLS Even the simplest cake uses more than one bowl, so a good selection of bowls is useful.


CAKE SMOOTHERS By using a smoother like an iron, and running it over the surface of a covered cake, small bumps and lumps can literally be ironed out. Essential for achieving a smooth professional finish.


MEASURING SPOONS A set of standard spoons ensures that you use the same quantities each time you re-make a recipe.


DRINKING STRAWS These can be used as tiny circle cutters and are ideal for making eyes. Held at an angle and pressed into sugarpaste, they can also be used for making the scales on dragons or snakes.


PIPING NOZZLES OR TUBES A varied selection is always useful and they can always double up as small circle cutters. Metal nozzles are more expensive than plastic but are sharper and more accurate.


COCKTAIL STICKS They can be used as hidden supports inside models, for adding food colour to sugarpaste, and for making frills and dotty patterns.


TURNTABLE Although not strictly speaking essential, once you’ve used one, you’ll wonder what you ever did without it. Cheaper versions are available in plastic.


RULER Not just for measuring, a ruler can also be useful for pressing lines and patterns into sugarpaste.


SCISSORS A decent pair of sharp scissors is essential for shaping ribbons, snipping the ends off piping bags, cutting linings for tins, and sometimes sugarpaste.


TAPE MEASURE Handy for measuring cakes and boards to ensure that you have rolled out enough sugarpaste to go around.


COOLING RACK Available in all shapes and sizes, and used for cooling cakes.


SMALL DISHES Useful for holding water when modelling, icing sugar when rolling out sugarpaste. Also ideal when mixing food colour into small quantities of royal icing.


BAKING TINS A good assortment of shapes and sizes is useful.


ROLLING PIN A long rolling pin like the one shown will not leave handle dents behind in the sugarpaste. Tiny ones are also available and are handy for rolling out small quantities of sugarpaste when modelling. If you don’t possess a small rolling pin, a paintbrush handle will often do the job just as well.


CUTTERS A vast range is available in both plastic and metal.


SOFT PASTRY BRUSH It is useful to have two – one for dampening or cleaning large areas, the other for brushing away dusty fingerprints or specks of dried sugarpaste.


PAINTBRUSHES A selection of various sizes is useful. A medium brush is good for sticking things with water when modelling, and a fine brush for adding delicate detail. Although more expensive, sable brushes are the best.


SCALPEL Invaluable when sharp, careful cutting is required such as when scribing around a template.


GREASEPROOF PAPER Used for lining tins, making piping bags, storing fruit cakes, and instead of tracing paper.


WOODEN SPOON As well as mixing, the handle can be used as a modelling tool for making folds in sugarpaste.


PALETTE KNIFE (METAL SPATULA) For spreading jam or buttercream, mixing colour into larger quantities of royal icing, and lifting small bits of sugarpaste.


BREAD KNIFE A long, sharp serrated knife is essential for shaping and slicing cakes.


SMALL SHARP KNIFE A small kitchen knife with a sharp, straight blade will become one of your most important bits of equipment.


BOARD Useful when modelling small items. Non-stick ones are also available.


[image: Illustration]





Troubleshooting


1 BURNT FRUIT CAKE


This can occur if the oven is too hot or if the cake itself is cooked too near the top of the oven. Always try to bake cakes in the centre of the oven. If, despite these precautions, the cake appears to be browning too fast, or you prefer a lighter coloured appearance, place a circle of greaseproof paper with a small hole cut out of the centre over the top of the cake and continue baking.


2 SPONGE CAKES NOT RISING


Again, the usual culprit behind this is a too hot oven or the cake placed too near the top. It could also be caused by too much egg in the mixture. If you are using large eggs instead of medium, beat the eggs together first then take out a couple of spoonfuls before adding the rest to the cake mixture.


3 FRUIT CAKE NOT RISING


The reason for this happening is usually too much flour, so use slightly less in future cakes. It could also be because your ingredients were too cold. Try to use eggs and butter at room temperature.


4 SUGARPASTE/MODELLING PASTE/MARZIPAN TOO HARD


When not in use, always keep these ingredients tightly wrapped in small plastic bags to prevent them hardening. If a solid crust has formed, there is no alternative but to cut this off and discard. You can microwave any of the above for a few seconds to soften them slightly if you find them hard to knead, but be careful when doing this to sugarpaste as it can cause the icing to fracture slightly when you lay it over the cake.
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