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• All spoon measurements are level, unless otherwise specified.


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature. Recipes in this book were tested using a regular oven. If using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting temperatures.


• All eggs are medium, unless otherwise specified. Recipes containing raw or partially cooked egg should not be served to the very young, very old, anyone with a compromised immune system or pregnant women.




the star of the show




One of the most important elements of any child’s birthday party has to be the cake. Most people can easily remember their favourite birthday cake from childhood and the excitement in choosing a cake every year. Whether you make the same cake every time or something completely different, a homemade cake simply can’t be beaten both for the joy it gives children and the satisfaction of knowing that it’s all your work.


I’m lucky to have eager guinea pigs in my small tribe of godchildren, who provided plenty of inspiration for the cakes in this book. I have loved baking since I was a little girl and I hope that they too will soon discover what fun there is to be had in the kitchen sticking, layering, frosting and decorating. The results are so rewarding. And who knows, they may even start coming up with some imaginative creations of their own.


Whatever your level of baking skills there’s a cake here to suit everyone. There are also a few basic guidelines on page 10 and 16–19 to help you get the best results whenever you bake.


Most of the cakes in this book can be made ahead of time and can be kept for up to 2 days (undecorated), well wrapped in clingfilm/plastic wrap, or frozen undecorated and defrosted the day before the party. Cupcakes keep well in the freezer and defrost quickly, making them an easy and convenient option. In fact, cupcakes are a great starting point if you are nervous about your baking skills.


If you don’t want to test your construction skills then choose a cake that can be shaped by cutting around a template rather than one that requires measuring and layering. Most of the cakes here are easy for the novice baker – just remember to allow yourself plenty of time to complete the frosting and final decorations. Remember that any imperfections can be cunningly disguised under a layer of frosting and sprinkles.


No matter which cake you choose to make for your child’s birthday, you can be sure of smiles of delight when they are presented with a home-baked creation. And if at first you feel unsure about assembling, layering and decorating, there’s always the old favourite – chocolate cake. Don’t forget the candles!
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the basics
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basic vanilla cake


This is the most basic vanilla cake mixture, which can be adapted to introduce different flavours (see end of recipe). It is used in many of the recipes in this book as it makes a good base for cakes which need to be cut up and re-assembled, and it tends to be liked by most kids. I have provided four quantities to suit individual recipes but the method remains the same regardless of the quantity you use. For best results I suggest using an electric freestanding mixer. Before you start baking make sure all ingredients are at room temperature, the oven is preheated with the oven shelf in the correct position and the relevant cake pans have been prepared. The oven temperatures given throughout the book are for a conventional oven; if you are using a fan oven, adjust the temperature according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
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EXTRA LARGE


350 g/3 sticks unsalted butter, room temperature


350 g/2 cups (caster) sugar


6 large eggs, beaten


2 teaspoons vanilla extract


350 g/3 cups plain/cake flour


5 teaspoons baking powder


4–5 tablespoons milk, room temperature


LARGE


250 g/2 sticks unsalted butter, room temperature


250 g/1¼ cups (caster) sugar


4 large eggs, beaten


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


250 g/2¼ cups plain/cake flour


4 teaspoons baking powder


3–4 tablespoons milk, room temperature


MEDIUM


175 g/1½ sticks unsalted butter, room temperature


175 g/1 cup (caster) sugar


3 large eggs, beaten


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


175 g/1½ cups plain/cake flour


3 teaspoons baking powder


3 tablespoons milk, room temperature


SMALL


125 g/1 stick unsalted butter, room temperature


125 g/½ cup (caster) sugar


2 large eggs, beaten


½ teaspoon vanilla extract


125 g/1 cup plus 2 tablespoons plain/all-purpose flour


2 teaspoons baking powder


2 tablespoons milk, room temperature




	

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F) Gas 4.


Cream the butter and sugar in an electric mixer or with a handheld electric whisk until pale, light and fluffy, about 2–3 minutes. Very gradually add the beaten eggs, mixing well between each addition and scraping down the bowl with a rubber spatula from time to time. Stir in the vanilla extract.


Sift together the flour and baking powder and add to the cake mixture in 2 batches, mixing until smooth. Add the milk and mix until smooth.


Revert to the relevant cake recipe and continue as instructed.


ALTERNATIVE FLAVOURS


Basic chocolate: substitute 4 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa for the same quantity of flour in the Extra Large mixture, 3 tablespoons in the Large, 2 in the Medium and 1 in the Small cake.


Lemon or orange: substitute the grated zest of an unwaxed lemon or orange for the vanilla extract.
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These shapes will keep un-iced for 3 days in an airtight container. Once iced, they should be eaten within 24 hours.


gingerbread shapes



















	

175 g/1⅓ cups plain/all-purpose flour


¼ teaspoon bicarbonate of/baking soda


a pinch of salt


1 generous teaspoon ground ginger


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


a large pinch of ground allspice


75 g/5 tablespooons unsalted butter, cold and diced


75 g/⅓ cup (caster) sugar


2 generous tablespoons golden/light corn syrup


1 large egg yolk


several baking sheets, lined with baking parchment


MAKES ABOUT 10–12




	

Sift the flour, bicarbonate of/baking soda, salt, ginger, cinnamon and allspice into a bowl or an electric freestanding mixer.


Rub the butter into the dry ingredients (or process) until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. Add the sugar and mix.


Beat the golden/corn syrup and egg yolk together, add to the bowl and mix to a smooth dough, kneading very lightly.


Flatten into a disc, cover with clingfilm/plastic wrap and refrigerate for 30 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F) Gas 4.


On a lightly floured work surface, roll the gingerbread dough out to a thickness of about 4 mm/¼ inch. Stamp out your desired shapes and arrange on the prepared baking sheets. Re-roll and stamp out any trimmings.


Bake on the middle shelf of the preheated oven for 10–12 minutes until firm and starting to darken very slightly at the edges. Let cool slightly on the baking sheets, then transfer to a wire cooling rack.
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These cookies will keep un-iced for 3 days in an airtight container. Once iced, they should be eaten within 24 hours.


shortbread
















	

225 g/2 sticks unsalted butter, room temperature


275 g/1⅓ cups (caster) sugar


1 large egg, beaten


½ teaspoon vanilla extract


a pinch of salt


325 g/1½ cups plain/all-purpose flour


several baking sheets, lined with baking parchment


MAKES ABOUT 10–12




	

Cream the butter and sugar in an electric mixer or with a handheld electric whisk until pale, light and fluffy, about 2–3 minutes. Add the beaten egg, vanilla extract and a pinch of salt and mix until combined.


Gradually add the flour and mix until incorporated. Flatten the dough into a disc, cover with clingfilm/plastic wrap and refrigerate for a couple of hours.


On a lightly floured work surface, roll the shortbread dough out to a thickness of about 4 mm/¼ inch. Stamp out your desired shapes and arrange on the prepared baking sheets. Re-roll and stamp out any trimmings. Refrigerate for a further 15 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F) Gas 4.


Bake on the middle shelf of the preheated oven for 10–12 minutes until pale golden and firm to the touch. Let cool slightly on the baking sheets, then transfer to a wire cooling rack.
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Buttercream is a dream to pipe and spread over cakes and chocolate fudge frosting is good enough to eat straight from the bowl! When using meringue frosting it helps to freeze the cake base for 1 hour first. This makes the surface of the cake firmer and crumbs are less likely to spoil the clean, white finish of the frosting. Once the frosting has been cooked, work quickly using a palette knife dipped in hot water to make spreading easier. Glac[image: image] icing is ideal for decorating cookies. I use an egg white to make it set firmly but you can use cold water instead (but the icing will not set as stiffly).


buttercream
















	

350 g/3 sticks unsalted butter, room temperature


700 g/4⅔ cups icing/confectioners’ sugar, sifted


vanilla extract, optional




	

Cream the butter in an electric mixer or in a large bowl with a handheld electric whisk until really soft. Gradually beat in the icing/confectioners’ sugar until pale and smooth. Add a few drops of vanilla extract, if using.












chocolate fudge frosting
















	

350 g/12 oz. dark/bittersweet chocolate, roughly chopped


225 g/2 sticks unsalted butter


225 ml/⅔ cup milk


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


450 g/3¼ cups icing/confectioners’ sugar, sifted




	

Melt the chocolate and butter together in a heatproof bowl set over a pan of barely simmering water (do not let the base of the bowl touch the water). Stir until melted and smooth, then set aside to cool slightly.


In another bowl, whisk together the milk, vanilla extract and icing/confectioners’ sugar until smooth. Add the cooled chocolate mixture and stir until smooth. Let the frosting set and thicken up slightly before use.












meringue frosting
















	

250 g/1¼ cups (caster) sugar


4 large egg whites


a pinch of salt




	

Set a medium-large heatproof bowl over a pan of barely simmering water (do not let the base of the bowl touch the water). Put the sugar, egg whites, salt and 2 tablespoons water into the bowl and using a handheld electric whisk, whisk on medium speed so that the sugar completely dissolves into the egg whites. Continue to whisk until the meringue is white, soft and pillowy. Increase the speed to high and whisk for another minute until the meringue is hot, stiff and glossy.


Remove from the heat and continue whisking for a further minute until the meringue has cooled slightly. Working very quickly and using a palette knife dipped in hot water, spread the frosting over the cake.












glac[image: image] icing
















	

1 large egg white


1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice


250–300 g/1¾–2 cups icing/confectioners’ sugar, sifted




	

Beat the egg white with the lemon juice in a medium bowl until combined. Gradually add the icing/confectioners’ sugar until the icing is smooth and the consistency of slightly thickened double/heavy cream and will coat the back of a spoon. Cover with clingfilm/plastic wrap until ready to use.
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decoration


SUGAR/GUM PASTE (REGAL ICE) AND ROYAL ICING


Sugar/gum paste (Regal Ice) and royal icing are ideal for modelling and cutting into decorative shapes. They are available ready-to-roll – simply follow the manufacturer’s instructions. They can be found in white in many supermarkets, but for a wider range of colours, go to a cake decorating supply store.


FONDANT ICING


Fondant icing is also readily available and sold in blocks.


It requires rolling out on a work surface that has been lightly dusted with icing/confectioners’ sugar. Use food colouring pastes to tint the icing to your desired shade. Once iced, cover the cake and leave it for at least 4 hours to allow the icing to dry.


READY-ROLLED ICING


Ready-rolled royal and fondant icing usually come in a circle ready for icing a round cake. I would suggest covering the cake first in a thin layer of either buttercream or marzipan.
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WRITING ICING


Ready-to-use writing icing tubes are widely available in the baking sections of most supermarkets and come in a selection of colours but mainly red, green, black and yellow. They are ideal when small amounts of icing are required for writing letters, numbers and words on cakes and for drawing outlines. They are small and easy for children to use without getting too messy! Look out for gel and sparkly writing icing too.


PIPING BAGS


Even if your icing skills aren’t in the professional league, a piping bag and selection of nozzles/tips are useful for creating simple but effective decorations. Fit a piping bag with a star nozzle/tip and fill with buttercream to create rosette or flower shapes as a simple way of covering cakes.
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TINTING WITH FOOD COLOURING


Food colouring pastes are easier to use than the standard liquid colours and come in a vast selection of colours. They can be used to tint ready-to-roll icing, fondant icing and buttercream, and are generally available from cake decorating supply stores and online suppliers. A very tiny amount gives a good colour without watering down the icing. Add the paste very gradually using the point of a cocktail stick/toothpick or wooden skewer and mix well or knead into the icing before adding more until you have the shade you’re after.
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SPRINKLES AND CANDY


Most supermarkets carry a wide range of edible decorating sprinkles in the home baking section, ranging from sprinkles to edible silver balls and shapes especially for Halloween and Christmas. Specialty cake decorating stores generally stock a wide range of sprinkles in many shapes and colours. Sweet shops and candy stores are a fantastic source for cake decorations – liquorice shapes, chocolate buttons, sugarcoated chocolate drops and marshmallows can all be used to great effect on cakes.


basic techniques


1  [image: image]


1 CUTTING


Always use a long-bladed, serrated knife to slice cakes into layers for filling. Put the cake on a clean, flat work surface. Hold the knife level and horizontal and use a gentle sawing action to slice the cake evenly. Keep your fingers out of the way!
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2 FILLING


Cakes can be filled with a variety of fillings such as jam, buttercream or whipped fresh cream. If necessary, cut a thin slice off the top of the cakes to make the surfaces flat. Lay the bottom layer on the work surface or serving plate and spoon the filling on to the cake. Spread evenly using a long palette knife. Top with another layer of cake and repeat as necessary.
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3 CUTTING THE CAKE BASE FOR THE PIRATE SHIP (page 74)


Lay the cake on the work surface with the long edge closest to you. Trim the edges of the cake to make a neat rectangle and save any trimmings to snack on. Using a long-bladed knife, cut a rectangle, about 9 × 23 cm/4 × 9 inches, from one end of the cake. Slice the remaining cake in half to give 2 rectangles roughly 11 × 23 cm/4¼ × 8½ inches.
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4 STACKING THE PIECES OF CAKE FOR THE PIRATE SHIP


Stack the 2 larger rectangles one on top of the other. Cut the small rectangle in half and lay one piece at each end of the stacked cakes.
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5 SHAPING THE PIECES OF CAKE FOR THE PIRATE SHIP


Slice a triangular wedge from the front of the cake, on both sides, to make the prow of the pirate ship. Once you have the cake cut and assembled you can secure the sections with wooden skewers or brush a little warmed jam between the layers to stick them together. The pirate ship is now ready to be frosted. Remember to pull out any skewers before serving the cake.
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6 PAPER TEMPLATES


Draw or trace your desired shape on to a sheet of paper (for example greaseproof paper or baking parchment) the same size as your uncut cake. Lay the template on the cake and, using a small, sharp knife, cut around the template. This is easier if the cake has been make the day before and if possible chilled in the fridge for a couple of hours first.
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7 FROSTING


When frosting a cake that has been cut out from a template, refrigerate the cake for 1–2 hours first. Alternatively, you can brush the surface of the cake with a little warmed, sifted jam first. This helps prevent crumbs mixing into the frosting as you spread it over the cut edges. A selection of palette knives in different sizes is useful. I often use small palette knives bought from artists’ supply stores for the trickier shapes.
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8 PIPING DECORATION


Once your cake has been covered in frosting, the fun starts! With a steady hand, pipe outlines on to the frosting to clearly define the shapes which can later be filled in with another colour of frosting. Have a clear idea of exactly where you want to draw the lines before starting. You may find it easier to mark out the lines using the point of a cocktail stick/toothpick first.


diagrams


MARMALADE CAT
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JOLLY GREEN DINOSAUR
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BUNNY RABBIT
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FIRE ENGINE
 

[image: image]


ROCKET SHIP
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HOT AIR BALLOON
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BIG GREEN TRACTOR
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STEAM TRAIN SET
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FAIRYTALE CASTLE


[image: image]




[image: image]


simple cakes
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This cake keeps really well and can be made a day in advance and kept undecorated either wrapped up or in an airtight container until ready to serve.


carrot & coconut cake



















	

75 g/½ cup shelled pecans


375 g/2¾ cups plain/all-purpose flour


2 teaspoons baking powder


1 teaspoon bicarbonate of/baking soda


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


3 large eggs


375 ml/1½ cups groundnut oil


450 g/2¼ cups (unrefined caster) sugar


4 tablespoons milk


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


500 g/1 lb. carrots, grated


grated zest of 1 orange


125 g/1 cup desiccated coconut


100 g/3½ oz. marzipan


orange food colouring paste


angelica


FROSTING


450 g/1 lb. cream cheese


2–3 big tablespoons honey


2 × 20-cm/8-inch round cake pans, greased and baselined with greased baking parchment


SERVES 8–10




	

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F) Gas 4.


Put the pecans on a baking sheet and toast in the preheated oven for 7 minutes. Let cool slightly, then roughly chop. Leave the oven on for the cake.


Sift the flour, baking powder, bicarbonate of/baking soda and cinnamon together into a bowl and set aside.


In another bowl, whisk together the eggs, groundnut oil, sugar, milk and vanilla extract and mix until smooth. Add the carrots, orange zest, desiccated coconut and pecans and mix well. Add the dry ingredients and fold in using a large spoon or rubber spatula until thoroughly combined.


Divide the mixture between the prepared cake pans and bake on the middle shelf of the preheated oven for about 40 minutes, or until a skewer inserted into the middle of the cakes comes out clean. Let the cakes cool in the pans for 10 minutes before turning out on to wire cooling racks. Turn the cakes the right way up and let cool completely.


To make the frosting, beat the cream cheese and honey together until smooth. Place one of the carrot cakes on a large plate and spread half the frosting over the it. Cover with the second cake and the remaining frosting.


To make the carrots, tint the marzipan orange with the orange food colouring paste (page 17). Break off ½–1 teaspoon marzipan and roll between your hands into a carrot shape. Repeat with the remaining marzipan. Using the blunt end of a wooden skewer push a small hole into the top of each carrot. Let the carrots dry overnight on a sheet of baking parchment in an airtight container.


Cut the angelica into very fine matchsticks about 2 cm/1 inch long and push into the top of each carrot. Decorate the cake with the carrots and an optional chocolate rabbit!
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