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Heritage is for everybody. That’s why, as a charity, English Heritage cares for over a million objects and hundreds of historic sites in every part of England, from international icons to local treasures. And it’s why they open them up, share their stories and find new ways for everybody to enjoy, learn, play and create. By buying this book, you’re helping the charity to be there for heritage.
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Introduction



There is no denying that, as a nation, we have a sweet tooth. Walk down any high street today and bakeries still display a range of treats designed to tempt us inside.


The smell of butter, sugar and flour drifts on the wind in our cities – pumped into supermarket car parks – because nothing is so comforting or seductive as the smell of freshly baked bread. And yet we seem to have been persuaded to abandon our baking heritage in recent decades. 


Some British classics persist – the Eccles cake (see page 14) is still found widely in various forms, but others, such as the pound cake and bara brith (see pages 36 and 98) have all but disappeared. Travel widely with a keen eye, and you will find them tucked away in small high-street bakeries, holding out against competition from supermarkets churning out American muffins and cupcakes in astonishing variety. 


Whatever you bake, your results will only be as good as the ingredients you use, so aim to use high quality, responsibly sourced ingredients. If you only allow yourself one piece of cake a week, you will want to make sure it is a very good piece of cake, and homemade cake is always best.
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Techniques 


Creaming


The butter in cakes, such as the Victoria sandwich cake, is creamed. Here, softened, room-temperature butter is beaten with a wooden spoon or large whisk to add air. This lightens the butter’s texture and colour. Once the butter has been beaten, sugar is added and the mixture beaten again, further lightening the mixture. Finally, egg is gradually beaten in resulting in a mixture that is shiny and glossy. 


The main aim in creaming a mixture is to add the egg gradually and to beat the mixture thoroughly between each addition. This allows the egg and butter to be emulsified together properly, resulting in a mixture that holds air. If this emulsified mixture is broken, or curdled, a portion of the air is lost and the mixture will be heavier. 


Whisking


This is the action of adding air to a mixture to lighten it in colour and texture. A metal balloon whisk is the best tool – either hand held or machine driven. Ingredients that are commonly whisked include eggs and cream. Properly whisked egg whites go through a dramatic transformation, first becoming frothy, and then turning pure white with a light and fluffy texture rather like shaving foam. The mixture should be able to hold its shape rather than run back into the bowl. In some recipes egg whites are whisked on their own before being folded into the other ingredients; in others (for example when making meringues), they are whisked with sugar, which gives them a glossier appearance and a firmer set. A meringue mixture is often said to be able to hold ‘stiff peaks’. Egg yolks, when whisked, will pale significantly in colour and increase in volume, but they will never hold their shape as firmly as egg whites.



Folding 


The aim when folding two or more ingredients together is to limit the loss of air from the mixture, and this is a method used commonly in baking and dessert cookery. The best tool to use is a large metal spoon or spatula, using a gentle motion of folding one ingredient into the other to blend them – as opposed to beating them – together.


Kneading


The technique of mixing and working dough, usually made of flour, yeast and water, in order to make it into a cohesive, supple mass, is known as kneading. This can be done either by hand or using a machine. However, once you have brought the ingredients together with your hands to make the dough, you should leave it to rest for 20 minutes before kneading. 


Kneading plain, white bread-flour dough


Place the rested dough on a lightly floured work surface, and flour your hands. Using one hand to anchor the dough in front of you, push the heel of your other hand into the dough, stretching it as you push it away from you. Use your fingertips to pull the leading edge of the dough back over the middle portion, forming a ball, and repeat this action. 


As you knead, occasionally take a piece of dough the size of a golf ball and stretch it between the first and second fingers of both hands. The aim is to make a thin window-like sheet of dough that stretches without tearing until it is thin enough to see light through. You will notice that as you knead this becomes increasingly possible, and this is a sign that the dough is developing. If the dough tears when stretched, keep kneading.


Kneading wholemeal bread-flour dough


Because wholemeal flour contains small pieces of wheat bran, it requires slightly different handling to white flour. It is even more important to leave the freshly mixed dough to rest before kneading for it to be able to develop properly. Knead the dough in stages, allowing it to rest for a couple of minutes occasionally before kneading it again. Do this over a period of 10–15 minutes. 


When the dough (either plain white or wholemeal) is shiny and resistant but still very slightly sticky, it is fully developed. Now it can be left to rise in a large bowl in a warm place, covered with either a damp tea towel or oiled cling film. 


Making yeast sponges for richer doughs


Bakers occasionally start a batch of yeasted dough using what is known as a ‘sponge’. This is a loose batter made from a portion of the liquid, yeast and flour to be used in a recipe which will both give a deeper flavour and, especially when using spices, eggs or fat, a lighter texture because these ingredients tend to inhibit the action of the yeast. 
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Cooking techniques


Temperature and timing


The high sugar content of baked goods means that they are prone to overcooking if the oven heat is too fierce. Fan ovens (also called convection ovens) circulate hot air in the oven and so reduce cooking times. The timings in this section have been worked out using a fan oven. If yours is a conventional oven, raise the heat given in the recipes by 10°C, and expect the recipes to take slightly longer.


Where you place a tray of biscuits or a cake in the oven will affect how they bake, especially if you have a conventional oven. Place them too close to one side of the oven and they will cook unevenly. Because of this, it is wise to turn cakes and biscuits when they begin to brown so that they colour and rise evenly. 


Steam


Bread benefits from being baked in a humid, steamy environment. Steam slows down the formation of the crust, allowing the bread to rise more, producing a lighter loaf. You can introduce steam to the oven by placing a small roasting tin on the bottom of the oven when you first turn the oven on to preheat. Then add hot water to the tin just after you put the bread in. Be careful not to scald yourself with the steam, as it will rise violently when you pour the water in.  


Lining cake tins


Cake or loaf tins are generally greased and lined before baking, even if they are non-stick. As well as making it easier to remove the finished cake or loaf from the tin, lining with baking paper makes tins easier to clean. Use melted butter, brushed into all the corners and edges of the tin, and then cut non-stick baking paper to fit. This paper is coated to prevent sticking – and is especially good when used with meringues, which tend to stick to aluminium foil or greaseproof paper.



Testing whether cakes and breads are cooked


To test whether a cake is cooked, insert a skewer into the centre and remove it. If it comes away clean, the cake is cooked. This method will not work for cakes that are intentionally left slightly undercooked for a fudgy effect, such as the dark chocolate cake on page 74. 


To test whether a bread is cooked, slip it from its tin and tap the bottom gently with your knuckles. If the bread gives a hollow sound, it is cooked.


Alternatively, a temperature probe can be inserted into cakes and breads once they have reached the end of their cooking time. If a temperature of 95°C has been reached at the centre, the cake or bread is cooked.


Storing baked goods


Always store cakes and biscuits in airtight containers to stop them becoming stale. Butter-based cakes and biscuits keep very well, but they do eventually grow stale if not eaten. In the event that you end up with some stale cake, you can use it up in a queen’s pudding (see page 46).


Bread goes stale quickly. Even the act of freezing bread seems to hurry it past its best. To extend its keeping time, wrap it well in a cloth bag and store it in a cool place. 
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Puddings and cold desserts


From the lightest lemon posset to a luscious trifle with its complex layering, puddings are a delicious way to end a meal. They should strike a balance between sheer decadence and perfect good taste, and each should fit its occasion. Choose a pudding well, and make it expertly, and your meals will be legendary among your friends and family. 


Cold puddings


A chilled dessert is lovely at the end of a summer lunch or dinner, and because the British summer provides us with such lovely berries, one need look no further than a posset or cremet, or perhaps a custard to accompany macerated strawberries or raspberries (served at room temperature for the best flavour). Fruit jellies offer an excellent, light-handed way of making vibrantly fresh desserts to round off a rich meal. The one given here, for strawberry jelly (see page 126) will be a revelation to anyone who makes it. 


Of course, cold puddings are not limited only to the months of summer. Poached autumn fruits, such as pears, or winter fruits, such as rhubarb, make delicious accompaniments to a serving of homemade cream cheese. Seville oranges are a truly seasonal fruit, and only available in the depths of winter. But don’t just save them for marmalade. The zest is delicious and can be used to scent custards wonderfully. 


For an added indulgence, cold puddings are delicious served with a homemade biscuit or two. 


Hot puddings


On a cold day, the rich, seductive aroma of a chocolate soufflé (see page 122) or the nutmeg-scented fragrance of a rice pudding (see page 112) heralds the arrival of perfect comfort food. 


Traditional hot puddings are usually mixtures of flour, suet and fruit that have been bound together in a cloth and then boiled or steamed. However, there are other traditional hot puddings, such as Bakewell Pudding (see page 22), which are set in pastry cases and baked rather than steamed. Serve this hot pudding in a warmed bowl, preferably with Jersey cream or custard (see page 116). 


Fruit puddings


Fruit is an incredibly versatile ingredient, and is widely used in puddings and desserts. In addition, many simple creams and custards are delicious served with fresh or poached fruit alongside. Choose whatever is in season, and cook it lightly with a little sugar and lemon or orange juice.


Chocolate


Plain chocolate with a high percentage of cocoa (usually more than 60%) is the best type of chocolate for cooking with. As the percentage of cocoa increases, the percentage of other ingredients, mostly sugar, decreases. Professional cooking chocolate or couverture is ‘tempered’, a process involving heating and cooling it under certain conditions. The result is a chocolate that breaks cleanly and melts sublimely. Milk chocolate contains a high proportion of milk solids and, consequently, has a lower cocoa content. White chocolate contains only cocoa butter from the cocoa beans, and has no cocoa mass at all.


Always melt chocolate slowly. All forms of chocolate should be kept in a cool dark environment, and it is best to only buy what you need, as chocolate stales quickly. 
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A note on gelatine


Gelatine, which is derived from cartilage-rich animal tissues and bones, is the most commonly used setting agent in the kitchen today. Historically, other substances have been used as setting agents, including carageen moss (a seaweed), isinglass (derived from the swim bladders of fish) and agar agar (another seaweed derivative).


Gelatine can be bought in powdered form, but clear, brittle sheet gelatine has a finer flavour, gives a more accurate result and is easier to measure. In the course of testing the recipes for this book, we tested all of the different types of gelatine available. Platinum grade sheets weighing approximately 1.6g each are the best type, and are easy to obtain. Three sheets of this gelatine are sufficient to give a light set to 500ml of jelly served in a glass. If you want to use a mould and will need to turn the jelly out, use four sheets per 500ml. 


To use leaf gelatine


Cover sheets of leaf gelatine in cold water for a minimum of 10 minutes to soften them. Give them a squeeze and then add them to the warm liquid that is specified in the particular recipe you are following, stirring to dissolve them. They will not dissolve if the water is cold. 


Vegetarian gelatine can be bought, but will set while still quite warm, making it difficult to use with cold mousses (because it needs to be used warm, which tends to melt the cream when mixed). It is suitable for fruit jellies, however. Simply follow the manufacturer’s instructions.
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Flaky Shortcrust Pastry
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250g plain flour


pinch salt


150g cold unsalted butter


½ tsp lemon juice


100ml iced water





If you have a food processor, sift the flour and salt into the bowl and mix. Cut 100g of the butter into rough cubes and add them to the flour mixture. Pulse until it resembles fine breadcrumbs. Cut the rest of the butter into small cubes, add them the blender and pulse briefly to combine. Small lumps of butter should still be obvious in the mixture. 


If you are working by hand, sift the flour and salt into a large bowl. Coarsely grate 100g of the butter into the flour mixture. Rub the butter and flour between your fingertips working quickly to keep the mixture as cool as possible. If it starts to feel sticky, chill the mixture for 30 minutes. Then coarsely grate the remaining butter into the mixture and stir. Small lumps or strands of butter should be clearly visible. 


Chill the mixture for 30 minutes. Just before you are ready to proceed, stir the lemon juice into the water and pour two-thirds of this into the flour mixture. Blend well with a fork. Using your fingertips, bring the dough together, adding more water as necessary until everything is evenly mixed and there are no dry lumps of flour. Bring the mixture together into a smooth lump, carefully form it into a ball, wrap in cling film and chill for at least 1 hour before using.
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