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Would you like to learn to be a better baker?

We know that so many people watch The Great British Bake Off for the tips and techniques you pick up – not only from the judges, but from watching the bakers too. We wanted to distil that knowledge into a library of cookbooks that are specifically designed to take you from novice to expert baker. Individually, each book covers the skills you will want to perfect so that you can master a particular area of baking – everything from cakes to bread, sweet pastries to pies.

We have chosen recipes that are classics of each type, and grouped them together so that they take you on a progression from ‘Easy does it’ through ‘Needs a little skill’ to ‘Up for a challenge’. Put together, the full series of books will give you a comprehensive collection of the best recipes, along with all the advice you need to become a better baker.

The triumphs and lessons of the bakers in the tent show us that not everything works every time. But I hope that with these books as your guide, we have given you a head start towards baking it better every time!

 

Linda Collister

Series Editor
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Welcome bakers!

If your goal is to bake the sort of beautiful creations that wouldn’t look out of place in a French patisserie window, then you’ll find Bake It Better: Pastry & Patisserie an invaluable guide to getting you there.

Even if you’ve never made pastry before, you can start with the ‘Easy does it’ section and master simple but delicious recipes like Blueberry and Lemon Financiers and Vanilla Chouquettes. Some of the recipes in this section use bought pastry so you can learn key skills such as rolling out and shaping before taking on the more complex ‘start from scratch’ recipes that follow in the section that ‘Needs a little skill’. These are slightly more complex dishes such as a beautiful French Apple Tart and irresistibly glazed Danish Pastries. The more you bake, the sooner you’ll be ‘Up for a challenge’, the final section of recipes that will put your newly acquired baking skills to the test.

The colour strip on the right-hand side of the page tells you at a glance the level of difficulty of the recipe (from one spoon for easy to three spoons for more of a challenge), and gives you a helpful checklist of the skills and special equipment you will use. Before you begin, have a look at the Baker’s Guide at the beginning of the book. This will tell you what equipment you need to get started, introduce you to the most important ingredients and explain some terms and techniques for the pastries and skills in more detail.

Pastry and patisserie recipes can be made for any occasion, whether you simply want to serve your family a lovely treat with afternoon tea, or create a showstopping end to a special occasion. Perfect this extensive range of beautiful bakes that will take you well on the way to being a ‘star baker’!

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

SECTION 1: BAKER’S GUIDE

Read this section before you start baking.

The Baker’s Guide contains key information on ingredients (here), equipment (here) and skills (here) relevant to the recipes in the book.

Refer back to the Baker’s Guide when you’re baking if you want a refresher on a particular skill. In the recipes the first mention of each skill is highlighted in bold.

SECTION 2: RECIPES

Colour strips on the right-hand side and 1, 2 or 3 spoons show the level of difficulty of the recipe. Within the colour strips you’ll find helpful information to help you decide what to bake: Hands-on time; Hands-off time; Baking time; Makes/Serves; Special equipment; Method used; Storage.

Refer back to the Baker’s Guide when a skill is highlighted in bold in the recipe if you need a reminder.

Try Something Different options are given where the recipe lends itself to experimenting with other ingredients or decorations.
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BAKE IT BETTER


Baker’s Guide
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Equipment
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Ingredients

Pastry and patisserie recipes vary hugely in the amount of ingredients required. A simple bake might only require a handful of ingredients but a showstopping gateau will inevitably require more – and sometimes less widely available items. Having the right ingredients to hand before you start baking will start you on the route to success, so do a checklist before you start. The following list will guide you through the key ingredients used in this book.

BAKING POWDER, BICARBONATE OF SODA AND CREAM OF TARTAR

Some cakes require the help of a chemical raising agent to increase their lightness. The two most common raising agents are bicarbonate of soda and cream of tartar. Baking powder is a mixture of both and is the most commonly used in creamed cakes to make them rise. Whisked sponges are lightened by beating air into the mixture before baking so they don’t require any additional raising agent. Cream of tartar is also used in some meringue recipes as it stabilises the egg whites and, as an acid, counteracts the adverse effects of any traces of grease.

BUTTER

Butter gives pastry and patisserie a good texture and rich, moist flavour. Most bakers use unsalted butter, which contains less whey than salted butter, producing a more evenly coloured bake. Slightly salted butter can be used instead, in which case you won’t need to add any extra salt to the recipe. Avoid using regular salted butter as this can contain about 2 per cent salt. You can get away with this amount in pastry but the saltiness can be overpowering in cakes and delicate fillings. For most pastries, butter is used chilled, straight from the fridge, but for creamed cakes it’s easier to work with it when it is at room temperature, so try to remember to remove it from the fridge in advance. If you forget, it can be softened (very carefully) in the microwave on medium power for a few seconds. Store butter tightly wrapped in its original wrapper in the fridge, away from strong flavours. It also freezes well for up to a month.

Dairy-free spread, a vegetable oil-based alternative to butter, can be used as a substitute for butter in many recipes, particularly sponges and some pastries. Make sure the label states that it’s good for baking before you buy.

CHOCOLATE

Good-quality chocolate is widely available in supermarkets and you can buy chips in larger bags from online suppliers, but you can also use bars of chocolate chopped into similar-sized pieces.

Dark chocolate is most widely used in this book. Using one with around 70 per cent cocoa solids will give your bakes the best flavour – anything over 75 per cent can be too dry and bitter for general baking. Cocoa powder is a dark, unsweetened powder made from pure cocoa with nearly all the cocoa butter removed – it is very bitter and powerfully flavoured, and can be used to add an excellent, rich chocolate taste to sweet pastry (see Chocolate Maple Tarts with Hazelnut Brittle, here). Don’t use drinking chocolate instead of cocoa powder; it has had sugar and dried milk powder added to it, so it won’t produce the same results.

Store bars of chocolate well wrapped in a cool, dry, dark cupboard, and away from strong-flavoured ingredients as they can affect the chocolate’s own flavour. Always make sure that you’ve chopped your chocolate before you melt it, to ensure that it melts quickly and evenly, whether you’re making a ganache (see Black Forest Meringues, here) or melting in a bain-marie (see Chocolate Mont Blanc Cups, here).

CREAM

Make sure to use the type of cream recommended in the recipe – the fat contents vary a lot and will affect whether a sauce thickens properly, a custard sets or the cream will whip. For best results, chill cream thoroughly before whipping (see here).

Single cream contains 18 per cent butterfat and is good for pouring over pastries to serve and adding to fillings, but it cannot be whipped.

Whipping cream contains at least 35 per cent butterfat and whips well without being overly rich.

Double cream contains at least 48 per cent butterfat. It also whips well, producing a richer flavour than whipping cream. Take care when whipping double cream as it will over-thicken easily and the texture will spoil.

Crème fraîche is French soured cream. It has a creamy but tangy flavour and cannot be whipped. It’s better used for serving as an accompaniment to fruit, nut or chocolate tarts and pastries.

Soured cream has only around 18 per cent butterfat and is made by introducing a bacterial culture to give it a naturally ‘soured’ tang. It is used in this book in a number of pastries, to give a crisp, flaky texture to a simple rubbed-in pastry (see Mini Pissaladières, here, and Apple and Lemon Treacle Tart, here).

EGGS

Eggs are used to create volume and flavour in sponge and whisked cakes and to enrich pastry. In patisserie the yolks and whites are often used separately. Yolks are used to enrich custards and pâte sucrée, while the whites form the basis of meringues.

All the recipes in this book use medium-sized eggs, each weighing about 62–65g. It’s important to use the correct weight of egg so you have the right amount in relation to the other weighed ingredients in your recipe. Too little egg and a sponge might not rise properly; too much and a pastry might be too soft and collapse as it cooks.

Store eggs in the main body of the fridge in the box you bought them in. This will give you an ‘at-a-glance’ guide to their best-before date. The box also protects the shells and prevents them from absorbing strong flavours from other items in the fridge. They’re purposely packed pointed ends down to protect and centre the yolk so it doesn’t dry out.

Eggs are best used at room temperature for baking as they give a greater volume on beating (see here). It’s not a big problem if you forget to remove them in advance, as the recipe will still work but it’s a good idea to get them out of the fridge 30–60 minutes before you use them. If you forget, you might just want to pop them in a bowl of lukewarm water for a few minutes before you start.

Spare egg whites will keep for 3–4 days in the fridge in a sealed container, or for up to 1 month in the freezer. Label them with the date and quantity, and always defrost thoroughly before using. Egg yolks cannot be frozen.

EXTRACTS AND FLAVOURINGS

Try to avoid the synthetic versions of flavourings wherever possible, as these can give your bake a rather unpleasant ‘fake’ taste.

Vanilla is the most commonly used flavouring in patisserie. It is worth paying a little bit more for the ‘extract’, rather than a cheaper ‘essence’ which might be made from artificial flavourings.

Vanilla bean paste is made from the seeds of the vanilla pod and provides an even more concentrated flavour than vanilla extract. Top of the range is the vanilla pod. The tiny black seeds are scraped from the pods to impart their flavours into creams and fillings such as crème patissière, and once used you can dry them off and pop them into a jar of caster sugar to make vanilla sugar.

Ground spices should be measured carefully and kept in screw-topped jars. Use them when they are fresh and within a few months of opening.

Alcohol, in the form of liqueurs or brandies, is used occasionally in pastry and patisserie recipes to flavour fillings or fruit syrups, as in the Savarin with Clementines and Figs (see here).

Orange and lemon zest is used in a number of bakes, from the Blueberry and Lemon Financiers on here to the Cardamom and Orange Baklava on here – make sure to always use unwaxed fruit when zesting.

FLOUR

For best baking results, always use fresh flour and aim to use it up well within its best before date. Store unopened packages of flour as they are, but transfer the flour, still in its packaging for easy identification, to a plastic food box, plastic food bag or an airtight storage jar once it has been opened. Make sure you use up old flour before starting on a new pack and don’t mix old with new.

Wheat flours are the most commonly used flours in pastry and patisserie. Plain flour has had nothing added and is generally used for pastry, whereas self-raising flour has baking powder added and is used in sponge cakes where you want the cake to rise. If you run out of self-raising flour, you can make your own by adding 4 teaspoons baking powder to every 225g plain flour, sifting the two together a couple of times for even distribution of the baking powder. These flours are known as ‘soft’ or ‘cake’ flours, meaning that they contain a low proportion of gluten to starch.

Strong flour, on the other hand, has a higher proportion of protein to starch than flour used for making cakes. It’s the protein content that is key when making yeasted breads: as the dough is kneaded, the protein develops into strands of gluten, which help the dough rise by expanding around the gases produced by the active yeast. Strong flour (sometimes labelled ‘bread flour’) is used mainly for bread making including croissants, Danish pastries and Savarin (see here, here and here), but it is also good for rough puff and puff pastry, as it has more elasticity which helps create that all-important extra flakiness.

Gluten-free flours are wheat-free flours that can be used instead of regular flour in both cake and pastry recipes. They are usually made from a combination of rice, potato, tapioca, maize, chickpea, broad bean, white sorgum or buckwheat flours and vary in taste and texture from brand to brand, so it’s worth trying a few different ones. If you use gluten-free flour you may need to add xanthan gum to improve the texture of pastry. Check the packet and if your flour doesn’t include it already, add 1 teaspoon xanthan gum per 150g flour.

Gluten-free flours tend to need a little more liquid than wheat flours, so they can’t always be used exactly as wheat flours in a recipe, but there will usually be some instructions on the packet for further guidance on how to use them.

NUTS

Nuts are best bought in small quantities as their high oil content makes them deteriorate quickly and turn rancid. Store them in airtight containers in a cool, dark place and try to use them up well before their best before date. Some recipes call for ‘blanched’ nuts. This usually applies to almonds and hazelnuts and means that the dark papery skin covering the nuts has been removed. To blanch hazelnuts at home, scatter them on a baking tray and toast in a medium oven for about 5 minutes. Tip onto a clean tea towel and rub vigorously to remove the skins. The skins of almonds are easiest to remove if soaked in boiling water for 2 minutes to soften, then drained and plunged into cold water before peeling the skins away.

Almonds are the most versatile of all the nuts, used extensively in tart fillings, frangipane, marzipan and praline. If a recipe calls for ground almonds you can go the extra mile by grinding whole blanched almonds in a food-processor for a really full flavour. If you don’t have time, bought ground almonds are perfectly acceptable.

Hazelnuts can be used to make brittle or toasted and ground to make hazelnut pâte sucrée, as in the Chocolate Maple Tarts with Hazelnut Brittle (see here).

Walnuts and pecan nuts are generally interchangeable in baking for their similar appearance and texture. Pecan nuts are slightly sweeter and less bitter.

Pistachio nuts are usually sold with their papery skins attached. Skinned, they reveal a beautiful, deep green nut that contributes a fabulous colour to recipes such as the Chocolate Pistachio Gateau (see here). Soak in boiling water for 1 minute, drain and rub in a clean tea towel to loosen the skins. You’ll most likely need to finish this process by hand, as some of the skins may stubbornly cling to the nuts.

SUGAR

Sugar does not have a best before or sell by date because it keeps indefinitely if stored in the right conditions. Keep in its packaging or transfer to an airtight container and store in a cool, dry place.

Generally the darker the sugar the more flavour it has. Different sugars combine with other ingredients in different ways, which may affect the end result, so it’s best to stick to the type of sugar recommended in the recipe.

Refined caster sugar is pure white and is used extensively in pastry and patisserie where sweetness is required but the colour must be left untainted. It has fine grains, which break down easily when beaten with butter and combine well with other ingredients. Crisp white meringues, creamy custards, fruit fillings and delicate sponges all require refined caster sugar. Unrefined golden caster sugar has a better flavour and slightly caramelly nuttiness, and is best used when colour is not an issue. Granulated sugar has bigger grains and takes longer to dissolve, so is less suitable for cake mixtures or meringues. Both caster and granulated sugar can be used when making sugar syrups and caramel (see here), though caster sugar is the more usual choice as it dissolves more quickly and evenly.

Icing sugar is available both as refined (white) and unrefined (golden). Again, the unrefined version has a caramelly colour, so is used less often when a light dusting of white icing sugar is needed to finish a pastry or patisserie. Icing sugar can also be used as a glaze (see here). These days, freshly bought icing sugar does not need sifting but it still might ‘cake’ down a bit during storage, in which case, press it through a sieve before using.

Brown muscovado sugars are available in light and dark. These, along with demerara sugar, add a stronger caramel taste and darker colour to your bakes, but they also tend to make them slightly more moist and heavy. They work particularly well in recipes using chocolate and spicy flavours. They may form into lumps during storage, so you’ll need to press out the lumps with the back of a metal spoon before using.



[image: image]



 

Equipment

Patisserie is renowned for supposedly requiring lots of specialist kit. In fact there’s very little you need to get started and the average kitchen cupboard contains most of the essentials. There are a few tins you might want to get to make some of the easier recipes such as the Lemon Thyme Madeleines (see here) and individual tartlets but you won’t need these from the outset. You can collect any other bits of kit required as you delve into the more challenging recipes. Read the equipment list alongside each recipe carefully before you start, to make sure you have everything you need.

BAKING BEANS

Ceramic baking beans are used when baking blind (see here) to keep pastry bases flat and the sides upright. If you don’t want to go to the expense of buying baking beans just yet, use uncooked rice or dried beans and label them in a jar for this purpose. Like the ceramic baking beans they can be used repeatedly.

BAKING PAPER AND LINERS

Baking paper and liners help you remove cakes and pastries easily from their tins and stop them sticking. Non-stick baking paper is a good all-round paper, ideal for lining tins and baking sheets, and for blind baking. Greaseproof paper is good for wrapping bakes but is not as sturdy as baking paper and doesn’t stand up well to heating. Re-usable silicone liners are excellent for lining baking sheets and can also be cut to fit other tins you use regularly. Most of the recipes in this book require baking paper, particularly for lining baking sheets. You can easily use the re-usable liners instead – simply wipe them clean after use and store, preferably rolled to prevent creasing, until the next baking session.

BAKING SHEETS AND TRAYS

A baking sheet is flat with one raised edge for gripping. A baking tray has a shallow raised edge all the way round. Most of the recipes in this book use a baking sheet. It’s ideal for meringues, macarons, tarts and recipes where it’s easier to slide a cake or pastry from the sheet onto a cooling rack or surface. A firm, sturdy baking sheet that doesn’t flex is best for baking as it won’t buckle or lose its shape in a hot oven. A bent baking sheet could result in a cracked pastry or spilt filling.

BAKING TINS

It’s very important to use the tin that’s specified in the recipe. Use one that’s too small and the mixture may well spill over the top or sink in the middle. A tin that’s too large might produce biscuity, dry results. It’s always worth buying solid, heavy-duty tins as these won’t lose their shape and will last for ever if properly looked after. After use, always clean and thoroughly dry tins before packing them away.

Springclip tins have a spring release on the side so they are really useful when making more fragile cakes, such as the Cardamom and Orange Baklava and Chocolate Pistachio Gateau (see here and here), as the sides can be removed easily without fear of damaging the cake. They come in many sizes, but 18–20cm and 23cm are the most frequently used.

Specialist tins are used for some of the recipes in this book. These are usually fairly expensive so only worth buying if you know you’ll make good use of them. They’re also very specific shapes and don’t easily adapt to other recipes – another reason to be sure before you buy. These tins include madeleine mould trays, barquette tins, cream horn moulds and savarin moulds. After use, clean thoroughly (not all are dishwasher-proof) and make sure they’re completely dry before storing.

Tart and tartlet tins are used in a number of pastry and patisserie recipes in this book; check the recipe carefully to check what size and depth you need as this is usually key to the success of the recipe (see English Maids of Honour Tart on here). Metal tart tins are best as they’re good conductors of heat and give a professional-looking result. Look for a non-stick sturdy metal, such as silver anodised, which will wear well and is easy to clean. Loose-bottomed tins make it easier to remove your finished bake, such as the Apple and Lemon Treacle Tart (see here). Tartlet tins should also have loose bottoms and the same qualities as large tins; like the large tins they vary considerably in diameter and depth. A 10cm width is a useful size for individual servings. Some small bakes such as Portuguese Custard Tarts (see here) and Mini Victoria Sandwich Cakes with Tropical Fruits (see here) are baked in the sections of a muffin tray, which is a useful, multipurpose piece of equipment. Choose non-stick if available.

BOWLS

It’s useful to have a selection of different types of mixing bowls, preferably in an assortment of sizes so you can stack them together for storage. There are pros and cons to the different types. Heatproof glass bowls are the best all-purpose choice for mixing, whisking and melting chocolate over a pan of gently simmering water. They’re also microwave-proof. Stainless steel bowls are lightweight, unbreakable, durable and dishwasher-proof, but they cannot be used in the microwave. Ceramic bowls are more attractive but are heavy and crack or break more easily. Anodised aluminium bowls are very durable and will last a lifetime, but aren’t suitable for the microwave. Plastic bowls are all-purpose and cheap and sometimes come with a non-slip rubber base. Bear in mind that you can stabilise any bowl that wobbles on the work surface by folding a damp cloth underneath.
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