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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





introduction


My fourteen-year-old son has been extremely concerned about the publication of this book. ‘But mum, if you’ve put absolutely everything you know about cakes into one volume, what are you going to do next?’ A good point, except that he really needn’t worry. As the deadline has approached (or rather been and gone), I feel as though I am back there taking my finals. One last chance to perfect that Swiss Roll, to test the difference between making pastry in a food processor, a traditional mixer or by hand, one last chance to try soaking the dried fruit for a Dundee in rum, and to work the little tweaks into the Angel Smartie Cake my son has insisted on for his birthday every year since he was six. Just one more day. Which is what makes his fear so very misplaced. I could never come to the end. Baking goes hand in hand with existing, it’s something I do almost every day, something I do compulsively, that I both want and need to do, that I love. If I look at this collection of recipes, I feel a huge sense of pleasure at putting everything I’ve enjoyed cooking up until now in writing.


The book may be in print, but it is really no different to the handwritten notebook that I’ve inherited from my mother, the recipes that carried her through life. It is also a work in progress, because I will always go on adding, go on learning and changing methods, revisiting old favourites, perhaps with a new twist or the revelation of how to improve on some step that came to me at three o’clock on a sleepless night. Baking for me is a rather lovely journey without end; thankfully the world is round and I can just keep on walking. And if this book can infuse you with any of the magic that it has cast on my own life, then I shall be very happy.


After writing my last book on the subject, Gorgeous Cakes, I started talking to friends about what they really wanted. And what they asked for was a book that had everything they might need between two covers, quite literally a ‘bible’. I hope you will find everything you need here – all the basics, all the favourites, every occasion catered for, but I also like to think there’s enough for Volume 2. After all, I don’t want to do myself out of the fun of baking ‘fat rascals’ for the first time, or trying out French ‘carrés chocolat’. But this is where I’ve got to so far, after a lifetime of baking and twenty-five years of doing it pretty much day in and day out.


The choice of recipes has been born of a certain frustration at the direction that cakes have been leading us for some years now, when they have become ever more highly decorated – more icing, more frills, ever prettier. Which is lovely, and cakes do lend themselves to that, but it has left me with a longing to retreat from this, and to get back to real cakes. I want to be able to sink into the comfort of my sofa with a no-nonsense slice of Victoria Sponge filled with fluffy buttercream and jam, or a thick cushion of sticky ginger cake, I also want the recipe for the perfect brownie to take to a friend as a present, and to be able to reel off a Red Velvet Cake or Coca-Cola Cake for a special tea – or simply to have some fun with a Tomato Soup Traybake. With or without the frills, I suppose that is the point. There is an inherent beauty in these cakes, and who could capture it better than the photographer Con Poulos?


On a practical note, with this in mind, I have separated out the decoration of the cake from the method itself, listing it as ‘little extras’ or ‘tips’ below the actual recipe. The idea is that you can go to town if you want to, rather than presenting every cake as though it has to be dressed to the nines for a night on the town. Frills don’t make for a tastier cake, they simply make for a prettier one, and even then I feel they are stacked in women’s favour. I very much wanted this book to appeal to male cooks as well, most of whom are not interested in Barbie sprinkles, and are probably happy to forego the flurry of icing sugar too.


So with longevity at its heart, this is a collection of unapologetically classic recipes. I have tried to squeeze absolutely every single favourite cake, biscuit, meringue and pancake into one volume, including the less fashionable ones that I still love and feel should be up there with the others. These are the cakes that I return to again and again, tweaking this and changing that, trying out my mum’s version or a friend’s mum’s version, or making it in a different way. The aim of this book is that it should be lovely but real. I am most concerned that you have a recipe for a really good banana bread when there happen to be a couple of over-ripe bananas in your fruit bowl, and that you can lay your hands on a foolproof recipe for pancakes on the tired morning following a sleepover. I don’t want you to be fazed because a child happens to be gluten intolerant or it’s your turn to send in something for the cake stall tomorrow.


Now two words in particular fill me with dread – rule and technique. I swear by ‘if it works, do it’. I have never believed there is a right and a wrong way of cooking a particular dish or recipe. There are good and bad results, but how you get there is frankly immaterial. So even where a method might seem unconventional, trust me. All the recipes have been tested, and if they do deviate from the norm, it’s generally because they’re designed to make life easier rather than more difficult.


Which leads to my second bête noire, ‘technique’. Central to writing this book was a consuming desire to produce a handbook that anyone would be able to use. The greatest compliment for me is hearing from a fellow mum that her eight-year-old daughter likes cooking my recipes. They are intended to be child’s play (without ruling out adults), and the younger the readership the better the endorsement. The recipes have been pared down to the barest minimum wherever possible.


And to further ensure the low-tech approach, there are no specialist or tricky methods. No piping bags, even where a recipe might normally call for one – when making éclairs, for example, or macaroons. If I felt you couldn’t get halfway decent results shaping an éclair with a teaspoon, I wouldn’t have included the recipe in the first place. For this reason, too, there is no yeast in the book. Perhaps in the future, baking with yeast will prove the starting point for a subsequent book. However, it is specialised and there is no doubt that the greater your experience and understanding of how it works, the better the results are likely to be. Which is not the stuff of this book, where I want you to succeed first time round, without practising.


As far as possible the ingredients list will tell you how to prepare an ingredient, whether it is flour to be sifted, lemon to be zested, or fruit to be cut in a particular fashion. But if, for instance, several of the dry ingredients need sifting together, this will be detailed in the method itself. Either way, it is always worth reading through a recipe from start to finish first – and ideally a little way in advance of cooking – just in case, say, the butter needs to be softened, dried fruit soaked, or dough rested.


It was serendipity that I found myself writing this book at a time when it was particularly poignant. When my mum died last year it was the end of a lifelong, ongoing conversation. Like anyone in that situation, I have tried to sort through and organise the emotional chaos in a way that is lasting and meaningful – where she is still with me, rather than as a sum of fragmented possessions that no longer hold any great meaning now they are removed from their original context. Taste and smell are some of the greatest reminders, and one of my most precious memories. When my brother and I were sorting through her books and we came to her battered handwritten notebook of recipes, I was so very relieved when he said ‘you have it’. It is probably, for me, the most precious of her belongings.


I had no idea until that time quite how powerful a memento handwriting is. But combined with her wonderfully insouciant take on anything she cooked, ‘what’s the matter with you, I don’t understand why my fruitcake didn’t work for you, I’ve been making it for years and all my friends love it.’ Well maybe mum, something to do with the fact there’s no method and no temperature, just a list of ingredients. Another entry reads ‘Shortbread V. G’. Probably it is if you know how to make it. Now though, she’s not here to ask. But she still infuses this book, and I inherited my own love of down-to-earth classic cakes from her. It is that continuity that I hope this book captures.


There are no specialist or tricky methods. No piping bags, even where a recipe might normally call for one.






art of baking


YOUR OVEN


It is fan ovens that I swear by and have used to test everything that follows, as they consistently guarantee great results. With a fan oven, there are no pockets of hot or cool air and everything cooks at the same rate and evenly, so you shouldn’t have to move trays up and down, or to turn cakes round to prevent them from cooking more on one side or the other. Occasionally the lower tray might take a couple of minutes longer than the top, but only marginally.


So all of the temperatures that follow have ‘fan’ as their default; the electric temperature in my own experience is about 10–20 degrees higher, but this can differ depending on the oven. You will probably know from cooking with your own oven what this differential is. Most ovens today come with the option of both. And it may also be useful to know that I test on a Miele fan oven.



FOOD PROCESSOR V MIXER


My very earliest memories of baking are of a lovely flour-ridden fest with my mother’s Kenwood mixer, which churned and whirred in a comforting fashion, giving out the odd sea spray of flour or powdery sugar when the paddle hit a large knob of butter. And I still think that traditional mixers are delightful machines, but I jumped ship a long time ago.


The wedding gift of a food processor from one of my best friend’s parents revolutionised my life in the kitchen and the way that I bake. Having always had relatively compact kitchens I have never been able to justify the presence of both machines, and over time have come to realise that in many cases you get better results with a food processor. Its sheer power and speed cannot be matched for amalgamating cake ingredients or softening butter, and its efficiency in making pastry is awesome – by rubbing butter into flour in seconds, it remains cold and reduces to tiny crumbs in a way that you could never match by hand or in a mixer. I also find the idea of having endless different attachments for different jobs offputting; a food processor is endlessly adaptable if you never get further than the main blade. It’s the most minimal of the various options. And then there are the all-in-one methods, which feature throughout the book. The very first time I baked an all-in-one Victoria Sponge, where basically you place all the ingredients in a food processor and press GO, I was transfixed. If it works for that mixture, maybe it works for others. And it does, not always, but again this method plays to the power and speed of the machine. It would be disingenuous to pretend that there is no difference at all between a lovingly whisked sponge and a whizzed-up version, but in these time-challenged days, many is the occasion when speed and ease of preparation will win out over perfection (see Victoria Sponge).


The only addendum here is that not all processors are made equal. A good domestic machine is one of the best investments you could make, my own choice being Magimix, who lie at the helm of professional domestic processors. They operate with the speed and efficiency of a professional machine, but are designed for the home kitchen. You don’t need the biggest machine – all the cakes that follow have been tested on a ‘Compact 3 litre bowl’, which I appreciate for not taking up too much kitchen space.


I swear by ‘if it works, do it.’ I have never believed there is a right and a wrong way of cooking a particular dish or recipe. There are good and bad results, but how you get there is frankly immaterial.



ELECTRIC WHISK


This is your next best friend to a food processor, indispensible for any number of preparations that involve beating air into ingredients. This might be egg whites, or whisking butter for buttercream. In the absence of a traditional mixer, I also use my electric whisk for making sponges in the step-by-step fashion – where first you whisk the butter with the sugar, then you whisk in the eggs, and finally you fold in the flour and so forth. It is always worth going for a reliable household name, but bear in mind that often it is the lower grade ranges that are the lightest and the easiest to wield.



MEASUREMENTS


Teaspoons and tablespoons mean rounded rather than flat; for spoonfuls of syrup or honey, it’s however it comes out the jar. This may, in particular, affect bakers in the US who are accustomed to levelling off cups when measuring, which may leave you short.


I recommend electronic scales for accuracy. Most can be set at zero with a bowl in place, which makes for easy measuring compared to the system of old that only allowed for a single bowl or dish on top of the scale.


As liquid measurements are frequently quite small in cakes, I find the feeding tube on my Magimix food processor is ideal for measuring quantities up to 100ml, which can be difficult to measure accurately in a jug. Bear in mind that 15ml is equal to a tablespoon.



SKEWER TEST


A clean skewer inserted into the centre of a cake is frequently the all-important marker that it is done. If the skewer comes out coated in a sticky goo of raw cake mixture, this indicates the cake requires a little longer – the exception being brownies that by design should immerse a skewer in sticky-crumbs-cum-goo if they are to remain true to form.


But there are skewers and there are skewers, and thin round ones will often emerge clean when in fact the cake is still undercooked. The ideal is a flat skewer, or else a very fine knife (as you don’t want to visually damage the centre of the cake). Either way, it is necessary to surround an instrument with enough of the cake mixture to be a true marker. I have in the past come across special skewers for the job, but frankly these belong in the same dusty archive as egg squarers and electric spaghetti spoons.



COOLING CAKES


A non-stick wire rack is ideal for cooling any cakes that require unmoulding. But as you will see from many recipes, I frequently suggest cooling in the tin, which I find just as effective. The practice of turning cakes out was largely, I am sure, born at a time of fixed-base tins, when to have left them in the tin would have resulted in them sticking. With the advent of Springform and loose-based tins, this isn’t an issue if you run a knife around the collar once it comes out of the oven. And in many cases the base serves as a handy plinth for serving – although bear in mind you’ll need to go easy with any metal utensils that might damage or scratch the non-stick surface. Some cakes, especially those that shrink on cooling, benefit from being cooled upside-down in the tin.


STORAGE


The majority of sponges freeze well, but you should ideally leave the icing and decorating until after defrosting. Not only will the results be altogether fresher, it can be tricky to freeze a finished cake without bashing the edges – so it’s on the grounds of looks too.


Lock & Lock containers are great for storing cakes that benefit from being in an airtight environment. They will keep a dry meringue or biscuit crisp, and a moist cake succulent. Certain goodies benefit from being allowed to breathe – Cannelés Bordelais, soft-bake cookies and flapjacks and so on – and here I find the best route is a loosely tied plastic food bag, which will keep the cake moist without softening the edges. Pretty cake tins are a good halfway house, especially for fruit and ginger cakes that are long-keepers, as these benefit from a little air. Cheesecakes are best covered with foil to protect them from drying out while allowing them to mature and breathe.


Equally important is the temperature at which they are stored, the ideal being an old-fashioned larder. If possible, choose a well-ventilated and cool storage space, not so cold that butter will harden – an unheated utility room or a garage or shed. Sometimes though, during the summer, a fridge will often end up being the optimum environment.


Cakes made with vegetable and groundnut oil tend to recover better from chilling than butter-rich sponges such as a Victoria. Equally, sponges made with ground nuts and eggs should bounce back to form within half an hour of being removed from the fridge. And occasionally chilling is actually a part of the process – when making brownies, for example, or when you need cream cheese frosting to set. However, if you are simply storing cakes in the fridge in order to preserve them, ensure you allow 30–60 minutes for them to come back to room temperature before serving.



PRESENTATION


I am inclined to take the lazy route at home, and leave a round cake on its base or, in the case of a traybake or brownie, to cut and lift slices out to order. But otherwise lining the base with baking paper can help with moving a cake from base to plate. Today you can buy pre-cut silicone paper for the ultimate convenience, but I tend to take a roll of baking paper, using the base of the tin as a cutting guide.


One of the most useful cake plates I own is a completely flat plate with no rim – I acquired it from my mum in a design that I thought would never see the light of day in my kitchen, and haven’t stopped using it ever since. A white china cake stand with a pedestal is a lovely way to present any cake, but they do take up more space.


Cake stalls, however, and those ‘bring a little something occasions’ present us with an entirely different set of criteria. While you may send something in beautifully presented with the best of intentions, this is a very good opportunity of loaning a favourite plate or tray and never seeing it again. Or – as happened to one of my own cake tins that emerged from my small son’s locker a matter of months after the event, unwashed – I would rather not have seen it again. Still more reason for something disposable.


Paper cake cases, which come in pretty much every size from muffin and fairy cake to loaf or round cakes, are a great solution, particularly if you are going to be doing this on a regular basis. I also keep a pile of pretty paper plates and thin ply disposable ones for such occasions. Otherwise, I find small melamine trays or enamelled tin ones are perfect in so far as they are unbreakable. And if you really want to appear like a pro, then those cellophane bags tied with ribbon give an artisan patisserie look.






raw materials


Cakes are a team effort between the ingredients that go to make them up. However simple, the better the component parts, the tastier your confection will be. Each ingredient has something to say.



SUGAR


I remember my mum once saying that the question she was asked most frequently in relation to my recipes was ‘why does it always say “golden” caster sugar? Won’t ordinary do?’ And yes, it will do, but golden caster sugar is unrefined and carries with it something of the flavour of the cane before it was stripped of all its colour, a very slight caramelisation. Once we get further into the brown sugars – demerara, light and dark muscovado – this flavour is even more apparent. However, if all you have in the cupboard is white caster sugar, it won’t risk the success of your cake. I also think there can be some confusion between ‘light brown’ and ‘light muscovado’; effectively they can be used interchangeably, but muscovado is that much fudgier and more aromatic. The Billington’s brand make beautiful unrefined sugars, lovely for baking.


The exception to using unrefined sugars is for those cakes where you want a lily-white hue – angel cakes and meringues, in particular – and here I have indicated a refined sugar. Icing sugar should always be refined. Even though you can buy faintly beige unrefined icing sugar, it doesn’t have the lightness of texture of white icing sugar and tends to clog, and it’s altogether coarser.


Just as important as refined v unrefined, is texture. Caster is not interchangeable with granulated, which bakes in a completely different way – caster dissolves and combines with the other ingredients in a particular fashion. But you can always give granulated a quick whizz in a coffee grinder if it happens to be late in the evening and you have to get that cake ready for the school stall the following morning and that’s all there is to hand.



EGGS


Eggs need to be at room temperature for the recipes that follow. If you do happen to store your eggs in the fridge, remember to remove them at least 30 minutes, and ideally an hour, before baking. This is essential if you are whisking the whites, but temperature also affects the way they combine with other ingredients.


The majority of recipes use ‘medium’ eggs, which weigh 53–63g, and so conform to the traditional ratio of eggs, flour, butter and sugar that in equal quantity go to make up a Victoria Sponge, a quatre-quart or pound cake. As a child, I remember my granny using eggs as the starting point to weigh out the other ingredients on an old-fashioned set of balance scales. Occasionally ‘large’ eggs are specified, which weigh 63–73g.


Always use free-range or organic eggs. Every country will have its own system of controlling egg production and in the UK the British ‘Lion’ mark accounts for some 85 per cent of our eggs. This not only guarantees that the poultry have been vaccinated against salmonella, but also all the eggs are stamped with a ‘best before date’ too. As a rule of thumb, if the eggs are likely to be used in their raw or under-cooked state, I always buy organic.



SALT


Recipes often call for a pinch of sea salt, but what I mean here is the fine variety rather than coarse stuff. Much as we love using it elsewhere, you don’t want to be crunching on savoury crystals – the idea is the very faintest challenge to the sugar. At very least, scrunch it between your fingers.



BUTTER


For the most part the recipes recommend using unsalted butter. A sponge cake made with butter will taste resonantly creamy and delicate, while one that is made with margarine, well, it won’t taste of butter at all. The trend for using margarine was largely born of post-war thrift, but it is not a natural ingredient or a quality one. Just occasionally a recipe will call for salted butter, and the only addendum here is that if you are using Breton or Norman butter that is liberally laced with sea salt crystals, and tends to come up saltier than others, then it is a good idea to use half and half in conjunction with unsalted butter. But otherwise a lightly salted butter is what is intended. And I would avoid spreadable butters, useful as they are for crackers and the like – most are cut with vegetable oil, so you can’t be sure of their make-up.



FLOUR


The majority of the cakes rely on refined wheat flour. A reliable cake flour, be it own-brand or one of the bigger names, is likely to cook up one and the same.


But there are, of course, a large range of different types of flour on the market. I would like to be able to say that these are all interchangeable, so if you happen to be gluten intolerant, no problem, just use chestnut or quinoa, and of course you can substitute polenta or ground almonds for the plain flour in the muffins. But you can’t!


I learnt the hard way here (actually it was a lot of fun and very interesting). Set the challenge of coming up with a range of recipes using different flours, I felt the only way forward was to go back to the beginning – rockcakes. In fact, I’m not sure I had made them since those very early childhood buns, but I needed something forgiving and speedy, and so I knocked out batch after batch of rockcakes using different flours. While a handful cooked up in a similar fashion (rice, chestnut and rye), the spelt rockcakes spread outwards rather than upwards, the polenta ones were a pile of lumpy sand, and the ground almond ones were perhaps predictably on the oily side, and spread themselves in an unseemly fashion all over the baking tray.


The conclusion is that if you want to play around with different flours then do it, I am afraid, at your own risk – and I would suggest trying rice, chestnut or rye flours before any others. That said, I cannot speak highly enough of ground almonds, which you will see feature in any number of recipes that follow. This is the Continental baker in me. I love the texture and the perfume that results from using ground almonds, it is an ingredient that makes for truly luxurious results. You can, however, fairly safely substitute ground hazelnuts for ground almonds. Again on the Continent you can readily buy these, but elsewhere you may have to grind them yourself in a coffee grinder.






equipment


CAKE TINS


With space in our kitchens at a premium, I have pared down my own range to a minimum. Nearly all the cakes in this book rely on just a handful of sizes.


NON-STICK


Modern cake tins and moulds make the baker’s life easier than ever and are recommended for all the recipes that follow. Gone are the days of rusting cake tins with fixed bases, when it was necessary to butter, then line the tin and butter the paper. For the most part what is on offer to the domestic consumer comes lined with a non-stick coating. The best among these are solid and heavy; sometimes described as heavy-gauge or commercial weight, and the more layers of non-stick coating the better. It is really worth investing in the best tins here, in one that will last. The more robust the less likely the cake is to burn, and the better the fit of base and collar, the less chance there is of any mixture leaking out. It is also worth noting that ‘insulated’ cake tins that have two layers of metal change the cooking times, in my experience by up to 30 per cent.



LOOSE BASE OR SPRINGFORM?


There are two choices here: loose-based or Springform cake tins, which come with a collar that clips onto the base. Both do away with the need for lining the tin (unless the sponge is particularly shallow), always one of the fiddliest bits, and have the added advantage that you can leave the cake on the base to serve it, which means it’s less likely to crack. I recommend buttering the tin in the majority of cases. This is generally more successful than brushing with oil, even if the cake itself relies on it.



SANDWICH V DEEP CAKE TINS


If you are going to invest in just one type of round tin, then the deeper the better. A deep tin is essential for fruitcakes and other deep sponges, but is versatile enough for baking shallow sandwich sponges too. Loose-based tins tend to come up deeper than Springform, which generally measure approx. 7cm in height; the very deepest tins are 8–9cm. Sandwich tins are limited in use, and I quite often suggest baking a deeper cake and splitting it in half in any case, which makes for a particularly moist slice – unless it is a delicate sponge that needs to be made as a shallow layer.



SILICONE MOULDS


It was many years before I embraced these, and I still prefer the old-fashioned procedure of baking in a tin. I think you achieve a particular crust, as the metal itself is partly responsible for toasting the outside crumb. But I wouldn’t be without racks of silicone moulds for small cakes, which so often stick to the tin even when buttered. With silicone moulds, the cake can be popped out with ease, however intricate the design.


MIXING BOWLS


I have stacks of different-sized Mason Cash pudding bowls, which I use for all my measuring and mixing. I find them especially pleasurable and relaxing to work with. And there is also something enormously satisfying about mixing up a cake in a traditional mixing bowl.


In fact, an interesting tale surrounds my favourite cane weave mixing bowl. The traditional bowls were first manufactured by Mason Cash in the 19th century using a local clay, which accounts for their colour. Then in the 20th century the T.G. Green pottery, who were keen to exploit the success of Mason Cash’s bowl, developed the gripstand, using a white clay and spraying it. While almost identical in appearance, the gripstand has one flat panel to stand the bowl on its side while beating a mixture or whisking egg whites. Today both designs of bowl are produced by Mason Cash who now own T.G. Green pottery. www.rayware.co.uk



CAKE TIN SIZES


If you do want to ring the changes with shape, then the importance is volume. Simply measure the volume of the recommended cake tin with water, and choose a different shape that offers the same. You may have to keep an eye on the timing and temperature – if it is deeper it may take longer for instance, or you might need to bake at a lower temperature to avoid overcooking the top.


Loaf tins are more complicated, with some manufacturers specifying the length and others the weight of the finished loaf. If in doubt, the most accurate gauge again is volume, measured by filling it with water.


The following sizes should cover you for the cakes that feature. It is worth bearing in mind that the size of traybake and roasting tins can vary by 1–2cm, depending on whether the manufacturer has included the lip at either end in the final measurement. And where a tart tin has sloping sides, the measurement refers to the top of the tin.



PAPER CASES


For the best results with small cakes, set paper cases inside the moulds of fairy cake or muffin trays. Failing this, put two cases inside each other, and lay these out on a baking tray. When a recipe specifies fairy cake, it means a shallow paper case 2.5cm high with a base measurement of about 4cm. A muffin is approximately 4cm high with a base measurement of 5cm. There are other sizes out there, in which case you may find the recipe makes more or less depending, and you might need to heed the cooking time too.


RECOMMENDED SIZES


2 x 20cm non-stick cake tins with a removable base, at least 7–9cm deep


2 x 23cm non-stick cake tins with a removable base, at least 7–9cm deep


22cm/1.3 litre non-stick loaf tin


30cm x 23cm non-stick traybake or roasting tin, 4cm deep


32cm x 23cm non-stick Swiss roll tin or shallow oven tray


2 non-stick fairy cake trays or shallow bun trays


2 non-stick muffin trays


23cm non-stick square brownie tin, 4cm deep


25cm non-stick bundt tin or fluted cake ring (18cm tube [angel cake] tin)


20cm tart tin with a removable base, 3cm deep


23cm tart tin with a removable base, at least 3cm deep


Gingerbread Family Cookie Cutter Set


Set of fluted cutters


2 non-stick baking trays



SIEVE


The ingredients to sift religiously are those prone to caking, or that by dint of not being used that often are inclined to take on the moisture in the air. Ground spices, bicarbonate of soda, cream of tartar, and baking powder being the forceful little agent that it is, all merit being sifted to ensure there are no small lumps in there. Icing sugar, equally, is hygroscopic and likely to clog.


Flours for the most part are free-flowing in their present day incarnation. And I am the first to cut corners here even where I’ve specified sifting, but that one is over to you. In my food-processing world, rarely does sifting have much to do with adding air, unless it is clear that the mixture is based on whisked egg whites and sifted flour, and then it does play a part.


Most important is the sieve itself, which should be open-textured as opposed to gossamer fine. You need to be able to see actual holes, which will allow for any dry ingredients to pass through with ease, otherwise you will be there for hours. This is something that I took for granted, until I went out to Mallorca to teach a team of Spanish chefs how to bake British cakes – the equipment that had been ordered in prior to my arrival included drum sieves, with a mesh so tight that water would have been challenged to drip through. It was a shame that what were supposed to be foolproof and simple recipes were rendered almost unachievable by this one fault. Equally though (if you are reading dear husband), a vegetable colander won’t do.



PERFECT PANCAKE PAN


While special pancake pans do exist, not being able to find it or having to drag it out from the back of the cupboard for occasional use is one more reason for not making pancakes as often as we might. The ideal is an all-purpose frying pan that just happens to make perfect pancakes into the bargain, and you will be well served here by a legendary non-stick ‘Scanpan’. The patented ceramic titanium surface is famously durable and will withstand metal utensils (turning pancakes with a metal spatula is by far and away the easiest route), so this is an important consideration. The 24cm is an ideal size. www.scanpan.dk



CLINGFILM


Indispensible for any number of tasks, not just covering the food to keep it fresh. I use it for wrapping doughs to rest, and for spreading out shortbread or pastry dough in a tin using fingers in lieu of rolling.


FOIL


Sometimes this is preferable to baking paper when pre-baking a case, making it easier to secure the pastry sides to the tin. Indispensible for maturing cheesecakes too.



BAKING BEANS


A packet of dried pulses will stand in as baking beans to weight pastry when prebaking the case, but the revival of ceramic baking beans is a welcome one as pulses inevitably have a certain scent when heated. So if you plan on making lots of tarts, then this is a good investment. www.talacooking.com



BAKING TRAYS


The best heavy-gauge non-stick baking trays such as the Tala range (see e-address book) shouldn’t require any buttering, although this can be good insurance with enamel and other steel trays. You want a couple of these for biscuits and cookies, 25cm x 40cm is a good size.


BAKING PAPER


Baking paper and greaseproof are one and the same. They probably get less of an outing these days, given the non-stick nature of most cake tins, but they are still indispensible for when you want to lift a traybake, loaf or some rocky road out of a tin with a fixed base. Baking paper also serves to protect fruitcakes which call for a long slow baking from colouring overly, so it’s a good staple to keep to hand.






the art of decoration


ICING


When making a simple glace icing, the ideal is to cautiously edge your way towards the perfect consistency by adding the liquid to the icing sugar just a little at a time, and working it thoroughly. It should be creamy rather than claggy, and slowly run off a spoon rather than trickle in a stream, in which case it is too thin. And if you do accidentally add too much liquid, it’s not the end of the world, just add a little more sugar.


To achieve really pale pastel shades, it is best to dip a skewer into the colouring and then wave this through the icing until you are happy with the colour. A trickle of liquid colour or a small piece of paste can dye it rather dramatically. Of the two, I find paste more effective than liquid.



FLOWERS


Fresh rose petals are one of my favourite ways of dressing up a cake for an occasion; a shower of small inner petals of red or white roses will always look magical. Be sure these are organic or homegrown to avoid any pesticides.



CRYSTALLISED ROSE PETALS


One step on from fresh rose petals, and you do need to make them several hours in advance. A fan oven with a defrost setting provides an ideal environment for drying them. Otherwise a warm and draughty spot. Carefully pull the rose petals off the stalks. Lay them out on a worksurface, and very lightly paint the topside with egg white. Sift over an even layer of white caster sugar until they appear frosted. Turn them over and repeat on the other side. Lay them on the rack of a grill pan and leave to dry for several hours, until they are brittle and crisp.



FLOWER WATERS


Rose and orange blossom can be used to delicately scent a sponge or frosting in the same way as vanilla. But there is a huge difference in strength between the delicate flower waters sold in Middle Eastern delis, which you can add with relative abandon, and the potent culinary essence that comes in a small bottle and needs to be added by the drop. All the recipes that follow call for traditional flower water, except for Rose Sugar.


CRYSTALLISED VIOLETS


The ultimately pretty cake decoration.





[image: illustration]






flavourings



VANILLA


The scent of vanilla in a sponge cake is as central as the key ingredients that go to make it up; somehow it brings them all together. So a small bottle of the very finest extract is a must-have, as opposed to vanilla flavouring or essence which implies a concentrated artificial flavouring rather than an extraction of the real thing.


The key name here is Nielsen-Massey, a third generation producer. Made from Madagascan vanilla beans, the ensuing vanilla is known as ‘Madagascar Bourbon Vanilla’, the highest quality of pure vanilla available; it is deliciously creamy, sweet and mellow. While it might seem on the pricey side, a small bottle goes a long, long way and should see you through many cakes. They also produce a vanilla paste, a mass of tiny, sticky black vanilla seeds, that is equally gorgeous stuff. The key to Nielsen-Massey’s production is their ‘cold extraction’ process that very gently draws the delicate flavour from the vanilla beans, that differs from others as it doesn’t involve heat or pressure.



VANILLA CHANTILLY (SERVES 6)


A lovely way of turning a cake into a pud, one step up from a spoonful of crème fraîche.


Whisk together 200ml whipping cream, 40g sifted icing sugar and ¾ teaspoon vanilla extract in a bowl until light and fluffy using an electric whisk. Cover and chill until required. If leaving for longer than an hour or two, it may need a quick stir before serving.



VANILLA-RUM MASCARPONE (SERVES 6)


This is another lovely vanilla cream for dishing up with fruit tarts and pies, as well as cakes. You can also make a thick pouring cream using crème fraîche.


Place 250g mascarpone in a bowl. Open out a slit vanilla pod and run a knife along the inside to remove the tiny black seeds, or you can use half a teaspoon of vanilla extract. Blend the seeds, 40g sifted icing sugar and 2 tablespoons dark rum with the mascarpone, beating well with a wooden spoon until smooth. Transfer to an attractive serving bowl, cover and chill until required. You can make this a day in advance, in which case stir it before serving.



VANILLA SUGAR (MAKES 225G)


In France, potent little sachets of vanilla sugar are the norm for scenting cakes, and they make a great convenience should you chance across them. That much more potent than homemade vanilla sugar, I would mix them one part to three with ordinary caster. But otherwise it is easy to make your own, and a good use for any discarded pods where you’ve already used the seeds to flavour a dish. Simply whizz a chopped vanilla pod in a food processor with 225g caster sugar. Sieve and keep it in an airtight jar.



CHOCOLATE


Many of the recipes involving chocolate rely on one with 50 per cent cocoa solids, lower than most eating chocs today, which can be too forceful in a cake or icing as well as being tricky to cook with. Whereas cooking chocolate was once a derogatory term, today there is a wide selection of high-quality cooking chocolate on the market. Look for cocoa butter in the small print, which has a profound effect on how the chocolate melts and combines with other ingredients.



LEMON


Zest: Large firm lemons zest better than small soft ones. Remove the zest with a fine grater rather than a zester, as it is the outer yellow layer that contains the essential oils.
Extract: Our favourite source of vanilla extract, Nielsen-Massey, make an equally exquisite lemon extract using natural botanical oils.



CANDIED PEEL


Those sugary sheathes of candied peel in the local deli promise so much more than the commercial pots laden with preservatives, but also cast a thought to how easy it is to make at home. The scent alone while it is cooking makes this worth considering, especially if you are making a once-a-year fruitcake for some celebration.


Quarter and remove the skin from two thick-skinned oranges. Place this in a medium-sized saucepan, cover with water and bring to the boil; drain it and repeat about five times until softened. Return the peel to the pan with 100ml water and 200g golden caster sugar and simmer over a low heat for 20 minutes until glossy and the syrup is thickened. Drain the peel and lay it on a rack to dry for about 36 hours. It will still look glossy at this point. Loosely stack it in a jar with plenty of airspace and use as required. It will dry out further in the coming days.


COFFEE


I am hooked on my Nespresso machine and this is a great route to a really strong aromatic coffee for using as an extract or essence in sponges and icings. Select one of the stronger espressos such as the classic ‘Ristretto’ – you want max flavour in relation to liquid. www.magimix.com
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