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Introduction


I don’t know where to start. Maybe with a thank you, for picking up this book, even if you immediately put it down again. There are thousands of fabulous books out there, so I’m incredibly grateful to you for casting even one eye over my musings.


For those who don’t know me, I’m Steph and I love baking. I spend most of my days in the kitchen causing chaos with flour, butter, sugar, eggs and various other ingredients. I will warn you now, if you too find a passion for baking (which I hope you do), your kitchen will take on new characteristics – namely serious stickiness, a constant light dusting of flour and the occasional splatter of unidentifiable ingredients across the walls.


I was initially drawn to baking for its healing powers. I have struggled with my mental health since I was 17, and, much as I don’t like to let it define me, it is a part of who I am. As such, finding ways to manage it is important. Where some people use knitting, pottery or yoga to find their Zen, I bake. It helps me feel more in control, it releases tension and it improves my concentration, focusing my butterfly brain. When it goes right, it’s the most rewarding endeavour, and when it doesn’t, at least I’ll be concentrating on a different stress to the one I started with. Baking unleashes my creative side, too – one I didn’t think I had. I’ve gained friends, and sharing kindness and love through the simple medium of a baked good yields unequivocal happiness for all involved – surely the ultimate goal in life?


Back in 2019, when I was still very much a novice at baking, I (somehow) managed to secure a place on The Great British Bake Off. It was a dream to be chosen, and the success I went on to achieve by reaching the final was beyond imaginable. I’m not going to lie, putting yourself forward for the nation’s biggest baking show isn’t exactly meditative, however, the experience was life-changing and my appearance on the show has afforded me incredible opportunities like this one: writing about the two things that I’m passionate about, baking and happiness.


My aim with this book is to enlighten you to the magic of baking: to help you experience a sense of achievement when rewarded with a tasty outcome, to encourage you to rekindle your inner child and creativity, to enhance your practical baking knowledge and above all improve your sense of well-being. I’ve also tried to provide as many tips as possible. Unfortunately, as with all good things, occasionally bakes just don’t quite turn out how you expect them to – often it’s simply bad luck and, actually, your greatest lessons are learnt from your biggest mistakes, so there is no failure in my eyes. However, I’ve done my best to limit the likelihood of major catastrophe by providing all the tips and tricks that I’ve got up my sleeve.


Included in these pages are a few of my favourite creations; those that provide the ultimate calm, satisfaction and joy, be it through improving confidence, releasing tension or boosting mood. Some bakes are speedy, foolproof and rustic, while others require a bit more time, concentration and finesse. This book may not revolutionize your life, and, unfortunately, there is no guarantee that you will become a top pastry chef overnight, but I do hope it can shine a little light on your life in even the smallest way.
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How Baking Brings me Joy


For me, baking has been extremely therapeautic. Throughout my adult life, I’ve experienced bouts of debilitating depression, an eating disorder, obsessive tendencies and more recently, severe anxiety. Over time, I have learned to accept that it is part of my make-up. My brain is just wired in a slightly different way to others; sometimes the light switch isn’t quite working properly, or the circuit becomes overloaded, and I lose power. I then seek some form of control and am prone to employing destructive behaviours. Understanding this has really helped me to be kinder to myself when things get difficult; it doesn’t necessarily resolve the initial trigger, nor does it completely negate my instinct to spiral into a black hole of negativity and anxiety, but it does prompt me to engage in some positive activities, which can work almost like a crutch, as I wait for my brain to recover.


I’ve tried various forms of therapy over the years, but the activity that revolutionized things for me was baking. I watched YouTube videos on repeat and The Great British Bake Off series until I knew all the words, then I decided I would have a go – and the rest is history. It’s the thing I always turn to when I feel out of control – it provides comfort, it makes sense of time and gives me purpose, it engages all of my senses and encourages me to focus when my thoughts feel somewhat scattered, it encourages me to connect with others and gives me a boost of confidence when I am being hard on myself.


I often feel quite different to others, but when it comes to people seeking solace in baking, it would appear that I’m in good company. Queen of baking Mary Berry once stated in an interview with the Guardian that ‘baking is physical and mental therapy’, meanwhile culinary goddess Nigella Lawson marvels at how uplifting and comforting just mixing up a cake, rolling out biscuits or having her hands in dough can be. Similarly, friends of mine in the industry and many of the contestants who have stepped foot into the Bake Off tent recount tales of experiencing joy, comfort and mental relief through baking at some point in their life. This psychological advantage isn’t limited to those living with mental health conditions; all can benefit from the joy of a humble ‘quick-bake’ cookie, the miracle of transforming basic ingredients into something truly delectable, the opportunity to unleash our inner creativity or the chance to truly unwind with a slow methodical bake.


Unsurprisingly, the tragedy, fear and isolation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has taken its toll on our mental health. Almost instinctively, we started to engage in leisure activities to deal with the fear and feelings of restriction – they provided purpose, comfort and encouraged socialization, albeit virtual. One of the activities that really gripped people during that time was baking. Of course, the extent of the psychological burden sometimes goes beyond this simple fix, but I find it truly remarkable that something as simple as mixing a few ingredients and bunging them in the oven can nourish the mind, body and soul, and have such a profound effect on so many of us.


Baking can provide both short-term therapeutic advantages – momentary happiness, pleasure, relaxation, socialization and sensory stimulus – as well as long-term and enduring psychological benefits, such as acquiring knowledge or skills, self-actualization, self-enrichment, feelings of accomplishment and belonging, identity building, teaching coping mechanisms and offering career opportunities. Delving into a little more detail, researchers have established several specific ways in which baking can improve our mental health. These include:


Baking as a form of mindfulness and meditation


Mindfulness and meditation have become well established as useful techniques for reducing physical and mental stress, letting go of negativity and forcing us to approach life at a slower pace. Baking encourages us to concentrate as we weigh and measure ingredients, it engages all our senses, and we must stay present in the moment of creativity.


Baking for stress relief


Baking is a form of stress relief as it provides escapism from a destructive inner narrative. It is the perfect antidote to our tendency to rush, stress and fuss over things.


Baking for others as a form of altruism


Baking for others, either as a gift, celebration or as part of your career, is hugely rewarding. Quite simply, it makes us happy seeing others happy. Developing a recipe and creating a baked masterpiece with the intention of sharing it with others is seen as a form of altruism: a sacrifice made with love and good intention to nurture others.


Baking as a means for communication


Often people who struggle with their mental health will experience episodes of social withdrawal. Even when we know that seeing others will most probably alleviate feelings of hopelessness or sadness, we feel paralyzed and unable to engage. Baking represents a simple medium for us to reconnect with people – initially we may only be capable of throwing a baked good over the threshold of our neighbour’s front door, but over time, we may engage more with loved ones and friends, using the baked goods as a comfort blanket that enables us to communicate.
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Baking to gain some control over our lives


The precision and scientific element involved in baking can be hugely advantageous. It can provide a useful coping mechanism, helping us exert some control over our surroundings. An understanding of the science gives us a grasp of the nutritional value of the food we are consuming, too, so foods are no longer labelled as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, ‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’, but nourishing.


Baking to promote self-expression


There is a positive correlation between creativity and improved well-being. Baking provides a wonderful outlet for creative expression; when it comes to art and creativity, there are no rules and there is no judgement of what is right or wrong. From flavour combinations to decorative flourishes, it’s a way of setting free a portion of ourselves that has been locked away by our anxious minds.


Baking as a way to increase self-confidence


Typically, people who suffer with mental health conditions will experience feelings of low self-esteem. They will be overly self-critical and hold themselves up to unrealistic standards of perfection – I’m guilty of this. Baking can help overcome these negative thought patterns, providing fulfilment and giving us a sense of identity. It can make sense of our lives, make us feel worthwhile and ultimately help us to recognize our potential.


Despite the overwhelming evidence to suggest that baking can improve mental health, I think it’s important to also recognize that we are all very different. Where one person finds freedom through music or reading, others may prosper in adrenaline-fuelled environments, with animals or outdoors. Baking may not be for everyone, and no one should feel a failure if it’s not for them. I would argue that most love affairs take some time and commitment, so it’s worth giving it a few goes, but if it doesn’t light your spark, there are so many other wonderful resources that we can engage in to reap similar psychological rewards. Fundamentally, anything that helps us to feel more alive is worth our time.


In a world that falsely sells perfection as a standard we should aspire to, I hope that the messiness and somewhat primal nature of baking can help you to realize that average, OK, good, and even ‘oops’, are all we need to aim for. With baking you can make tons of mistakes, but it usually tastes great, and you can be sure that next time it will probably be better. I hope that some of the recipes in this book can help you find a little pleasure, be it through distraction, peace, creativity or simply because it tastes good.










Ten Top Tips for Joyful Baking


1. Get messy: allow yourself the freedom to drop a bit of mixture on the floor, cover the surfaces in flour and liberally smear chocolate down the front of your apron. Baking doesn’t have to be tidy or neat, your cake can be wonky and the icing uneven – it will still taste delicious.


2. Don’t set deadlines: baking can sometimes feel like a chore if we pit ourselves against the clock. Allow yourself plenty of time to make your bakes – in many instances, recipes can be approached piecemeal across a couple of days, so give yourself a weekend to unwind with a slow and steady baking venture.


3. Get creative: baking is a science and to a major extent, instructions must be followed to achieve the desired outcome. However, as I indicate in many of the recipes, you can make substitutions to suit the season or your tastes and needs. Likewise, decorate things with your own flair, don’t be constrained by the accompanying photos or perfect images you see on social media.


4. Bake at times that suit you: my favourite time to bake is first thing in the morning, when I wake up and step into the kitchen like a little elf. I feel most peaceful, productive and calm at this time of day; it’s my moment of Zen before the rest of the world wakes up. This time may not work for you, but find the time that does and aim to do most of your baking then for optimal happiness gains.


5. Establish your happiest environment for baking: for me it’s alone, with my own thoughts, but you may prefer music, the TV or a podcast for company, or a friend to bake with.


6. Don’t bake tired: If you’re tired, approach baking with caution. I have rarely produced a good bake under the influence of too few Zs… funnily enough, I still continue to make this mistake, but take it from me, tiredness and baking don’t complement each other.


7. Get organized: prepare all your ingredients and equipment before barrelling into a bake. In the culinary industry this is referred to as mise en place. On the odd occasion that I engage my brain and get everything organized in advance, my bakes are better, my enjoyment is greater and my kitchen remains significantly cleaner and tidier as a result.


8. Make notes: be cautious when scaling ingredients up or down. Some recipes just don’t work when the proportions are altered too drastically, while others can be fine if you adjust the baking time and sometimes temperature accordingly. Most importantly, however, be methodical about any changes you make. Make sure you write up the original recipe in a notebook, then adjust all the measurements accordingly, double-check them and then work from this. Please don’t be impulsive like me and assume your maths (and concentration) is up to making the alterations as you go. Having completed a bake, you can then use your template and make minor tweaks going forward to suit your preferences. Don’t forget, we are all unique, so this is your chance to get creative with ingredients.


9. Start with a clean slate: if you enter the kitchen and it already looks like a small food explosion has taken place, you can only expect things to get worse… ultimately, the worst aspect of baking is the washing up – add to this a backlog of prior washing up and that calming, stress-busting endeavour can lose its charm!


10. Finally, and most importantly, lick the bowl! If you’re baking for someone else, you might need to use a spatula, but when bowls need to be cleaned, consider yourself the first stage in the dishwashing process.
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Before You Get Started


While I don’t want to make baking sound scary, it’s not always straightforward. Below I have listed as many helpful recipe notes as I can to shield you from potential mishaps, but the list of possible baking issues is endless and sometimes you just have to learn the hard way! I still have plenty of lessons to learn through countless future mistakes, I’m sure.


Read the recipe (read it twice): before you set out on a bake, check you have the ingredients and equipment required, then get started!


Prepare yourself: it’s a good idea to weigh everything out before you start so it’s easier to comine all the right ingredients in the right order.


Attention to detail matters: I am very precise when it comes to measurements and timings, which can sometimes be unnecessary, but recipes do rely on a certain degree of accuracy to be successful.


Be cautious when making substitutions: always check online to see whether two ingredients can be used interchangeably without ill-effect.


Temperature matters: there will be a reason that a recipe states a particular ingredient should be a certain temperature, for example cold or softened butter. Not following the instruction is likely to have an effect on the final bake.


When baking bread, proving times vary drastically based on countless factors: ambient temperature and humidity, fat, sugars, the freshness of your yeast and additional ingredients are just a few of the major players. Baking bread is a continuous learning curve – it will keep you on your toes, but the result is worth it.
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Ingredients


As a rule of thumb, higher quality ingredients – specifically sustainably produced and locally sourced – yield a tastier outcome. While this is a something to keep in mind generally, there are a few ingredients that you should pay special attention to.


Butter: opt for butter with a minimum 82 per cent butterfat content as it will contain less water, resulting in bakes with a richer taste, softer texture and faster meltability.


Eggs: in some recipes I specifically state an amount of egg in grams. This is for accuracy and refers to the weight of egg once cracked from its shell – i.e. a large egg will yield around 55g (2¼oz) egg. The same applies to yolks and whites. Meanwhile, for recipes that state ‘large eggs’, these should weigh (still in their shells) about 63–73g (2½–2¾oz) and medium eggs should weigh 53g–63g (2–2½oz).


Chocolate: if chocolate is the dominant ingredient in a bake, it is definitely worth sourcing a good-quality brand – Callebaut, Valrhona and Pump Street are some of my favourites.


Yeast: the yeast used in these recipes is fast-action dried yeast. Unlike active dry yeast, it doesn’t need to be bloomed in water and can be added to the dry ingredients straight away unless otherwise stated in the recipe. It’s worth remembering that it does have a shelf life and over time will lose its effectiveness.


Flour: It is important to use the type of flour stated in the recipe – plain, strong white or self-raising, unless alternatives are suggested. Be mindful that self-raising flour can age and thus lose its leavening capabilities. Strong flour has a higher protein (and therefore gluten) content; this makes it ideal for bread dough, which needs to expand and rise in order to produce a light aerated loaf or rolls. If possible, sourcing quality flour from reputable mills, will enhance the flavour profile of your bakes as well as supporting the environment.










Equipment


Using the right baking equipment really helps. Firstly, use the tin size instructed in the recipe – if you don’t, the outcome will be altered, and usually not for the best. Secondly, fancy gadgets are not essential, but some things will make the baking experience a little easier. Here are my favourites.


A notebook: if you’re a vaguely serious about baking, learn this lesson from me: make notes! Jot down exactly what you do as you bake so if things go a bit wrong, you can work back through what you did to establish where there might have been an error.


A simple set of digital scales: I know many people still work in cups, but I’m all about precision when it comes to baking. At the end of the day, it’s a science, so the numbers matter.


Measuring spoons: these are great for accuracy with smaller measurements. A kitchen drawer staple in my opinion.


A simple balloon hand whisk.


Spatulas: I’m a bit spatula obsessed. I have many, but I’d recommend getting a big one and a small one as a minimum.


A microplane: this makes zesting and grating an absolute dream.


A selection of baking tins: loose-bottomed 15cm (6 inch) and 20cm (8 inch) round, square and fluted are the most traditional sizes used in recipes, so if you start with these, you should be able to take on a fair few bakes. A loaf tin is also super handy – I find more recipes are written for 900g (2lb) loaf tins so I would opt for this first.


A selection of round pastry/cookie cutters: these can be handy, although they are not a total necessity. If you buy metal ones, make sure you dry them after washing them or they will go rusty.


Oven temperatures vary, so grab yourself an oven thermometer. They’re inexpensive and extremely useful to check that you’re baking at the right temperature. For context, I know my oven is quite aggressive, which means I have to dial the temperature down a degree or two to ensure things cook correctly. Incidentally, all the recipes in this book include both conventional and fan oven temperatures.
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A digital thermometer: the simple ones aren’t expensive, and I find them incredibly handy for double checking whether things are baked. They’re essential for certain caramels and chocolate/sugar work, too, if that becomes an interest for you.


A wire rack to cool your bakes on.


Palette knifes: one large straight one and one smaller cranked one is all I have and all I need, but they are both excellent tools for all manner of things.


Reusable piping bags: not a necessity, but if you like to pipe things, then buying reusable piping bags is not only much better for the environment but they also don’t tear as easily.


Beeswax wrap: I occasionally refer to cling film throughout the course of this book, and if you only have that, it obviously works, however, if you are keen to minimize plastic waste, then investing in some natural, reusable beeswax wraps is a great alternative.


A cake/icing smoother/scraper: essentially a piece of plastic to help you achieve a flawlessly smooth finish on your iced cakes.


Finally, and I know this is a big one, a stand mixer. I know how much of an investment this is (I remember when I got my first mini stand mixer years ago –I felt sick at the financial commitment at the time), but I promise you it will revolutionize your baking experience, and if you get a decent one, it will really last. Mine is still going strong – I can’t recommend it enough.
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Boost your Confidence


If you have chosen to start at the beginning of this book, you’re more sensible than me! I typically engage with the pretty pictures, dive into a random recipe and before I know it, I’ve made a fundamental error – which is ultimately very annoying.


Baking is a multidimensional skill – it is dynamic and interactive and equips us with a wide range of competencies that can help to mitigate challenges posed in other areas of our lives. Not only is it creative, calming and meditative, it is educational, coaches us in the art of patience and produces a product that makes us feel fulfilled. If we are feeling defeated, a little baking triumph can be a reminder to ourselves that we can produce something good, and it can make us feel more confident to tackle other challenges in life.


The recipes in this chapter are here to provide you with a good grounding. They’re not all super simple – I still sweat every time I make choux pastry (see here), my cake batter sometimes splits when I add the eggs (see here) and any yeasted product has the potential to develop a mind of its own given a half chance (see here) – but they are all achievable with a little resolve.


Whether you are a seasoned baker or complete novice, sometimes a boost of self-confidence is necessary. Even after a few years of baking, I frequently experience moments of insecurity or worry related to a particular aspect of baking. In these instances, I have to walk away for a day or so, gather myself together and then cautiously ‘get back on the horse’! I always return to the kitchen with a fresh head, a plan, a simple recipe – either in time taken, execution or number or ingredients – and less pressure on myself.


Similarly, if you are new to baking, starting with some of the basics can be helpful to both build confidence and help you get to grips with some of the processes involved in baking. It’s a chance to establish how your oven operates – does it run a bit cold or hot? – and determine what cake batter looks like when it’s been mixed perfectly versus when the eggs have curdled. The outcome will taste good regardless, but you can be as inquisitive as you desire. Consider the time spent on these bakes as a learning experience, shift your mindset from perfection to pretty good and make notes on how you can improve things next time. It’s time to be a sponge: soak up all the information your kitchen throws at you.


Ultimately, self-confidence is the basis for success. If confidence is your strength already, then these bakes may represent quick wins for you, but if you need a little boost, a cookie or a tasty chocolate biscuit may be all you need to prime you for a lifetime of joyful baking success.
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Comté and Nutmeg Puffs


It may become obvious that I really love cheese. The stronger the better, always room temperature or warmer, ideally melted…add a carbohydrate and you have yourself a meal, to be eaten at any time of day and in any climate.


This recipe really captures my cheesy love affair in one mouthful – bitesize, puffy, cheese-scented clouds. They are simple in concept yet punchy in flavour, comprised of a simple choux pastry dough topped with Comté cheese and optional seeds. They are a real crowd-pleasing canapé for a dinner party or, if you’re like me, a fabulous snack to rustle up when you’re in need of a little baking Zen.




Makes


14 puffs


Hands-on time


30 minutes


Cooking time


20–25 minutes





60ml (2½fl oz) whole milk


60ml (2½fl oz) water


55g (2¼oz) unsalted butter


½ tsp sea salt


½ tsp caster sugar


60g (2½oz) plain flour, sifted


2 large eggs, lightly beaten


¼–½ tsp freshly grated nutmeg (optional)


Topping


50g (2oz) Comté, grated


Poppy seeds, nigella seeds or sesame seeds, for sprinkling (optional)


Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/400°F/Gas 6. Line a baking sheet with baking parchment.


Combine the milk, water, butter, salt and sugar in a medium saucepan. Place over a low heat and allow the butter to melt while stirring occasionally. Once melted, increase the heat and bring to the boil.


Once boiling, temporarily remove from the heat and tip in the sifted flour, then beat with a wooden spoon until a smooth dough forms. Place back over a medium-low heat and continue to stir until the mixture starts to dry out and pull away from the sides of the pan – about 2 minutes.


Scrape the dough into a large heatproof bowl and allow to cool for 1 minute, then add the eggs to the dough little by little, beating thoroughly between each addition. It will initially look curdled after you the egg, but persevere with the beating and it will come together. Once all the egg has been incorporated, add the grated nutmeg and stir it through the dough.


Transfer the dough to a piping bag fitted with a large round nozzle and pipe small blobs onto the prepared baking tray, spaced about 2cm (¾in) apart (alternatively, use two very lightly oiled teaspoons to scoop evenly sized blobs onto the baking trays). Use a damp finger to smooth off any peaks of dough. Sprinkle with the cheese and seeds, if using.


Bake in the oven for 22–25 minutes or until puffed up and golden brown.
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