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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!


When you’re learning to bake, there’s no better place to start than with a cake, and there are 40 absolute classics in this book.


As well as being great bakes, the recipes have been carefully chosen to introduce you to all the key techniques, such as creaming, whisking, rubbing in and folding that not only set you up to bake better cakes, but which you will find invaluable for all baking.


Start with the ‘Easy does it’ section and master the basics with recipes like Quick Berry Muffins, Sticky Gingerbread or Apple and Maple Syrup Traybake. As you grow in confidence you will feel ready to move to the recipes that ‘Need a little skill’ – a Bitter Chocolate Roulade perhaps, a perfect Dundee Cake or a sumptuous Devil’s Food Cake. The more you bake, the sooner you will be ‘Up for a challenge’, testing your decorating skills with the Mile-high Chocolate Cake or whipping up a light-as-air sponge for the classic Fraisier.


The colour strip on the right-hand side of the page tells you at a glance the level of the recipe (from one spoon for easy to three spoons for 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. That will tell you what equipment you need to get started (just a bowl, a spoon and a cake tin will do!), introduce you to the most important ingredients, and explain some terms and techniques in more detail.


We have chosen Classic Cakes as the subject of our first book in the Bake It Better series because even the simplest of cake recipes gives impressive results. It’s amazing what you can do with just flour, butter, sugar and eggs when you know how. So dive in, and get baking!


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 techniques (here) relevant to the recipes in the book.


Refer back 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 the recipe.


Within the colour strips you’ll find helpful information to help you decide what to bake: Hands-on time; Baking time; Makes; Special equipment; Sponge used and 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 ingredients or decorations.
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BAKE IT BETTER
Baker’s Guide



Ingredients


Equipment


Skills


Help!
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Ingredients


The most important piece of advice we can give when you’re checking the ingredients list of a recipe is don’t be tempted to substitute. This is particularly true if you’re new to baking, or it’s a new recipe for you.


Below are the most frequently used cake ingredients, with advice on buying, storing and using them – the more you understand your ingredients, the easier it will be to avoid problems and get consistently good bakes.


BAKING POWDER, BICARBONATE OF SODA AND CREAM OF TARTAR


Some bakes need the help of a chemical raising agent to increase their lightness. The two most common are bicarbonate of soda (an alkali) and cream of tartar (an acid). Baking powder is a mixture of both.


Raising agents work by reacting together with moisture and heat to release small bubbles of carbon dioxide, which lighten the crumb of your bake. Some recipes use a slightly acidic ingredient, such as buttermilk or yoghurt, in combination with bicarbonate of soda to produce the bubbles of gas. Make sure you use the exact amount stated, and discard out-of-date or damp raising agents as they won’t give you the best bake. To check if baking powder is still active mix a teaspoonful into a glass of warm water – if it bubbles up nicely it’s fine to use, otherwise, throw it out.


If you want to you can make your own by combining 1 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda with 2 teaspoons cream of tartar, but baking powder is easy to come by so it’s not really necessary. More useful to know is that you can make your own self-raising flour by adding 4 teaspoons baking powder to every 225g plain flour.


BUTTER


Most bakers use unsalted butter, which has a lovely rich flavour and gives a more evenly coloured bake because it contains less whey than salted butters. Some salted butters also have a strong taste that can be overpowering in a sweet bake, but if the urge to bake takes you and you only have salted butter, it’s really not a big problem; just remember not to add any additional salt to sweet recipes.


Wrap butter well and store it in the fridge away from strong flavours, or freeze it for up to a month. Remove from the fridge in plenty of time so that it’s the right consistency for your recipe. Creamed and all-in-one sponges (see here) use butter at room temperature so that it’s easier to smoothly incorporate into dry ingredients; chilled and diced butter is needed for rubbed-in sponges (see here). In an emergency you can soften diced butter cubes for a few seconds in the microwave, but it takes much longer to firm up over-softened butter.


CHOCOLATE


The flavour of chocolate cakes and ganaches, toppings, fillings and frostings really depends on the chocolate you use. Good-quality chocolate is widely available in supermarkets these days and you can get chips in larger bags from online suppliers. Store bars of chocolate well wrapped in a cool, dry, dark cupboard, and away from strong-flavoured ingredients.


Take care when melting chocolate (see here) as it easily scorches if it gets too warm and then becomes unusable. Chocolate chunks and chocolate chips are useful for adding to sponge mixes and for toppings/decorations, but you can also use bars chopped into similar-sized pieces.


Dark chocolate is most widely used in this book. One with around 70 per cent cocoa solids will give the best flavour. Anything over 75 per cent can be too dry and bitter for general baking.


Milk chocolate has a much lower cocoa content and a milder, sweeter taste that can be slightly greasy. Good-quality milk chocolate has a higher percentage of cocoa solids, giving better flavour and a slightly firmer set when used as a coating, or decoration.


White chocolate doesn’t contain any cocoa solids, so cocoa butter content is what you’re looking for here: 30 per cent or more (children’s bars usually have hardly any actual cocoa butter). Because there is more fat in white chocolate it sets less firmly than dark or milk chocolates.


COCOA POWDER


A dark, unsweetened powder made from pure cocoa with nearly all the cocoa butter removed – it is very bitter and powerfully flavoured, and adds an excellent chocolate taste to lightly textured sponges and butter icings. Don’t use drinking chocolate, which has had sugar and dried milk powder added to it, as a substitute.


CREAM


Always use the cream recommended in the recipe – the fat content varies significantly and can have a huge effect on your bake.


Single cream has at least 18 per cent butterfat and is good for pouring and adding richness to rubbed-in mixtures (see here), but it is not suitable for whipping.


Double cream has at least 48 per cent butterfat and whips well (see here) when thoroughly chilled. Don’t use the extra-thick double cream labelled ‘for spooning’ as you won’t be able to whip it; nor is it suitable for making ganache.


Whipping cream does exactly what it says on the tub. It has at least 35 per cent butterfat. For best results, chill it thoroughly before whipping (see here).


Buttermilk, often found in supermarkets as ‘cultured buttermilk’, is low-fat or non-fat milk plus another lactic acid-producing culture to give it an acidic ‘tang’. It is often used, along with bicarbonate of soda, to add lightness and flavour to cakes.


Clotted cream has at least 55 per cent butterfat and is best for serving on the side with a slice of cake, not for whipping or ganache-making.


Sour cream has only around 18 per cent butterfat and is made by introducing a bacterial culture to give it a naturally ‘soured’ tang.


Crème fraîche is cream that has been soured in a similar way to sour cream, but with a richer, milder flavour.


DRIED FRUIT


Vine fruits, such as raisins, sultanas and currants, are preserved but still soft. They add sweetness and moisture, as well as a fruity flavour, to cakes and, soaked overnight in alcohol, tea or fruit juice, plump up deliciously. Soft-dried apricots, prunes, figs, cranberries, blueberries, sour cherries and dates are also useful additions and can replace vine fruits in many recipes. Candied peel is widely available ready chopped, but can also be found in boxes as whole pieces of orange, lemon or citrus peel, allowing you to cut the pieces into a size and mix that you prefer. Store opened packets in a screw-top jar to stop the fruit getting hard.


EGGS


All the recipes in this book use medium-sized eggs (about 62–65g each). Eggs help your cake rise. Their size is important as they work in ratio with other ingredients (fats, sugar and flour). Using a different-sized egg might affect results – you might need more liquid, or it may not bind together well, rise properly or cook all the way through.


Store eggs in the fridge, pointed-side down, to protect the yolk from drying out and spoiling. Keep them in the box they came in and in the cooler body of the fridge, not the door, and use by the best before date. Spare egg whites freeze well for up to a month – mark the quantity and date on the container and defrost thoroughly before use.


Eggs should be used at room temperature as they give a greater volume when beaten, so always try to bring them out of the fridge 30–60 minutes before using. If you’ve left it to the last minute you can gently warm up eggs by placing them in a bowl of lukewarm water for 10 minutes.


EXTRACTS AND FLAVOURINGS


Try to avoid synthetic flavourings as they can give your bake a rather unpleasant ‘fake’ taste.


Vanilla extract and almond extract are concentrated liquids, so use them in tiny quantities. You’ll find ‘essences’ and ‘flavours’ in the shops, but these won’t have the same effect so try not to use them.


Vanilla paste is made from the seeds of vanilla pods and provides an even more concentrated flavour than vanilla extract.


Coffee flavour can come from bottled coffee essence, although some people find it a rather strange flavour so you can instead use instant espresso powder or granules dissolved in boiling water.


Ground spices should be measured carefully and kept in screw-topped jars rather than open packs. Try to use them when they are still fresh, preferably within a few months of opening; it’s probably best to buy them in small quantities.


Alcohol in the form of liqueurs or brandies is used in cake-making. Génoise sponges are often brushed with sugar syrup mixed with a dash of liqueur or brandy. When making a rich fruitcake, dried fruit is usually soaked in alcohol to balance the sweetness and help the cake keep for longer.


FLOUR


Use flour when it’s still fresh and store it correctly – keep opened packs either in storage jars, plastic food boxes or plastic food bags to stop the flour getting damp. Don’t add new flour to old in storage jars, and aim to use it within a month of opening or by its best before date.


Wheat flours are the most frequently used flours in cake-making. Plain flour is just that: flour with nothing added. Self-raising flour is made from plain flour with baking powder added so that the mixture expands and rises in the oven. Make your own self-raising flour by adding 4 teaspoons baking powder to every 225g plain flour.


The flours used for cake making are known as ‘soft’ flours, as they have a relatively low proportion of protein to starch – usually 8–10 per cent protein (protein is the gluten-forming part of the flour which is necessary for bread-making, but is too much for making cakes). Finely milled wholemeal and spelt flours labelled ‘plain’ or ‘self-raising’ are great for more robust cakes as they add a slightly richer and nutty flavour, but they are too heavy for finer bakes like creamed sandwich cakes (see here).


Gluten-free flours are now readily available and inexpensive. They are usually made from a combination of rice, potato, tapioca, maize, chickpea, broad bean, white sorghum or buckwheat flours, and vary in taste and texture from brand to brand, so it’s worth trying a few out. A few are specially made for cake-making and can be substituted fairly easily, although some suggest adding xanthum gum (which comes in powder form) to help the structure of the bake and allow it to rise. Others recommend adding more liquid to your recipe, so make sure you follow the advice on the packet. (It’s also worth checking whether your baking powder is gluten-free.)


HONEY


Look out for honey that comes from the nectar of a single variety of flower or plant (such as orange blossom), as the flavour should be more distinct, but be careful that it doesn’t overpower the flavours in your bake. As a general rule, the paler the honey, the milder the flavour. Soft-set honey (but not honeycomb) is easiest to blend in, but solid honey can be used if it is softened first (by gentle warming in the microwave or in a small dish set in a bowl of hot water). Honey also adds moisture to cake mixtures, but too much can make it dense, so make sure you follow the recipe.


ICING SUGAR


Icing sugar comes as either a very finely powdered white sugar or a lightly golden unrefined sugar, which dissolves readily and can be used for piped or spreadable icings, frostings and toppings. Refined white will give you pure white icing, while unrefined will give a hint of gold. Sift icing sugar well to remove any lumps before use (see here). Fondant icing sugar is a combination of icing sugar and dried glucose syrup that you mix with water or juice to make a glossy, satiny icing that’s slightly more substantial, or to make a dough-like modelling paste for edible decorations. Royal icing sugar is a mixture of icing sugar and dried egg white that can be mixed with water to make a stiff white icing. Ready-made ready-to-roll and rolled icing can be used to cover and decorate cakes and cupcakes.


MARGARINE AND SPREADS


Margarines are based on vegetable oils, with added salt and flavourings. Some are made specifically for baking and can be used straight from the fridge; they give good results but won’t taste quite the same as bakes made with butter. Spreads designed for use on breads and crackers are not meant for baking and won’t give a good bake as they contain too much water and not enough fat. Check the pack as most say whether they’re suitable for baking or not.


MARZIPAN


Made from a sweet paste of ground almonds, this can be rolled out to cover and decorate, or used as a filling ingredient.


NUTS


With distinct and varied flavours and textures, the type of nut you use is very important to your bake. Some nuts are oilier than others, which will alter the crumb and can make it heavier than expected. Their consistency, whether whole, chopped or ground, is also crucial to baking success, so check the recipe to make sure you are using what is needed. Toasting nuts increases flavour, but they burn easily, so watch them carefully. Nuts can quickly turn rancid and bitter, so store them in a screw-topped jar or airtight container in a cool, dark spot and use before they hit their best before date.


OILS


American-style cake recipes, like Apple and Maple Syrup Traybake (here), often use vegetable oil instead of butter. The advantage is that it speeds up the method because you don’t have to cream butter; plus it is a handy store-cupboard ingredient. Sunflower oil gives the best results as it has very little flavour, but a light, mild olive oil can also work very well. Don’t use vegetable frying oil, which will give a distinctive, unpleasant ‘savoury’ flavour to your baking.


SUGAR


It’s important to use the type of sugar specified in the recipe. They all combine with other ingredients in slightly different ways and this affects the end result.


Caster sugar is best for most sponges as the grains are fine and quickly break down when beaten with butter. Golden caster sugar is less refined than caster sugar, which gives it a pale golden colour and very slightly richer flavour. Granulated sugar takes much longer to dissolve and often gives a speckled finish to the tops of cakes.


Brown muscovado sugars are available in both light and dark; they add a toffee-ish flavour and colour to cake mixes, but they also tend to make them slightly more moist and heavy. They will form into lumps during storage, so you’ll need to sift/press out the lumps before use.


SYRUP AND TREACLE


As with sugar, it’s important to use the syrup or treacle specified, as they have quite different flavours. Golden syrup is a sticky, pale gold syrup made from sugar cane sap. It’s sweeter than sugar and gives cakes a moist, dense texture. Black treacle is much darker brown, thicker and stickier than golden syrup and has a very strong, almost bitter, flavour. It gives the characteristic flavour and dark colour to gingerbreads (see here). Maple syrup is the boiled-down sap of sugar maple trees and has a wonderful red-gold colour and unsurpassed flavour. It is expensive, and do beware of cheaper ‘maple-flavour’ syrups that won’t produce the same results.


Syrup and treacle can be awkward and messy to measure and weigh, but if you sit the whole tin in a bowl of just-boiled water, or warm the measuring spoon in a mug of boiled water beforehand, you will find it much easier and less messy by far.
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Equipment


The beauty of baking is that you don’t need huge amounts of kit to get started; in fact you can probably produce your first bake with items you already have – a bowl, a cake tin or two, scales for weighing your ingredients accurately and a wooden spoon should just about cover it. The other bits of kit you get will depend as much on the size of your kitchen as your enthusiasm for cake-making. Bear in mind that for more complex recipes you may need more than one tin or baking sheet, although you may be able to re-use what you already have. Read the equipment list alongside each recipe carefully before you start to make sure you have everything you need.


BAKING PAPER AND LINERS


Lining papers make it easier to remove your bake from the tin once it’s cooked (see here). Some recipes require a double layer of lining paper to give extra protection from the heat of the oven. Non-stick baking paper or baking parchment is suitable for most purposes and both are good for delicate mixtures. Parchment-lined foil is heavier and can be folded to make a sturdy cake case – useful for making Battenberg Cake (see here).


Ready-made cake tin liners and discs for lining the bases of tins will save you time and effort if you bake dozens of cakes, and are available from most supermarkets. Re-usable silicone liners are excellent for lining baking sheets and can be cut to fit other tins you use regularly.


Greaseproof paper is best kept for wrapping cooked food as it is water resistant, but its waxy coating doesn’t stand up well to heating and your cakes will just stick to it.


BOWLS


You’ll probably end up with a variety of bowls. It’s useful to have more than one and some different sizes, and there are pros and cons to the different types. Heatproof glass bowls are probably the best all-purpose choice for mixing, whisking and melting chocolate over hot water (see here). Stainless steel bowls are unbreakable and dishwasher-proof, but they won’t go in the microwave. Ceramic bowls are pretty, but can break quite easily and can be heavy. Plastic are all-purpose and cheap, and ones with rubber bases are non-slip. (You can solve the non-slip issue by placing a damp cloth underneath any bowl.) Anodised aluminium bowls are very durable and will last a lifetime but, again, they’re no good for the microwave.


CAKE BOARD


A cake board isn’t essential when you’re starting out – you can use a plate or the base of a cake box in most cases – but it is useful for more advanced cake recipes as it will protect the delicate sponge while you decorate. You can get disposable and re-usable cake boards.
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