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A WOMBAT ATE MY CUPCAKE


A lot of our cooking is about just getting a meal on the table. This can be satisfying for those who like to cook but the daily pressure to feed the family can erode any creativity or imagination that might have been part of the process.


Baking – and by that I mean the baking of the sweet treats kind – is different. Cakes and biscuits are non-essential to human survival, so they can be created purely for celebration, or eating pleasure. This gives the cook creative freedom. Something that is non-essential, nutrient-wise, is allowed to look pretty and be fun to make.


Biscuits as creative baking


The biscuits in this book are certainly that. They are baking that is enjoyable, satisfying and creative. Just as others like to sew, garden or make things for the home, I like to make and decorate biscuits for the creative outlet that they provide. The only difference is that biscuit decorating, as a creative hobby, is more likely to appeal to those who relish time in their kitchens, like me, rather than those who dread crossing the threshold.


I was already a keen baker before I headed down the biscuit road – my mother had me weighing out butter for cakes and sifting flour as a child. And I did dabble in the world of cakes and turn out some batches of cupcakes. But tasty as they were, they weren’t quite as much fun. Biscuits are easy. Biscuits are fun. And biscuits are more imaginative. For me, anyway.


And so, when looking for an original, creative way of turning home baking into some income, rather than joining the army of cake bakers, biscuits were the answer for me. Not to dismiss the cupcake. I love the things, I really do. Especially lemon ones. I just prefer the originality, fun, colour and endless possibilities that biscuits provide. And so the title of this introduction reflects a bit of playful rivalry between baked goods. ‘A wombat ate my cupcake.’ Go wombat, go. Devour that cake.
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Adventures in Biscuits


From the start, I knew that each biscuit commission that I took on would be a creative adventure. So ‘Adventures in Biscuits’ it was. That adventure quickly became lots of baking, decorating, photographing and general biscuit takeover of my kitchen.


Birthday parties are where the bulk of my biscuits go, though they really are for all occasions. Weddings, new babies, personalised thank yous, my kitchen has produced biscuits for them all. Part of the fun of offering a bespoke service to people is not knowing what will come next. Not too long after I created guide dog biscuits I decorated dinosaurs in full wedding kit. Seriously. I love these challenges.


Biscuit baking and decorating is very do-able. If you can work a rolling pin, you can do the rest. I am proof of that. Yes, I can bake, but I have never claimed to be able to do high-end cake decorating. Never a fancy wedding cake will my kitchen produce.


Simple decorating techniques


As for biscuits, my recipes are simple and the decorating techniques, after a few practice runs, are easy to master. Though if you are new to biscuiting – I am hoping the verb will catch on – you can work within your own creative comfort zone. Even just baking some basic shapes and decorating them with simple patterns for your own child’s birthday can be immensely satisfying. And your children will be impressed.


To convince you, I have included a picture of the very first decorated biscuits I ever made. They were for my daughter’s flower-themed fourth birthday party. Bright colours (probably too bright), a serious overdose of glitter, masses of air bubbles and lots of wobbly lines. But she was thrilled (after reminding me that she wanted only pink and no orange). The grown-ups present also oohed and aahed. Even now, two years later, I can remember how pleased I was with them, despite their obvious flaws. And I am still fond of them, enough to include their picture.
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Don’t make your biscuit baking and decorating about chasing perfection. Have fun with it and be proud of whatever you create.


Before starting out, you need to know some practical stuff first. Creating decorated biscuits is a three-step design – bake – decorate process, so you need to get a handle on how to come up with your own designs, the equipment you need, the recipes to use, how to mix up your icing and the basics of decorating. So please read through these sections before you decide which biscuit collection you want to tackle first. Take note also of the design, baking and decorating tips that are included within various biscuit collections. Each is there to provide a more in-depth explanation of a particular process or technique as it is relevant to that particular collection, but it can then be used elsewhere. A technique learned for one biscuit is easily applied to another. For reference, here is a list of these tips, and the pages where they can be found.


Design tips


All sorts of spots, page 129


Black outlines, page 167


Choosing complementary colours, page 79


Inspired by children, page 139


It’s all in the research, page 71


Sketching your ideas, page 144


To flood or not to flood?, page 121


Using round biscuit cutters, page 81


Baking tips


Baking biscuits on sticks, page 77


Creating your own ‘cutters’, page 135



Decorating tips


Black is black, page 154


Easy on the eyes, page 109


Feather effects, page 158


Flat dots and raised dots, page 92


Flooding with more than one colour, page 105


Getting glittery, page 60


Lettering made easy, page 101


Mixing colours with white, page 65


Mixing new colours, page 123


Perfect polka dots, page 51


Romantic rosettes, page 55


Stocking up on sprinkles, page 94


Splodgy animals, page 114


Using line icing to fill, page 177


Whiter than white, page 171


Cutters, colour and recipes


I have stated the cutters, colours and biscuit recipe that I used for each collection. I have kept the colour descriptions generic. ‘Brown’, for example, can be any brown made by any brand. I have only stipulated a particular shade when it is a particular one made by one brand. Wilton’s ‘Cornflower blue’, for example, is a favourite shade of mine and appears more than once. The decorating steps are then specific to the biscuits shown on the pages. This is because some people, I know, like explicit instruction when they are new to a hobby. And I appreciate the inspiration that photos can provide. How often have we looked at something beautiful in a book or magazine and hoped that, when we make it, it turns out exactly like the photo?


This does not mean you should feel you have to replicate what I have done. I have emphasised the creativity that biscuiting allows, and encourage you to experiment. Change the colours, use different cutters, try out different techniques. If what you try doesn’t quite work, you will still have a biscuit to eat after you are done. The first point of departure from my designs should be with the glitter and sprinkles. Where I have used them, I have listed them as optional. Because they are, obviously. Just go with what you prefer.
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The collections are ordered seasonally and thematically, representing a year of biscuit decorating. The year starts with Australia Day in January and ends with Christmas, but in between there are the various seasons and festivals, and all sorts of commissions. A busy year, but always fun. Happy biscuiting.
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BISCUITS BY DESIGN


Anyone buying a baking book will no doubt peek at all the pictures first. It is, after all, seeing what you could, potentially, bake and create that inspires you to buy in the first place.


Plan before you ice


But, after looking at the pictures, any urgency you have to jump straight in and start decorating should be prefaced with a bit of planning. Every biscuit you see in this book was planned. Designed, even. No biscuit was ‘made up’ as I went along. Maybe this says something about my personality – I am the type of person who likes making lists – but I can’t get started baking and decorating until I have a clear idea as to what I want the finished biscuits to look like.
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And while the bulk of this book explains how to decorate specific biscuit collections, I hope that you will also feel suffciently confident to create your own designs. Biscuit decorating should be more than colour by numbers. It is a creative process. For me, the planning is the best part as it is here that all the thinking is done – about colours, patterns, and so on.


Change the shape


Start your design planning by looking at your cutter. Don’t assume that the shape you are given is the shape you are stuck with. Tinplate cutters are pliable, so can be squished and stretched a little. Helpful when, for example, I was faced with having a tortoise with a very flat shell. A quick bend of the cutter was all that was needed. And remember that the shape of the biscuit can also be adapted when cutting out your dough. If you don’t like part of the cutter, trim it off the cut-out biscuit before baking. My cupcake cutter, for example, has a candle sticking out the top of it. I don’t like this, so simply cut it off the unbaked biscuits.


Get sketching


The simplest and best way to figure out a design is to draw around the cutter onto some paper a couple of times and get sketching. As the cutter only gives you an outside shape, you need to have a clear idea where lines and patterns start and finish on the biscuit. Animals are a good example. You need to sketch where lines for legs go, for starters. Look at the crocodile example shown here. When I used this cutter for the first time it was tricky to interpret. The shape just didn’t make sense. Luckily, I have a husband who is good at interpreting these shapes. He sketched out all the curves in the tail and where the legs should go.
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Sketching designs is also useful even when the shape seems obvious. Here are sketches for the ‘Dad’s toolkit’ collection in this book. For these, it was important to sketch where handles started and finished, and to write down colour combinations.


If I can’t make sense of a cutter I often pass it over to my husband’s draughtsman’s hands but when it involoves colour, I rely on my instincts. However, I have, more than once, raided my daughter’s felt tip collection for a bit of therapeutic colouring in of a sketch. Even simply getting out all the food colours and lining up the contenders next to each other to see what looks good is helpful.


A design portfolio


Lastly, keep your designs as you may want to use them again. I keep mine in a clean, plastic folder.
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EQUIPMENT FOR BAKING


I always smile when reading those cookbooks that have as their subject the basics of cooking. They are often useful in telling you how long to cook a roast in the oven, but not so helpful when it comes to listing essential kitchen equipment. Many cookery writers will emphatically state that one needs only a minimal amount of kitchen tools and gadgets, and then go on to compile an extensive, and expensive, list of state-of-the art equipment deemed essential for cooking success. I always wonder what needs to come first, the significant cash outlay to acquire it all, or the extension to the kitchen to store it all.
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Biscuit baking and decorating requires very little equipment. I say this honestly. While many readers at this point might be understandably thinking “But what about all the cutters?”, the truth is that you do not need to buy dozens of the things in order to get going. A few basic shapes, such as a heart and a set of circles, lend themselves to all sorts of designs. So, here is my list of basic essentials, and my justification for their inclusion on such a list. For suggestions on where to buy, see Suppliers, page 189.


The essentials


Biscuit cutters


You don’t need to fill a tea chest with them, but the reality is that if you have bought this book, you probably have a few lurking around a drawer somewhere anyway. A gingerbread man, or a star perhaps. A set of basic circles will cut scones and pastry circles as well as biscuits, and so are a good investment in any case. A basic round biscuit can be decorated in so many ways – faces, flowers, dots, swirls and so on. A set of hearts is useful as they suit any pattern. Kitchen and homeware stores often sell great cutter sets. For minimal outlay you can pick up a selection of themed cutters – Christmas, Easter, sea life, jungle, and many others. The cost of these sets is often far less per cutter than buying individually.


After this, what you buy is up to you. If you get obsessive, you end up with a collection of more than 300 and no box big enough to store them in. That is me, guilty as charged. But I can honestly say that it doesn’t feel like I have squandered large amounts of money acquiring them, because the collection has been built up over years. And one cutter, bought on its own, costs very little. So, they are not an expensive thing to collect, and the collection has become a justification in itself. If I am a collector, collecting for a collection, then aren’t I supposed to keep adding to it? Besides, it could be handbags or designer shoes. More costly, and you don’t get to eat the results.


Baking sheets or trays


Again, something you are likely to have already. If you only plan on occasional, small-scale decorating, then the baking sheet you already have will suffice. If you think you might want to bake more than a dozen biscuits at a time, then get yourself another one or two. You can buy extra-large cookie sheets, which are a vast flat surface able to hold a pile of biscuits. Just check your oven is wide enough to fit them. (You can no doubt tell that I didn’t do this when I bought one.)


Rolling pin


For rolling out your biscuit dough, obviously. I got my wooden one from a charity shop many years ago, and it rolls beautifully.


Re-usable baking parchment


You can bake biscuits on baking paper, or greaseproof paper but, since discovering this stuff I haven’t lined a tray or a cake tin with paper since. It makes it onto the ‘essentials’ list because, rather than being a little luxury for those that bake often, these sheets really are brilliant for everyday use. Buy a few rolls and cut them to fit your cake tins and line your baking trays. Even if you give up on being a supermum that churns out beautiful homemade biscuits and cakes, use a sheet when you bake fish fingers and oven chips for a weekend trash tea for the kids. Nothing sticks to the sheets, you give them a quick dunk and a wipe with the washing up water to get them clean, and you dry them simply by putting them in the turned-off but still-warm oven after cooking and clean-up. Store them with the tins and trays they have been cut to fit.


[image: Image]


A thin spatula, palette knife or fish slice


Use one of these to lift biscuits that have been cut out from your workbench onto baking trays. No doubt there is something suitable already hanging about in your drawer. The only essential characteristic is that it is very thin and has a certain degree of flexibility. This will allow you to get underneath the biscuit and lift it without any breakages or pushing it out of shape. I use a very thin plastic spatula.



Food mixer


It is up to you, and your budget, to decide where along the mixer spectrum you lie, that is, where ‘desirable’ stops and ‘essential’ begins. But you need something. Our grandmothers may have turned out wondrous cakes and biscuits with only a mixing bowl and wooden spoon, but I have no idea how. I am lucky enough to have a KitchenAid freestanding food mixer. It felt like it cost a bomb at the time I bought it, but it is in constant use and for more than just biscuits. I don’t know anyone who owns one that doesn’t love it. The same goes for Kenwood owners, and their equivalents. They are a fantastic investment. As an alternative, hand-held mixers, the type that you slot beater attachments into and hover over a bowl to use, can be bought cheaply and don’t take up space in a cupboard or deep drawer.


The desirables


Nice biscuit tins


Plastic airtight containers store biscuits perfectly well. But a natural extension to the cutter collection has been a growing pile of tins. An inexpensive option is to buy discount supermarket seasonal tins of biscuits, eat up the contents, and keep the tins. But then, nice sets of tins that can be stored inside each other are lovely to own. They can also store cakes, muffins and all sorts of other goodies, if you are looking for an excuse to buy a set.


Wire cooling racks


These are the wire racks that you turn cakes out onto to cool. Biscuits are fine when left to cool on a baking tray, but if you want to put that baking tray back into use to bake more biscuits, then a wire rack or two is useful for storing biscuits when they have cooled enough to handle. I also use mine to lay biscuits out on when I am decorating.
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Rolling guides


You can buy sets of these which, when attached to the ends of your rolling pin, provide a guide to the thickness of your dough. You get to choose how thick or thin you would like your dough and roll it uniformly. You can also buy rolling pins with these guides as a set. I would recommend such equipment only if you were considering baking and decorating professionally, and you were concerned about achieving total consistency. As for me, I have rolled out so, so many batches of dough that I trust my eye. And I am also quite attached to my trusty old wooden rolling pin.






MIX, ROLL, CUT, BAKE AND STORE


Before you even get near an icing bag, you need biscuits – the canvas for your icing designs.


The baking part may not seem the most exciting part of creating decorated biscuits, but it is important, as this is what you will taste. Sure, the big appeal of your biscuits, to start with, will be their beautiful appearance, but they still have to taste delicious. While many, many people have made the comment “They look too good to eat” about my biscuits, eaten they inevitably are. Not only do you want a biscuit that is tasty, you need recipes that produce dough that is easy to mix, roll, cut, bake and store. All of the following recipes stand up to the challenge: dough that is easy to work with that bakes delicious biscuits. But before you start reaching for ingredients, read through the following points, as they apply to whichever recipe you choose – including your own – and will make the biscuit-making process stress-free.


[image: Image]


Mix


•   Do an ingredients check before you start –finding you have run out of something halfway through a recipe is extremely frustrating.


•   Measure out ingredients using reliable scales. I wouldn’t be without my electronic scales. Metric and imperial measurements are supplied for each recipe. Use whichever you prefer, though don’t mix them up. Use only ounces, or only grams, as amounts never convert exactly. For tablespoon and teaspoon measures, use proper measuring spoons, not spoons from the cutlery drawer. Just so you know, a teaspoon is 5 ml and a tablespoon is 15 ml.


•   Make sure your butter is soft. Either take it out of the fridge in the morning you want to bake, or microwave it for 30 seconds or so on a very low setting.


•   All egg sizes are large, which generally comes in at about 60 grams (3 ounces).


•   If you are not confident separating eggs, do it over a small bowl rather than over your mixer bowl. If the yolk breaks, you can just start again. Once separated, keep the egg white and freeze it, or use it for your royal icing.


•   All recipes call for butter. Whether it is unsalted or salted is up to you. If making for children, I use unsalted butter. If making for adults, I use slightly salted butter, or add a pinch of salt when mixing in the egg yolk. You do what you prefer.


•   I use my freestanding food mixer for mixing my dough, but a hand-held mixer with beater attachments will also work fine. Just go slowly after adding the flour, as it can be messy.


•   Chill your dough in the fridge before using it. When it is freshly made, it will be too soft to use. Chilling it a little means it will be that bit stiffer, and the cut-out biscuits will keep their shape.


Form your dough into one or two flattish round lumps, cling film them, and then put them in the fridge. About 20 minutes should see the dough firm up suffciently, though you can leave it in the fridge for longer. If it is super-hard when you take it out, just leave it on the kitchen counter top until it is pliable enough to roll out.


•   The chilling stage means you can make your dough well in advance of baking. The dough will be fine in the fridge for two to three days.


Roll


•   Have your equipment ready: rolling pin, cutters, baking trays lined with reusable baking parchment (ideally) or baking paper, spatula or palette knife, flour for dusting.


•   Preheat your oven at the point where you start rolling your dough. You want it up to temperature by the time the first batch of biscuits is ready to go in.


•   Keep the second of your cling-filmed dough portions in the fridge while you roll out the first. If you have had your dough in the fridge for longer, say overnight, then take both portions out about 20 minutes before starting, to give them time to soften up a little.


•   Sprinkle a small amount of flour over your kitchen work surface. Also flour your rolling pin. This will stop your dough sticking. Sprinkle a bit more flour if needed, as you go. Don’t add too much, just enough to stop your dough sticking to either the work surface or rolling pin.


•   Have a tiny pile of flour on one corner of your worktop, to dunk your cutters in, to stop sticking.


•   Roll out your dough evenly. Aim for about a five-millimetre thickness, but don’t get your ruler out. Bend down to the level of the work surface and have a look: you will be able to see any obvious too-thick or too-thin parts.


•   In some baking books, you will see strict instructions not to flour your work surface and rolling pin, for the reason that the extra flour will toughen your biscuits. Instead, instruction is given to roll out the dough between cling film, which can then be peeled off, or between sheets of baking paper, which can be laid straight onto the baking tray.


I agree that you want to minimise the extra flour that is added to your dough, but don’t think enough can be added during the rolling process to make a real difference to the final taste. Plus, the amount of flour in biscuit recipes varies considerably. My recipes are not flour-heavy and no one has ever said that one was ‘tough’.


Lastly, I have tried rolling dough between cling film and baking paper many times: the cling film wrinkles, the baking paper slips around on the work surface and it is hard to get the rolled surface flat and even. So I don’t try any more. But by all means give it a go. You may just find it incredibly easy.
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Cut


•   Tessellate your cutters so that you are cutting biscuit shapes as closely together as possible, to get the maximum number of biscuits from one roll-out of the dough.


•   Pull the dough from around the cut-out biscuit shapes, don’t attempt to lift the biscuit up and out of the rolled dough.


Once you have removed excess dough from around the biscuit, lift it up carefully using a thin and flexible plastic spatula, or an old fashioned palette knife, and place it on your lined baking tray.


•   Push together your scraps of rolled dough, so you can use them again. If the dough has softened too much, it will need another short stint in the fridge.


•   Don’t re-roll too many times. I don’t go beyond two rollings. Too much handling can make your dough tough.


•   If you are working in warm weather, or your dough is starting to soften, place the baking tray in the fridge for 20 minutes or so to firm up the biscuits before baking.


If you are making gingerbread biscuits, don’t skip the refrigeration stage at all. Gingerbread dough softens quickly and the biscuits are more likely to spread than with other recipes.


Bake


•   Lay your biscuits close together on the tray so you can fit lots on, but leave about one centimetre between each. Make sure they are not touching.


•   Keep biscuits of roughly even proportions on the same tray. If you mix up big and small biscuits, the smaller ones will finish baking before the larger biscuits. A little size variation is okay, just put the smaller biscuits in the middle of the tray and the larger ones at the edge.


•   Bake in the centre of the oven. For best results, bake one tray at a time. Keep in the fridge any trays that are waiting for a turn in the oven.


•   All ovens will vary slightly. This is why a range of cooking times is given for each recipe. Practising a recipe a few times will give you the confidence to pinpoint a more accurate cooking time.


•   Don’t just rely on the timer, use your eye as well. Once a biscuit is starting to show tinges of colour at the edges, it is done. This goes for all the recipes, including the chocolate one. You may have to look a little harder, but a slight darkening of the edges is what you are looking for.


•   Don’t be afraid to vary the cooking time depending on the biscuit size, or thickness. Smaller, thinner biscuits will obviously need less baking time than larger, thicker biscuits. If you are baking smaller biscuits, it just makes sense to start checking a few minutes earlier.


[image: Image]


•   After taking the tray from the oven, leave it until it is cool enough to handle the baking paper or reusable parchment. Then, lift the whole sheet carefully by the corners and move to a wire cooling rack. Or, wait until the biscuits are cool enough to handle before carefully moving them one by one to the cooling rack, using a spatula.


Store


•   Make sure your biscuits are completely cool before you decorate them. As decorating is time-consuming, I don’t think I have ever managed to bake as well as decorate in the same day. Most often, you will need to store your biscuits overnight or for a couple of days before the decorating begins.


•   Store in an airtight container or tin. Put layers of kitchen towel or baking paper between the layers to separate them.


•   Put the most fragile shapes on the bottom of your container, to minimise any breakages.


•   Your biscuits will be fine stored in their container for two to three weeks, so you can bake well in advance of decorating. But bear in mind who is to receive your biscuits. If I am baking for a customer, I always decorate the biscuits as soon as possible after baking. While I know that biscuits, decorated or not, keep very well, it is always nice to be able to say to the person receiving them that they are freshly baked and decorated.


•   You can freeze biscuit dough for up to three months, first making sure it is well-wrapped in cling film or a sealed freezer bag. Use straight away after thawing in the fridge. You can also freeze unbaked biscuits on trays, though I don’t generally do this. If I have got to the stage where the biscuits are all rolled out, then baking them doesn’t add too much more time to the process, no matter how late at night it is.


•   Baked biscuits can also be frozen for four to six weeks. Make sure they are well wrapped in single layers, and thaw them at room temperature.








BISCUIT RECIPES


Wholemeal with vanilla


For me, this is the recipe. It is my favourite go-to biscuit recipe, which is why it made most of the biscuits in this book. Its wonderful taste comes from not only the vanilla and golden syrup, but also the wholemeal flour. The wholemeal adds colour and depth of flavour but blending it with plain flour gives the golden colour and flavour hit without creating a heavy, dense biscuit.


This is always the recipe I use for children’s birthday biscuits. Just that little bit of wholemeal flour makes me, and their parents, feel a bit better about all the other sugary treats coming their way.


Ingredients


90 g/3 oz wholemeal flour


250 g/9 oz plain flour


½ tsp baking powder


100 g/3½ oz butter


60 g/2 oz caster sugar


1 egg yolk


1 tsp vanilla paste or extract


140 g/5 oz golden syrup


•   In a large bowl, weigh out the flours, add the baking powder and stir together.


•   In a separate large bowl, cream the soft butter and sugar together thoroughly, until the mix is pale and creamy.


•   Add the egg yolk and vanilla, and mix again until well combined.


•   Add the golden syrup and mix on a medium speed until combined.


•   Add the dry ingredients all at once. On a slow speed and with the bowl covered with a cloth or tea cloth or tea towel, mix slowly. Stop once the flour is all blended into the mix and the dough clumps together.


•   On your work surface, press the dough into two flattish round lumps, wrap in cling film and refrigerate for about 20 minutes to firm up, or until you are ready to bake.


•   After rolling and cutting, bake at 180° Celsius (170° fan/350° Fahrenheit/gas mark 4) for 10–14 minutes, or until the biscuits have darkened a little and the edges have a slight golden tinge.


•   As this recipe contains wholemeal flour you may notice that, once baked, these biscuits can have slightly rough edges. Just knock off any of these small bits before decorating.


•   Makes 30–40 biscuits, depending on size.


Variations


Since there are so many good-quality flavour extracts available to buy, you can vary this recipe easily. Try substituting the vanilla for lemon or orange. If you don’t like the idea of wholemeal flour, or don’t have it in the house, use all plain flour.


Basic butter biscuit


This is the perfect recipe for those looking for a reliable, all-purpose biscuit for decorating. It is adapted from one that came to me from a friend, Corrinne, extracted from her after I nibbled some biscuits one afternoon at her house. It is wonderfully simple – the dough takes minutes to make and only a few ingredients are called for. And while the recipe may seem basic, the biscuits it produces are wonderfully melting and buttery.



Ingredients


340 g/12 oz plain flour


120 g/4 oz caster sugar


225 g/8 oz butter
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