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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!

What better way to end a meal than with a home-made pudding or dessert? Well, here are 40 delicious recipes to get you baking.

As well as being great bakes, the recipes have been carefully chosen to teach you all the key techniques, such as rubbing in, creaming, whisking and folding that will not only help you to make better puddings and desserts but will improve all of your baking.

Start with the ‘Easy does it’ section to master the basics with recipes like Spiced Plum Crumble and Pear and Chocolate Upside-down Cake. As your confidence grows, move on to those recipes that ‘Need a little skill’ – Pineapple Tarte Tatin, Profiteroles with Salted Caramel and Chocolate Sauce or Brandy Snaps with Oranges in Caramel. The more you bake the sooner you’ll be ‘Up for a challenge’, whisking both sponge and meringue for a Baked Alaska and testing your puff pastry skills with Millefeuilles.

The colour strip on the right-hand side of the page tells you at a glance the level of difficulty of the recipe (from one spoon for easy to three spoons for a challenge), and gives you a helpful checklist of the skills and special equipment you will use.

Before you begin, take a look at the Baker’s Guide at the beginning of the book. This will introduce you to the most important ingredients, tell you what equipment you need to get started (just a bowl, a spoon and a baking dish will do in some cases) and explain some of the terms and techniques in more detail.

Puddings can be a simple affair to round off a midweek family meal, or a stunning dinner-party dessert to impress your friends. It’s amazing what you can bake when you set your mind, bowl and spoon to it – so let’s 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 skills (here) relevant to the recipes in the book.

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

SECTION 2: RECIPES

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

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

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


Baker’s Guide

Ingredients

Equipment
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Ingredients

There is a huge variety of puddings and desserts that you can make, whether cake-based puddings, filled pastry tarts, or fruit or chocolate desserts. However, there are some key ingredients that you will use again and again. Knowing a bit about these ingredients before you start will help you to understand how they work and so avoid problems and become a better baker. This list will help you through the process of buying, storing and using the main ingredients that feature in the recipes in this book.

BUTTER

All the recipes in this book use unsalted butter. It is the butter of choice for most bakers as it has a mild and delicate flavour and gives you the option to add salt or not to suit your tastes. Unsalted butter usually contains less whey than salted butter and so gives a more even colour to your bake. You can substitute salted butter for unsalted if that is all you have to hand, just remember not to add any additional salt if the recipe calls for it.

Each recipe specifies the temperature that the butter needs to be at. For example, for a creamed sponge or pâte sucrée the butter needs to be soft and so should be at room temperature so that it can be smoothly incorporated into the sugar. If you need to rub in the butter, for example when you are making a crumble topping or shortcrust pastry, the butter needs to be chilled and diced to rub in effectively.

Butter should be kept well wrapped in the fridge and away from foods with strong flavours as it can absorb those flavours, which will affect the taste of your bakes. It can also be frozen for up to a month; defrost it in the fridge before using.

CHOCOLATE

Where possible, use the best chocolate that you can find as it will have a big impact on the flavour and finish of your puddings. One of the most important things to look for in the ingredients list on a bar of chocolate is the percentage. This refers to cocoa solids and can be anything up to 100 per cent. The rest should be made up from only sugar, milk powder (for milk chocolate) and sometimes a binding agent. Good-quality chocolate is widely available in supermarkets and you can also buy ready-chipped chocolate from specialist online suppliers. Chocolate should be stored well wrapped in a cool, dark cupboard and away from any strong-flavoured foods. Keep an eye on the best-before date. You should always chop chocolate into pieces before melting to help it to melt evenly and prevent it from scorching.

Dark chocolate is the most widely used chocolate in baking, and those that contain around 70 per cent of cocoa solids give the best flavour. Those with a lower cocoa content can be too sweet, and those that are higher than 75 per cent are generally too bitter for most recipes.

Milk chocolate has a milder and sweeter taste than dark, but again you should use one that has as high a cocoa content as possible (30 per cent and above is good). This not only has a better flavour but will also set slightly firmer.

White chocolate doesn’t contain any cocoa solids, just cocoa butter, and so it is that content that you need to look out for. Again, buy the best quality that you can as a lot of the cheaper ones contain no cocoa butter at all and are far too sweet. Ideally, something with 30 per cent or higher cocoa butter is best, but bear in mind that as white chocolate has a higher fat content than both dark and milk chocolate, it will set slightly less firmly.

COCOA POWDER

A dark, unsweetened powder made from pure cocoa that has had nearly all of the cocoa butter removed. It has a bitter and strong flavour that adds a great chocolate taste to your baking and is particularly useful where you want the flavour of chocolate without the added moisture of melted chocolate, for example when making chocolate pastry. Don’t ever use drinking chocolate in place of cocoa as that has had dried milk and sugar added to it and so will greatly affect the taste and performance of your bake.

CREAM

Always use the type of cream specified in the recipe as each one has a different fat content and so this can affect the end result.

Single cream has at least 18 per cent butterfat and is good for pouring, but it is not suitable for whipping.

Double cream has at least 48 per cent butterfat content and whips well when chilled, making it ideal for recipes such as the Cherry and Chocolate Knickerbocker Glory and Raspberry Trifle (see here and here). In its unwhipped state it is also used to make ice cream, cheesecakes and panna cotta. Don’t use the extra-thick double cream as a substitute as this has been heat-treated and so won’t whip; nor is it suitable for making ganache. It’s only really to be used for spooning from the pot rather than in baking.

Whipping cream has at least 35 per cent butterfat and is ideal for, yes you guessed it, whipping. As with double cream this whips best when chilled.

Buttermilk is traditionally the by-product of butter-making, but it is now made by adding a bacterial culture to skimmed milk and so is sold as ‘cultured buttermilk’. It has a slightly sour and acidic taste and is used to make scones (see Rhubarb Cobbler, here), as well as to add lightness and flavour to cakes.

Soured cream is made by adding a culture to single cream and so has the same 18 per cent fat content, but with a distinct sour tang. It is widely used in both chilled and baked cheesecakes (see Key Lime Cheesecake and Baked Vanilla Cheesecake, here and here).

Crème fraîche is the French version of soured cream but is a lot thicker, and has a milder and richer flavour. It makes a great accompaniment to puddings in place of regular cream.

EGGS

All the recipes in this book use medium-sized eggs (about 62–65g each). The size of egg you use in baking is important as it works in ratio with all of your other ingredients, meaning that if you use a larger or smaller egg it could well affect the end result. You may find you need more or less liquid to bind your ingredients, your bake may need a shorter or longer time in the oven, or it may not rise properly.

Store eggs in the fridge, pointed-side down as this helps the white cover the yolk and so stops it from drying out. Keep them in the box you bought them in as this helps keep out flavours from other foods in the fridge and store them in the cooler main body of the fridge, not the door. Spare egg whites will keep for 3–4 days in the fridge, in a sealed container, or for up to a month in the freezer. Label them with the date and quantity, and always defrost thoroughly before using. Don’t freeze egg yolks.

Eggs should be at room temperature when used in baking as they give a greater volume when beaten and so you should take them out of the fridge for 30–60 minutes before using. If you forget, you can warm them in a bowl of lukewarm water for about 10 minutes.

EXTRACTS AND FLAVOURINGS

Try to avoid the synthetic flavourings that are usually cheaper as they can add a ‘fake’ taste to your bake.

Vanilla extract is widely available and as its name implies is extracted from vanilla pods, whereas vanilla flavouring or essence is chemically produced. The flavour of extract is much stronger than essence and so although more expensive you only need a small amount. Whole vanilla pods are used to infuse cream, custard and ice cream, and if split and the seeds removed, add a lovely fleck of vanilla as well as flavour. Vanilla bean paste is made from the seeds of vanilla pods and gives a more concentrated flavour than vanilla extract.

Ground spices should be stored in a cool, dark place in screw-top jars to ensure they keep their colour and flavour. Try to use them within a few months of opening while they are still fresh.

Stem ginger in syrup is a great addition to your store cupboard. It keeps well and you can use both the balls of ginger diced into small pieces or the syrup from the jar to add a ginger kick (see Apple and Stem Ginger Lattice Tart and Steamed Stem Ginger Puddings with Custard, here and here).

FLOUR

Only use fresh flour as old flour can really affect the flavour and performance of your bake. Store opened bags in storage jars, plastic food boxes or bags to stop the flour from getting damp, and don’t add new flour to old in your jars. Aim to use it within a month of opening or by its best-before date.

Wheat flours are the most frequently used in baking. Plain flour is the one most commonly used in pastries and biscuits. Self-raising flour is made by adding baking powder to plain flour and is usually used in the creamed method of cake-making to give the rise to the cakes. You can make your own self-raising flour by adding 4 teaspoons baking powder to 225g plain flour. Strong white bread flour is used in puff pastry as it contains more gluten and so the dough has more elasticity, which gives a better flakiness to the pastry. Cornflour is an ideal flour to use as a thickening agent as it blends to a smooth cream with liquid and so is used when making sauces such as custard and crème pâtissière.

Gluten-free flours are now much more readily available and are usually made from a combination of rice, potato, tapioca, maize, chickpea, broad bean, white sorghum or buckwheat flours. Their taste, texture and performance can vary from brand to brand so it’s worth trying a few out to see which works best for you. Some include xantham gum (which comes in powdered form) and this improves the texture of both cakes and pastry. So check that the flour you are using has it; if not, add 1 teaspoon xantham gum to 150g flour. Also check that your baking powder is gluten free.

GELATINE

Gelatine is made from animal collagen and is available in leaf and powdered form. The recipes in this book use leaves, as they tend to result in a clearer, firmer-set jelly. Both the powder and leaves are dissolved in water before combining with the rest of your mixture. The leaves are soaked first to soften them, then the water squeezed out. Vegetarian alternatives are now readily available, such as agar-agar, which is a seaweed extract. Most alternatives can be used interchangeably with gelatine, but check the instructions on the packet for specific advice. For example, agar-agar needs to be boiled until it fully dissolves.

GROUND ALMONDS

Ground blanched almonds are great for adding flavour and texture to pie fillings or pastry. They can go off quite quickly as they are very oily and so they should be stored in a cool, dark place in an airtight container; label the container so that you use them before the best-before date.

ICING SUGAR is a fine, white powdered sugar that dissolves readily and so is ideal for whisking into cream for cake fillings and for making buttercream. It’s also used in sweet pastries such as rich shortcrust pastry and pâte sucrée to keep the texture of the dough nice and smooth. Sift it well to remove any lumps before using.

MARGARINES AND SPREADS

These are made from vegetable oils, with added salt and flavourings. Some are made specifically for baking but are not used for the recipes in this book. Where butter is specified it is best not to substitute with margarine or a spread as the flavour will differ, as will the water content, so they are unlikely to result in a successful bake.

POLENTA

Polenta is a golden yellow Italian cornmeal made from ground dried maize and is therefore gluten free. It can be finely or coarsely ground but the most widely available polenta is quick-cook polenta, which is used in the Orange and Polenta Cake with Cranberry Sauce (see here). Its slightly grainy texture enhances the texture of the cake as well as adding a lovely colour.

RAISING AGENTS

Some bakes need the addition of a chemical raising agent to help them to rise: the two most common are bicarbonate of soda and cream of tartar. Baking powder is a mixture of both, and if you want you can make your own by mixing 1 teaspoon of bicarbonate of soda with 2 teaspoons of cream of tartar.

Raising agents work by reacting with the moisture in the cake. When heated, they release small bubbles of carbon dioxide and so lighten the texture of the cake. They can be used in flourless cakes to help them rise. Gluten-free baking powder is widely available and so is ideal for such recipes.

SUGAR

There are many types of sugar available and it is important to always use the sugar specified in the recipe as they all behave differently. All sugars should be stored in airtight bags or jars to stop them drying out.

Caster sugar has a fine texture and is the one best used for most cakes and pastries as the grains break down well when beaten with butter or eggs and will also provide a nice smooth pastry. It is also essential for making meringues; its fine texture dissolves easily into the egg whites as you whisk and so produces a smooth and glossy meringue. Golden caster sugar is unrefined and so is not as fine but has a richer flavour and slightly deeper colour. Granulated sugar has bigger grains and so is best used for dissolving in jams or liquids rather than creaming into mixtures; it can leave a speckled finish on top of your bake.

Brown and muscovado sugars are available in both light and dark and they add a warm colour and toffee or butterscotch flavour when added to bakes or sauces (see Sticky Toffee Pudding, here). They can form lumps in storage so sift or press them out before use.

SYRUPS

As with sugar and flour, it’s important to use the correct syrup as they can have very different flavours. Golden syrup is a pale golden syrup made from sugar cane; it is sweeter than sugar and adds a moist, dense texture to cakes and tarts when used (see Individual Treacle Tarts, here). It is sticky and therefore quite tricky to measure out, so use a metal spoon and warm it up first in a mug of hot water so the syrup will slide from the spoon, or sit the whole tin in some just-boiled water. Maple syrup is made by boiling down the sap of maple trees to produce a concentrated syrup that is runnier than golden syrup, darker in colour and has a deep, rich flavour.
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Equipment

The great thing about baking is that you don’t need a whole heap of expensive equipment to get started; most things you will probably already have in your kitchen. Many of the recipes can be made with just a bowl, a wooden spoon and a whisk, but as you progress through the book you will find that there are certain pieces you will need to make your baking more enjoyable and successful. Do check each recipe before you start, so that you know what you need to complete it.

BAKING BEANS

Ceramic baking beans are used for making tarts such as the Fig and Frangipane Tart on here, where you blind bake the pastry case before filling to keep the pastry base flat and the sides in place (and to avoid the dreaded soggy bottom). You can always use dried rice or beans instead, but ceramic beans are heavier, hold their heat better and so are a worthwhile investment.
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