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 WHAT’S IN THIS BOOK, AND WHAT IS NOT

Italian baking masterpieces, the likes of panettone or pandoro, are not always easy to make at home. Their exceptional level of flavour and texture demands a skillset that even the best bakers take years to master. Also, delicacies like Sicilian cannoli, albeit much easier to make, will still require at the very least some forward planning. No doubt it is all for a good cause: those heavenly yeasted doughs and elaborate multi-texture desserts are hard to beat for the big occasions!

However, when I set out to write this book, I decided to focus on simple, more rustic bakes instead, those that my dad, a professional chef and a passionate baker, would sometime prepare for the family with less than one hour’s notice, and with whatever ingredients were available in our cupboard.

My ultimate ambition is to enable everybody, including those with little or no baking experience, to produce good cakes, well-made biscuits and delectable treats without too much effort or time-dedication. Simple, robust recipes that work are key to this, even though, in the baking world, simplicity is often underrated. Perhaps you can consider this book almost as an antidote to the baking madness that all too often floods our social channels these days, an escape from architectural bakes, hyper-decorated fondant, or cakes that defy the laws of physics…

You will not find exotic methods or professional techniques in these pages; even piping and decorating have been reduced to a minimum. Instead, these recipes have been handpicked for their deliciousness and simplicity, to provide you with tempting flavour combinations – of course, unapologetically Italian – in a set of simple and accessible bakes. To simplify things further, those steps that are more easily shown than described have been filmed, and the videos are linked to the recipe through QR codes, allowing you to access the tutorials on your smartphone in just one tap.

But simple does not mean bland and rustic does not mean ugly! The exceptional flavour and pretty looks of these bakes not only have passed the test of time (some date as far back as the fourteenth century), but still grant them centre stage in modern Italian baking, and prime estate in the windows of coffee shops all over the country.

I genuinely hope that these recipes will not only add the all-important wow factor to your celebrations, but will make your elevenses sweeter, fill the kids’ mid-afternoon snack with mouth-watering cakes, and populate your daily coffee-breaks with the tastiest dunking biscuits.
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 HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I have organized the recipes in this book into chapters by size and type, beginning with simple cakes and tarts for slicing and sharing, followed by individual cakelets, biscuits and cookies, then sweet treats to make in advance that offer an indulgent nibble.

Each recipe has a summary box, with an estimate of the preparation and baking time, and its suitability to most dietary needs. Recipes that make use of raw or partially cooked eggs are identified as such, for the sake of those with a weak or compromised immune system.

None of the cakes in this book involves complicated fillings or extravagant coatings: most are intended as tasty midweek treats, ready to serve shortly after baking. However, for those occasions that do call for a little extra, the final chapter provides a selection of pourable sauces, matched to the main flavour of your bake, that will easily elevate your cake to the status of sophisticated dessert.

Whatever you choose to bake, I recommend you read my comments here on equipment and measuring – all in the interest of making your time and effort spent an entirely pleasurable experience.

Tinware

Even the simplest cake can be elevated by a fancy tin, and I often rely on the mesmerizing geometries of the Nordic Ware collections to add a touch of effortless sculptural flair to my bakes. These tins, as any other good-quality mould, require little preparation: if you have any available, a light coating of cake release spray is often enough to guarantee successful unmoulding every time. Otherwise, generously smear the inside with butter, then dust it with flour, tapping off any excess. For any mould with a lot of detail, this is easiest done by chilling it in the fridge first, then brushing melted butter inside using a pastry brush before dusting it with flour. Replace butter with vegetable spread for dairy-free bakes, and flour with cornflour (cornstarch) in gluten-free recipes.

The bundt tins that I have used in this book are all 24cm (9½in) diameter and 2.5 litre (87fl oz) capacity, and can be replaced by a conventional 23cm (9in) springform tin. Baking times will change slightly with the size, shape and brand of the tin, so always perform the skewer test before taking the cake out of the oven. This is done by inserting a long skewer (or a toothpick) all the way to the bottom in the deepest part of the cake. When the skewer comes out clean and dry, the cake is ready. Perform this test as quickly as possible, ideally while the cake is still in the oven: one of the most common mistakes is to keep the oven door open for an unnecessarily long time while checking the cake: this reduces its temperature significantly, potentially jeopardizing the bake.

 Ovens

I bake using an electric oven and all oven temperatures in this book refer to ‘static’, or ‘conventional’ setting. This is when two heating elements, one at the top and one at the bottom of the oven chamber, heat up. If you have to bake on ‘fan’ setting, also known as ‘forced air’ or ‘convection’, then lower the temperature stated in the recipe by 15–20 degrees and keep a closer eye on the bake. Needless to say, all ovens are different so the baking times can only be considered indicative: use your senses and assess when the cake is ready with the tests and clues included in the recipes.

A few recipes make enough items to fill two baking trays: I recommend baking these individually for an even, more controlled bake. Allegedly, fan ovens can bake two trays at once, but I am always disappointed with the result, as I often end up with some items underbaked and some overbaked.

Recipes that use a microwave oven, typically for melting butter or chocolate, refer to a conventional 800W appliance. Microwaves with much higher wattage are common nowadays: for those, the timing should be reduced accordingly.
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 THE SECRET TO SUCCESSFUL BAKES? WEIGH EVERYTHING, ALWAYS!

Baking is not all about accuracy, but successful baking is. My ingredient ratios have been worked out carefully and the recipes relentlessly tested using gram weight, not cups. This is because the weight of one cup of flour can vary by as much as 40% depending on how tightly it is packed. Different sugars vary too, according to crystal size, and while a cup of unsifted icing (confectioner’s) sugar weighs 140g, just 115g of sifted icing sugar will fill the same cup measure. Not even the most robust recipe can make up for these variations in volume. You simply stand a much better chance of producing a flawless bake if you weigh your ingredients carefully; volumetric measures like cups are not precise enough, and I recommend you use a set of digital scales that are accurate to the gram. The only exceptions are teaspoons and tablespoons as the quantities are small and unlikely to compromise your bake. Always use measuring spoons rather than table cutlery and keep the measurements consistent by levelling the top of dry ingredients using the back of a knife.

Nevertheless, I did include cup measurements in my recipes for those that do not have easy access to a reliable set of kitchen scales; the table below summarizes the cup-to-gram conversions used throughout the book for the most common ingredients:

1 cup of soft wheat 00 flour or plain (all-purpose) flour = 140g

1 cup of cornflour (cornstarch) = about 100g

1 cup of chestnut flour = 140g

1 cup of semolina = 180g

1 cup of caster (superfine) sugar = scant 200g (see here)

1 cup of unsifted icing (confectioner’s) sugar = 140g

1 cup of dark or light brown soft sugar = 200g

1 cup of clear honey = about 280g

1 cup of cocoa powder = about 100g

1 cup of butter = 225g

scant 1 cup of vegetable oil = 200g

1 cup of semi-skimmed milk = 240g

1 cup of cream = about 215g (single/whipping); about 255g (double/heavy)

1 cup of ricotta = about 225g

1 cup of mascarpone = scant 200g

1 cup of natural whole yogurt = about 215g

1 cup of Greek yogurt = about 200g

1 cup of whole almonds = about 130g

1 cup of ground almonds = 100g

I recommend you weigh your eggs too because, although their size is often defined by local food authorities, it is only approximate and it may vary significantly. All my recipes refer to the weight of eggs without the shell. As a general rule, I call an egg ‘medium’ when it weighs 50g and ‘large’ when it weighs 60g. However, when following a recipe, do not go by the number of eggs, instead beat them in a spouted jug and pour only the weight required in your mixture.

*I opt for caster sugar in all my recipes – its fine crystals make it quicker to cream or dissolve. Caster can be substituted with granulated sugar but, because of the small weight-to-volume difference between the two, I always advocate measuring using scales, not cups. It may only be a few grams, but as you scale up the amounts, that difference will affect the sweetness of your bakes.


MY (FEW) WONDER INGREDIENTS

In the making of this book, I have actively avoided the use of any exotic or extravagant ingredient: my ideal bake is one that can be done with cupboard staples or that requires minimal ad hoc shopping. However, there are a couple of ingredients that come up often in my recipes and that are absolutely worth resourcing: you will find useful links to distributors and online shops on giuseppedellanno.com.

Unwaxed organic citrus fruits

Very few recipes of mine do not call for some form of citrus flavour, often added with either the zest or the peel of the fruit. The freshness and tanginess they provide is simply unbeatable!

Although safe to eat, the range of chemicals that supermarket fruits are sprayed with does not make them my favourite choice when it comes to eating their skin. Common sense suggests that going for the least-treated option available is best.

Nothing beats untreated fruit picked fresh from your garden, but few of us have that luxury, so unwaxed organic fruits remain the next best thing. However, if you struggle to source them, you can batch-unwax conventional supermarket fruit easily: place them in a colander (strainer) and slowly pour freshly boiled water from a kettle over them. This will melt and displace most of the wax. Then rinse them under cold water and scrub them with a clean brush to remove any leftover residue.
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 Amarena cherries

Amarena cherries are semi-candied sour cherries, sold in their sugary, deep-purple syrup; the special processing method preserves their plumpness and gives them a distinctively sweet and acidic taste. They must not be confused with conventional glacé cherries, which are fully candied instead, and therefore drier, harder and without much of their cherry flavour left.

Amarena cherries in syrup were first commercialized over a century ago in Italy by Fabbri. The company is still family-owned today and distributes its cherries in iconic blue-patterned jars. I am undeniably and unapologetically a big fan: they are an extremely versatile ingredient that adds bursts of flavour to even the simplest of desserts. Just a spoonful liberally drizzled over yogurt or vanilla ice cream will get you hooked in no time.

The flavour and texture of amarena cherries are quite unique and cannot be replaced easily with fresh or frozen cherries. However, they are easily sourced through online retailers and specialist shops: head to my website for a list of distributors.

Soft wheat 00 flour

A must-have ingredient in Italian baking, and one that the vast majority of my recipes calls for, is soft wheat 00 flour. This grade is ideal for sweet bakes as its low protein content delivers sponges with exceptional
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GRAZIE, AGAIN!

Most of the content of these pages comes from my dad’s chaotically handwritten recipes. His heap of disorganized notes exudes the baking knowledge and experience captured in the decades he spent relentlessly whisking eggs and piping cream, for work and for pleasure. This book is as much his as it is mine.

My Italian connections, Viviana, Fabiola, Vincenzo, great-aunt Vera, and my mother-in-law Giuseppina came to the rescue again: this selection of recipes would not have been the same without their input and priceless advice.

Thanks to Vivienne and Sarah for not giving up on me, and to Sophie, Claire, Matt, Rachel, Troy, Emma, Marianne and the entire team at Quadrille for contributing with their remarkable talents and extraordinary creativity to the making of this book.

Last but not least, thanks to Claudio Lugli (www.claudioluglishirts.com) for their stunning and glamorous shirts: they succeeded in the almost-miraculous task of making me look well-dressed!
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 ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Born and bred in Italy, Giuseppe moved to the UK in his early 20s with the plan to stay only for six months… Twenty years, one PhD, one happy marriage and three UK-born sons down the line, Giuseppe has elected England as his adoptive homeland and proudly crowned himself a ‘Britalian’.

An engineer and researcher by trade, Giuseppe grew up in a family of passionate bakers, where food was the prime topic of conversation. He inherited from his dad, a professional chef, the love for everything cooked or baked. Winning the Great British Bake Off in 2021 sparked off his ambition to share his family gastronomic knowledge far and wide.

After contributing to the show’s cookbook A Bake For All Seasons in 2021, he published his own, Giuseppe’s Italian Bakes in 2022.

Since becoming a full-time baker, Giuseppe has been dipping his toes in a variety of exciting activities, from writing regular columns for magazines and newspapers to hosting on-line baking classes on global platforms, from baking live on national channels to guest appearances on British and Italian TV. giuseppedellanno.com
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