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hot honey peach shortcakes

Shortcakes are for summer. Well, you can have them whenever you want, but when filled with juicy stone fruit and clouds of cream it just transports me to warm, breezy, care-free afternoons. The buttery shortcakes are filled with plump peaches soaked in hot honey, and cream that has been whipped just enough to hold its shape. This is very much a make-your-own sort of dessert; add all the bits to the table and let everyone put it together.

Serves 6

150g (5½oz/generous ½ cup) honey

1–2 tsp dried chilli (red pepper) flakes

1 tsp lemon juice

3 ripe peaches, pitted and each cut into 8

300ml (10½fl oz/generous 1¼ cups) double (heavy) cream

For the shortcakes

275g (9¾oz/2 cups) plain (all-purpose) flour

50g (1¾oz/⅓ cup) fine cornmeal (polenta)

50g (1¾oz/¼ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

3 tsp baking powder

¼ tsp fine sea salt

160g (5¾oz/scant ¾ cup) cold unsalted butter, diced

200g (7oz/scant 1 cup) buttermilk

a little milk, for brushing

demerara (turbinado) sugar, for sprinkling

For the shortcake, add the flour, cornmeal, sugar, baking powder and salt to a large bowl and mix to combine. Add in the diced butter and use your fingertips to rub it into the flour. You want the mixture to be quite coarse, with most of the butter the size of peas and a few chunks a bit larger.

Make a well in the centre and pour in the buttermilk. Gently stir until you have a rough, shaggy dough. Turn it out onto a lightly floured surface and gently pat it into a rectangle about 2.5cm (1in) thick. Using a sharp knife or bench scraper, slice the dough into 4 and stack the pieces up on top of each other. Use your hands to flatten the stack back down into a rectangle, tidying up the edges with the back of a knife. (This method helps to give flaky layers.)

Slice into 6 pieces and place them on a large baking tray lined with baking paper. Chill in the freezer for 15 minutes or in the fridge for 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 200°C (180°C fan/400°F/gas mark 6).

Brush the tops with a little milk and sprinkle some demerara sugar on top. Bake for 24–27 minutes or until golden and the bases sound hollow when tapped. Let them cool completely on a wire rack.

To make the filling, add the honey and chilli to a shallow saucepan. Let it simmer for 1–2 minutes before stirring in the lemon juice. Toss in the peaches and let it simmer for another minute before removing from the heat and setting aside to cool.

Lightly whip the cream and chill in the fridge until needed.

When you’re ready to serve, you can place everything in dishes on the table for people to assemble themselves. Slice the shortcakes in half and drizzle some of the honey on each side before topping with some cream and peach slices.

MAKE AHEAD

Make the shortcakes a day ahead and freshen them up for 5–7 minutes in a warm oven.
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white-wine-poached peaches with wholemeal shortbread

If in doubt, poach some fruit. There is such a quiet beauty in delicately poached fruit, soft enough to give way to your spoon but firm enough to hold its shape. Peaches are one of my favourites to poach – the colour alone is so pleasing and, when served cold, makes for the most refreshing summery dessert. They are perfect for making ahead; as the peaches sit in the syrup, they’ll soak up even more flavour. My ideal way to eat them is with a good drizzle of cold cream or sitting in a lake of crème anglaise.

I’m not a wine expert by any means, so use a wine that you like to drink. Something on the drier side tends to work really well.

Serves 4

450ml (15¼fl oz/scant 2 cups) white wine

200g (7oz/1 cup) caster (superfine) sugar

pared zest (using a swivel peeler) of 1 lemon

3 sprigs of thyme

4 ripe peaches, halved and pitted

For the shortbread

100g (3½oz/scant ½ cup) salted butter

40g (1½oz/3¼ Tbsp) caster (superfine) sugar, plus extra to finish

130g (4½oz/1 cup) wholemeal (wholewheat) flour

½ Tbsp cornflour (cornstarch)

Add the wine, sugar, zest and thyme to a large saucepan. Heat until the sugar dissolves and then add the peach halves, cut side down. Poach the peaches gently for 5 minutes before flipping them over and poaching for another 2–3 minutes. If your peaches are really firm, they’ll take a bit longer. You’re looking for them to be softened enough for a knife to pierce through but still holding their shape.

Turn off the heat, scoop the peaches out of the liquid and place them cut side down on a plate. When cool enough to handle, remove the skins – they should peel off quite easily. If you’re making these ahead of time, let the poaching liquid cool and pour it into an airtight container, placing the peaches back inside. Store in the fridge until needed.

To make the shortbread, preheat the oven to 190°C (170°C fan/375°F/gas mark 5). Line a small lipped baking tray with baking paper.

Cream the butter and sugar together for 1–2 minutes – we don’t need it to be super fluffy, just well combined. Tip in the flour and cornflour and stir until you get a thick dough.

Pat the dough into the lined tray, flattening it as much as you can. Use a knife to score the shortbread into fingers (don’t cut all the way through) and prick each biscuit with a fork.

Bake for 20–25 minutes until the shortbread is lightly browned. Sprinkle generously with sugar before slicing into fingers, using the scored lines to guide you. Let them cool completely before serving alongside the peaches, some cold cream and some of the poaching liquid.

MAKE AHEAD

Make the peaches up to 2 days ahead and store in the fridge with the poaching liquid. The shortbread can be made up to 2 days ahead.
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tarragon plum cobbler

I’ve yet to meet anyone who doesn’t like a cobbler. Warm, jammy fruits and a knobbly buttery top, it’s an ideal all-year-round sort-of pudding that can be thrown together fairly quickly without too much forward planning.

Herbs and fruits will always be my jam, and tarragon is a quiet player that brings just enough aniseed/liquorice vibes that still works for people, like myself, who don’t like liquorice.

Best served warm from the oven while the juices still have a little movement, this is one I like to prep beforehand and pop into the oven while we’re still on savoury.

Serves 6–8

For the plums

80g (2¾oz/scant ⅔ cup) caster (superfine) sugar (you may need a touch more if your plums are quite tart, so taste and adjust)

7 sprigs of fresh tarragon

10 small plums (or 8 bigger), pitted and quartered

2 Tbsp water

½ tsp vanilla bean paste

For the cobbler

75g (2½oz/½ cup plus 1 Tbsp) plain (all-purpose) flour

75g (2½oz/½ cup plus 1 Tbsp) spelt flour (or you can use all plain if preferred)

30g (1oz/2½ Tbsp) caster sugar

60g (2¼oz/¼ cup) cold salted butter, diced

100ml (3½fl oz/scant ½ cup) double (heavy) cream

Preheat the oven to 190°C (170°C fan/375°F/gas mark 5).

Add the sugar and tarragon to a food processor and blitz briefly to break down the tarragon.

Add the plum quarters and vanilla to a baking dish and spoon the tarragon sugar on top. Give it all a good mix so the plums are coated, then drizzle the water on top. Cover loosely with foil and bake in the oven for 20 minutes until the plums have started to soften and release some of their juices. Remove from the oven and set aside to cool a little. Let cool completely if you’re making in advance.

To make the cobbler, add the flours and sugar to a bowl and mix to combine. Toss in the butter and use your fingertips to rub it into the flour. Make a well in the centre and pour in the cream. Give it a stir to combine until you have a rough, soft dough. It doesn’t need to be smooth, so be careful not to overwork it.

Using a tablespoon, add dollops of the cobbler on top of the plums, leaving some of the fruit poking through. Bake for 30–35 minutes until the cobbler is golden and the fruit juices are bubbling underneath.

Serve the cobbler warm with ice cream or cold cream.

MAKE AHEAD

Make up to 1 day ahead and reheat in the oven to serve.
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apple olive oil cake

This is a warming, lightly spiced apple cake that is exactly what you want on a cosy autumn afternoon or evening. Upside down cakes aren’t typically my thing, but this I’ll make an exception for. It reheats really well, so serve it warm when the topping is still sticky and moist, and pour over some cold cream. And it’s a perfect one to make plant-based – simply swap out the butter in the topping for something dairy-free.

Serves 8

75g (5 Tbsp) olive oil, plus extra for greasing

175g (6oz/1⅓ cups) plain (all-purpose) flour

140g (5oz/¾ cup minus 2 tsp) light brown sugar

2 tsp ground cinnamon

2 tsp baking powder

½ tsp fine sea salt

150ml (5fl oz/scant ⅔ cup) oat milk

1 tsp vanilla bean paste

2 tsp apple cider vinegar

For the topping

40g (1½oz/3 Tbsp) unsalted butter

70g (2½oz/generous ⅓ cup) light brown sugar

¼ tsp fine sea salt

2 eating apples (I use Braeburn or Cox)

Preheat the oven to 180°C (160°C fan/350°F/gas mark 4). Grease a 20-cm (8-in) round springform cake pan and line the base with baking paper.

For the topping, add the butter, sugar and salt to a small saucepan and heat gently until heated. Bring to the boil and let it simmer for a minute, then carefully pour into the prepared cake pan.

Core your apples and slice in half. Thinly slice each half into half-moons, cutting as evenly as possible and then, starting from the middle, arrange them in the cake pan on top of the caramel, letting them overlap a little. Set aside while you make the batter.

Add the flour, sugar, cinnamon, baking powder and salt to a bowl and mix to combine.

In a jug (pitcher), mix together the oil, oat milk, vanilla and apple cider vinegar.

Make a well in the centre of your dry ingredients and pour in the liquids. Give it a gentle mix until you have a smooth batter.

Pour this on top of the apples and smooth the top. Place the cake pan on a baking tray to catch any leakage and bake for 45–55 minutes, until the cake feels springy to the touch and a skewer inserted into the centre comes out clean.

Let the cake cool for 5 minutes before placing your serving plate on top. Flip the cake over and carefully remove the pan. Serve warm or at room temperature, with cream.

To transport this, keep it in the pan and reheat in the oven for 10 minutes until the bottom is hot, before flipping.

MAKE AHEAD

Best made on the day.
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rhubarb meringue cake

There are a few elements that make up this cake, but it’s so worth it. It’s all about the different textures here – soft, squidgy sponge, marshmallowy meringue with crisp edges, silky folds of cream and tender, hot pink rhubarb roasted just enough to keep its bite. If you can’t get hold of rhubarb, this cake still works with a range of fruit. Try it with the sumac strawberries, the white-wine poached peaches, or keep it super-simple with a mix of fresh berries.

Serves 12–16

For the rhubarb

300g (10½oz) rhubarb

3 Tbsp caster (superfine) sugar

grated zest of 1 lemon

2 Tbsp water

For the cake

125g (4½oz/½ cup plus 1 Tbsp) unsalted butter

150g (5½oz/¾ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

½ tsp vanilla bean paste

1 egg, plus 2 egg yolks

grated zest of 1 lemon

175g (6oz/1⅓ cups) plain (all-purpose) flour

1½ tsp baking powder

pinch of fine sea salt

100ml (3½fl oz/scant ½ cup) milk

For the meringue

120g (4¼oz) egg whites (from 3 large eggs)

170g (6oz/generous ¾ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

1 tsp cornflour (cornstarch)

To finish

400ml (14fl oz/1¾ cups) double (heavy) cream (or use three-quarters cream and a quarter custard)

1 tsp vanilla bean paste

Start by making the rhubarb. Preheat the oven to 210°C (190°C fan/410°F/gas mark 6).

Wash your rhubarb and trim off the ends. Chop into 5-cm (2-in) pieces and place in a roasting dish. Toss with the sugar, lemon zest and water. Cover loosely with foil and roast in the oven for 12–15 minutes until the rhubarb has softened a little but is still holding its shape. Baste the rhubarb in some of the juices and set aside to cool completely. (You can do this step a few days in advance and store the rhubarb in the fridge.)

Turn the oven down to 180°C (160°C fan/350°F/gas mark 4). Grease a 33- x 23-cm (13- x 9-in) Swiss roll (jelly roll) pan or baking tray at least 2cm (¾in) deep and line it with baking paper, leaving enough overhang to help you pull it out later.

Add the butter, sugar and vanilla to a bowl and cream together with an electric whisk or stand mixer until pale and creamy.

Add in the egg yolks one at a time, beating well after adding, and then beat in the whole egg, scraping down the sides of the bowl often. Add in half of the flour, the baking powder and salt, stirring to get a smooth batter. Mix in the milk followed by the rest of the flour.

Spoon the batter into the lined pan and smooth out the top. Bake for 20–25 minutes or until the cake is lightly browned and cooked through.

While the cake bakes, prepare the meringue. Add the egg whites to a clean, grease-free bowl and whip on medium speed until they look frothy and have soft peaks. Start adding in the sugar a tablespoon at a time, waiting about 20 seconds before adding more. Once all the sugar is in, tip in the cornflour and whisk briefly to combine.

Spoon the meringue onto the cake once it comes out of the oven, using a palette knife or the back of a spoon to create swoops and swirls. Place it back in the oven and turn the temperature up to 190°C (170°C fan/375°F/gas mark 5).

Bake for another 20–25 minutes or until the meringue has a firm outer crust and is starting to lightly brown. Remove from the oven and set aside to cool completely.

When you’re ready to serve, lightly whip the cream and vanilla in a bowl until you have soft peaks (stirring in the custard, if using). Spoon the cream on top of the meringue and top with the rhubarb and some of the syrup.

MAKE AHEAD

Make the rhubarb up to 3 days ahead and store in the fridge. The cake can be made a day before but I find it’s best on the day it was made.
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lemon & berry summer cake

This is a proper big, fat summer cake with all the best things. A soft, lemony sponge that’s super-easy to make (no mixer required), layered up with creamy mascarpone and lots of fresh berries. This is for the summer parties and the family BBQs where you want to go big.

Serves 12

For the sponge

200g (7oz/¾ cup plus 2 Tbsp) unsalted butter, melted, plus extra for greasing

360g (12¾oz/2¾ cups) plain (all-purpose) flour

360g (12¾oz/1¾ cups) caster (superfine) sugar

1 Tbsp plus 1 tsp baking powder

¼ tsp fine sea salt

5 eggs

200ml (7fl oz/scant 1 cup) milk

100g (3½oz/scant ½ cup) neutral oil (such as sunflower or vegetable)

grated zest of 2 lemons

1½ tsp vanilla bean paste

For the syrup

100ml (3½fl oz/scant ½ cup) lemon juice

120g (4¼oz/scant ⅔ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

For the compote

300g (10½oz) blackberries

200g (7oz) blueberries

150g (5½oz/¾ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

juice of ½ lemon

200g (7oz) raspberries, plus extra to serve

For the mascarpone filling

350g (12oz/generous 1½ cups) mascarpone

200g (7oz/scant 1½ cups) icing (confectioners’) sugar

270g (9½oz/1¼ cups) cream cheese

1 tsp vanilla bean paste

200ml (7fl oz/scant 1 cup) double (heavy) cream

Preheat the oven to 180°C (160°C fan/350°F/gas mark 4). Grease three 20-cm (8-in) round cake pans and line with baking paper.

Add the flour, sugar, baking powder and salt to a large bowl and mix to combine.

In a jug (pitcher), mix together the eggs, milk, oil, lemon zest and vanilla. Pour the wet ingredients into the dry and mix until you have a smooth batter. Stir in the melted butter.

Pour the batter into the prepared cake pans and bake for 20–25 minutes until nicely browned and a skewer inserted into the centre comes out clean.

While they bake, make the lemon syrup. Add the lemon juice and sugar to a small saucepan and bring to the boil. Let it simmer for 1–2 minutes and set aside to cool.

Prick holes across the surface of the cooked cakes and spoon the syrup evenly over each one. Let them cool completely and, if you’re making them in advance, wrap well in plastic wrap.


For the compote, add the blackberries and blueberries to a small pan with the sugar and lemon juice. Bring to a low boil and cook for 2–3 minutes until the berries are softened and syrupy. Stir through the raspberries and set aside to cool.

For the mascarpone filling, add the mascarpone and icing sugar to a bowl and use a whisk to beat until just smooth. Mix in the cream cheese and vanilla until you have no lumps, then use a spatula to gently fold in the cream. This filling is easy to overwhip so be careful!

To assemble, use a serrated knife to level the cakes if they are uneven. Place one cake on a cake stand or serving plate and spoon on just under a third of the mascarpone filling, spreading it out evenly with a palette knife. Top with some of the berry compote and place the next cake layer on top. Repeat the process with more mascarpone and berries and place the last cake layer topside down. Finish with the remaining mascarpone and some fresh raspberries.

MAKE AHEAD

Make the cake layers up to 2 days in advance and keep them well wrapped. Make the berries the day before and store in the fridge. The mascarpone filling should be made just before assembling.
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preserved lemon olive oil cookies

These soft, almost squidgy cookies are fragrant with lemon and come with a pleasant savouriness from the olive oil. If you’re bringing dessert for people who don’t have a massive sweet tooth, then these are a good option. They’re what I make if I know we’re having quite a heavy meal and we’ll need something a bit lighter. Although I have to point out they double up exceedingly well as ice-cream sandwiches.

Makes 12

150g (5½oz/¾ cup) caster (superfine) sugar

60g (2¼oz/5 Tbsp) light brown sugar

100ml (3½fl oz/scant ½ cup) extra virgin olive oil

½ tsp vanilla bean paste

1 egg, plus 1 egg yolk

2 Tbsp preserved lemon peel, finely chopped

275g (9¾oz/2 cups) plain (all-purpose) flour

½ tsp bicarbonate of soda (baking soda)

Add both sugars, the oil and vanilla to a bowl and mix to combine. Stir in the egg and egg yolk, followed by the preserved lemon peel.

Add the flour and bicarbonate of soda and stir until you have a thick dough. Cover and chill in the fridge for 2 hours or until firm.

Preheat the oven to 200°C (180°C fan/400°F/gas mark 6). Line 2 baking trays with baking paper.

Roll the dough into 12 balls and spread them out across the two trays. Bake for 15–20 minutes until the edges are set and the middle is still a little soft.

Let them cool completely before serving.

MAKE AHEAD

Make up to 2 days ahead and store in an airtight container.
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