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Liam Charles was the youngest contestant on 2017’s Great British Bake Off at 19 years old. He was the breakout star, winning over the public with his deliciously sweet baking creations and charisma. Liam Charles, from Hackney, London, is a student currently studying Drama at Goldsmiths, University of London. He is the co-presenter on the new series of Bake Off The Professionals on Channel 4. Cheeky Treats is his debut cookbook.
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Introduction

’Ello ’ello ’ello, Liam here. How’s it going? Seriously, I want you to reply – this book has been designed to be a conversation! Throughout the book I’ll be guiding you through the recipes, telling you stories and, of course, cracking jokes. But, before all of that, let me take you back to 2013 …

I’ll admit I’ve always had an incredibly sweet tooth. Anything remotely sweet, sign me up – chocolate cake, sweet potatoes or even chewing gum (it has to be bubble mint flavour, though). And, for as long as I can remember, food programmes have been my life. Mum would get so annoyed with me – the TV planner was infested with them. Indulging in so many food programmes eventually led me to put my obsession into practice and I made my first ever cupcakes with a family friend – they were dense, flat and green. They had a good flavour, though. It was lemon – zingy, innit?

Even though they weren’t the best cupcakes in the world (cough, cough), it took just that one bake to show me that I could express myself creatively, whether through flavour combinations or concepts. And I was hooked.

One thing I’ll say, as soon as I’m interested in something, I want to know every nook and cranny of it. So I began to teach myself the basics of baking. Yes, there were tonnes of mistakes but getting it wrong is all part of the process – then when you get it right, the feeling is insane. There are no rules – you have to learn a lot of techniques and discover different ingredients but the best part is when you develop your own style. Coming from Caribbean descent, I try to turn traditional Caribbean meals into modern bakes. Not too difficult … Gulp.

Saying all that, I’ve definitely been influenced by a lot of people – they are people close to my heart who are widely recognised in their craft. Big love to Heston Blumenthal, Dominque Ansel and Christina Tosi – and I could go on and on and on … All those chefs have a distinctive style, use amazing flavour combinations and have super cool concepts. Closer to home, though, my nan, Cynthia, is the cook of all cooks. I mean it. Her flavours are just … ahh!

Two other people who have had a huge impact on me, even if they haven’t exactly influenced my work physically, are Benoit Blin and Cherish Finden. With them it stems deeper than influence – spending time with them earlier this year has helped me appreciate cooking and baking so much more than I did before. The way they talk about food is truly inspirational. Look at me getting all emotional!

HOW I WRITE MY RECIPES

Let us delve into the mind of Liam to see how I come up with my recipe ideas … Firstly, I draw inspiration from my surroundings – you’ll care most about what you’re baking if you do that. Next, depending on the inspiration, I decide whether it’s going to be sweet or savoury, a pie, a cake, a tart, etc. Then I ask myself what I’m currently eating and enjoying, or what is interesting me. Finally, to enhance the flavour, I’ll think about and look for complimentary ingredients. So, now we have the form, the flavours and finally the finesse – the overall concept of the bake. Attach a meaning to anything in life and it will take your work to another level. FACT.

I always draw my bakes first with annotations. This is just to ensure it’s clear in my head visually. I often draw each component separately, too, a bit like an exploded jigsaw puzzle – to see what fits, what doesn’t, or what’s missing.

I’d been inventing, sketching and baking for three years before applying for Bake Off. I thought that it was the best thing an amateur baker could achieve. I must admit, I can be my own worst enemy and there are times when I overthink things and doubt myself, but going on Bake Off helped me tackle that. It showed me that once you put your mind to something, no matter how long it takes, you’ll get there (I know, I know, you’ve probably heard it a million times). Most importantly, though, I felt there had been a certain stigma related to baking, that it was only for mums and young kids. Well, not anymore.
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HOW DOES THE BOOK WORK?

The book is broken down into five sections: Sweet, Savoury, Nostalgia, Simple and just outright Celebrate. The recipes are a mixture of all the different things that got me ticking from the get go. RECIPES FOR ALL, WOOP!

The number one rule of the book is that you have to follow each recipe exactly or else this book will self-destruct in 3 … 2 … 1 …

Nah, I’m being silly. When it comes to the actual foundations of the bakes (for example, the sponge, biscuits or pastry itself), definitely follow the proportions as listed but, in terms of the flavour of the fillings and the design of the bake, feel free to express yourself! There are times when I’ve suggested how to decorate something or I’ve told you what flavour to make your filling but, you know, swap the orange for that lime, add a textured surface to the cake or even come up with a new filling for the pies. Let me know how you get on.

When I bake it always seems to be for a crowd, but it’s perfectly possible to halve the quantities in lots of the recipes and, for example, make a two-layer cake not a four-layer one or have half the number of biscuits. Not sure why you’d want to of course but that’s just me …


The Cheekiest of Top Tips

1. Always read the recipe

Always read the recipe a couple of times before you start, bud. You might need to prepare a few components beforehand. Sounds silly but there are times, even now, I’ll skim a recipe once, then halfway through making it … Oh, sugar! No pun intended.

2. Get out your kit and ingredients

Make sure you have everything out that you need, ready to use. The last thing you want is to have to go through drawers and all sorts in the middle of a bake. You don’t have to do this (I’m a little bit weird) but I buy my ingredients a couple of days before I’m going to bake. You wanna be super organised when you bake, it’ll show through in your final result.

3. Get friends, family and neighbours involved

Whether it’s tasting or helping you out in the kitchen, you will become a better baker with their help.

4. Write × draw × share ideas

At least once a month, spend the whole day going to supermarkets, markets, pop-ups and bakeries. Get inspired.

5. Ultimate tip

Wash up as you go along × have fun!



WHAT YOU NEED TO START

When I first started baking, I had a couple of different-sized bowls, old-school scales, cake tins, spoons and a free-standing mixer (because luckily my mum used to bake back in the day). As I began to get better, I bought myself more decorating kit – a cake turntable, a cake leveller, baking and tart tins in various sizes, electric scales, loads of piping nozzles, food thermometers and a food-processor – you name it!

Now, promise me one thing: don’t get lost in the caramel sauce. What I mean by that is, baking can be extremely exciting but you should only buy what you need or what you are definitely going to use. It reduces clutter and saves money. Trust me, I’m living, breathing proof.

My mum’s kitchen (cough, it’s actually mine) has every single baking bell and whistle. I even have a cake mixer that’s a part-time oven. Nah, I’m only joking. I have a few cool things, though, but they’ve come with time, practice and seeing other great bakes that I want to try. Everything in good time. So, if you see yourself making loads of pastry, a food-processor might be a good idea. Don’t get me wrong, making it by hand is great but they can be pretty handy, especially if you’re short of time.


My Ideal Kit List

☆ a selection of baking tins – including 8cm moulds, 20cm cake tins, a 20–22cm fluted tart tin, a 23cm springform tin, 25cm cake tins, a 25cm springform tin, also 10cm tart tins, a 20 × 30cm high-lipped baking tray, a 21 × 30cm traybake tin, a 28 × 33cm tin and 2-litre pie dish

☆ a selection of cutters – including 5cm, 6cm, 7cm, 8cm, 10cm circle cutters, 5cm, 8cm and 10cm square cutters and ideally a crinkle-edged 5cm square cutter

☆ a free-standing mixer, hand-held mixer and a food-processor

☆ a whisk, rubber spatula, palette knife, long fish slice, wooden spoons and measuring spoons

☆ a selection of heatproof mixing bowls

☆ a turntable and cake leveller

☆ piping bags with a selection of nozzles (I use disposable bags)

☆ non-stick baking paper, silicone paper, clingfilm and kitchen paper



If you need any help with your baking just shout me on any of my socials – Instagram, Twitter – and I’ll be there to help. Enjoy.

Big love,
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Banana Chocolate Swiss

This was the first cake I made with Swiss meringue buttercream. Even though it’s more work, it is so worth the hassle, trust me. It’s so much creamier, silkier … ahh, I could go on for ever.

Serves 16–24

Banana Sponge

840g self-raising flour

½ tsp baking powder

1½ tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp ground nutmeg

750g unsalted butter, softened

600g caster sugar

150g light brown sugar

12 large eggs

3 large bananas, mashed

180ml whole milk

1 tsp vanilla extract

Almond Swiss Buttercream

9 large egg whites

675g caster sugar

900g unsalted butter, softened and cubed

½ tsp almond extract

Chocolate Mousse

150g dark chocolate (70% cocoa solids), broken into chunks

½ tsp fine sea salt

50g caster sugar

4 large eggs, separated

150ml double cream

2 tbsp cocoa powder, sifted

Décor

100g dark chocolate (70% cocoa solids), broken into chunks

100g almond flakes, toasted

a handful of banana chips

You will need 4 × 25cm cake tins

Preheat oven to 180°C/Fan 160°C/Gas 4. Grease and line the bases of the cake tins.

“Okay so, first you want to set out all your ingredients. Trust me, it will make your life so much easier.”

Crack on with the sponge

Sift your flour, baking powder, ground cinnamon and nutmeg into a large bowl.

Cream your butter and both sugars together in a large bowl with a free-standing or hand-held mixer until light and fluffy.

Crack the eggs in one at a time, mixing after each addition. If the mixture begins to curdle, just pop in a couple of tablespoons of flour to bring it back together.

Turn the speed down very low and add your dry ingredients.

Finally, stir in your mashed bananas, then loosen the cake mixture with your milk and vanilla extract.

Bake it

Divide your mixture evenly between the cake tins (see here) and bake for 25–30 minutes, or until a skewer inserted into the middle comes out clean.

Remove from the oven and allow to cool for 10–15 minutes in the tins before turning out onto a wire rack.

Swissing

Prepare a bain-marie (see here) – this is just a saucepan with a few centimetres of simmering water with another bowl placed over the top. You can use your free-standing mixer bowl for this but make sure the water is not touching the bottom of the bowl.

Add your egg whites to the bowl then pour in your sugar. Place the bowl on the saucepan and place the saucepan over a low heat. Get your whisk and begin to stir everything together until the sugar has fully dissolved. The best way to check this is to rub a bit of the mixture between your fingers – if you can’t feel any sugar, it’s ready.

Remove the bowl from the heat and, using your whisk attachment in your free-standing mixer or a hand-held whisk on a medium to high speed, whisk for about 10 minutes, or until cool. You are aiming for super fluffy clouds of meringue.

Now it’s time for decadence, add the butter chunks piece by piece and continue to whisk on a medium speed – take your time with this stage. Show your buttercream some love – the more patient you are adding the butter, the nicer your buttercream will be.

Before you know it, it’ll be pretty much done. One more ingredient though – the almond extract. Pop that in and give it one more whisk for luck.

For your chocolate mousse

Measure your chocolate into a clean bowl and use your bain-marie to melt it, stirring occasionally. Add in your salt.

Meanwhile, measure the sugar into another bowl with the egg yolks and beat until smooth and silky.

Using a free-standing or hand-held mixer, whisk your egg whites in a large clean bowl until soft peaks are formed.

Finally, whisk the double cream in another bowl until it’s at a “just-whipped” stage.

“You are aiming for soft peaks, so you should be able to hold the bowl upside-down over your head – ooooo risky!”

Add your cocoa powder to the egg yolks, then mix in the cream. Fold in the melted chocolate and finally tip in your whipped egg whites. Using a figure of eight motion, gently fold the egg whites into the chocolate mixture.

Stack ’em

Use a cake leveller or sharp knife to trim the top off all the cakes so they are level.

Spread a small amount of buttercream on a board that is slightly bigger than your sponges and place your first layer of sponge on top. Place that board on a turntable, if you have one.

Fill two piping bags: one with half the Swiss buttercream and the other with the chocolate mousse. Cut the tip off both piping bags. While rotating the turntable, begin to pipe a buttercream border on the first layer of cake, leaving an 10cm circle in the middle. Fill that circle with a third of the mousse filling, then place a layer of banana sponge on top. Repeat until all the sponges are stacked, making sure the final sponge is placed upside-down on top.

Crumb coating

Using a palette knife, cake scraper and a turntable, coat the sides and top of the cake with a thin layer of buttercream until it’s covered. If you don’t have a turntable, you can place your cake on a sturdy large board.

Place your cake in the fridge for at least an hour to set. Don’t worry, it doesn’t have to look spanking neat.

DÉCOR

Meanwhile, melt the chocolate using the bain-marie, stirring occasionally. Remove from the heat and leave to cool.

Place the other half of the Swiss buttercream in a piping bag with a round-tipped nozzle.

Take the cake out of the fridge and apply another layer of Swiss buttercream around and on top of the cake, using a palette knife to smooth the sides.

With the leftover buttercream, pipe around the edges of the cake.

Give the cake a good sprinkle of almond flakes and banana chips. Finally, take spoonfuls of the melted chocolate and squiggle lines all over the cake.

DONE DONE DONE! SLICE UP and serve it with a cuppa. ENJOY BANANA SWISS!!
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Chai Latte Swirls

Let’s face it, I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like these. Go to any gran’s house and you’ll find, right at the back of the cupboard, the classic Mr Kipling’s pack of six Viennese whirls. Okay, maybe not with a chai latte buttercream and chocolate hazelnut filling, but you get my point.

makes 20–25

Biscuit Dough

375g unsalted butter, softened

75g icing sugar

375g plain flour

75g cornflour

½ tsp ground cinnamon

1 tsp vanilla extract

Filling

125ml whole milk

3 tsp chai latte powder

150g unsalted butter, softened

300g icing sugar

½ tsp vanilla extract

100g chocolate hazelnut spread

Décor

icing sugar, to finish

Preheat oven to 190°C/Fan 170°C/Gas 5. Line 2 baking trays with baking paper.

Do the dough

Measure all the biscuit dough ingredients into a food-processor and pulse until combined and smooth. You may need to scrape down the sides of the bowl with a rubber spatula from time to time.

Spoon the dough into a piping bag fitted with a large star-tipped nozzle and pipe 6cm rosettes of the dough onto the prepared baking trays. You should be able to fit 20 to 25 biscuits.


“Here’s a trick – get a 6cm cutter and draw around it on to the baking paper to make 25 circles. When you place the paper on your baking tray, flip it over and use it as a guide when you are piping.”



Time to bake

Bake the biscuits for 15–17 minutes, or until pale golden brown.

Remove from the oven and leave on the baking tray for 5 minutes to firm up, then pop the biscuits onto a wire rack to finish cooling. Repeat with the leftover dough until you have 45 to 50 biscuits.

for the filling

Pour your milk into a pan. Add the chai latte powder and place over a medium heat. Stir and bring just to the boil.

Remove from the heat and cool.

Measure the butter into a large bowl and, using a hand-held or free-standing mixer, beat until light and fluffy.

Sift your icing sugar into a separate bowl, then add to the butter in 3 stages, beating after each addition. Scrape down the sides of the bowl from time to time.

Add 1–2 tablespoons of the chai latte milk, along with the vanilla, to loosen the buttercream.

Spoon into a piping bag with a large star-tipped nozzle.

Measure the chocolate hazelnut spread into a heatproof bowl and melt in the microwave for 30 seconds or over a bain-marie (see here), to loosen. Pour this into another piping bag and snip the end.

Sandwich them up

Flip half the biscuits onto their backs and pipe buttercream rings around the edge of each biscuit, leaving a small circle in the middle. Now fill the middle with a chocolate hazelnut spread surprise!

Use your remaining biscuits to sandwich them up.

Finally, give each biscuit a light dusting of icing sugar.
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Chocolate × Orange Polenta Cake

Two layers of orangey polenta cake with a coffee buttercream and a whipped dark chocolate filling. Oh, did I mention that it’s gluten free, too?

Serves 8–12

Orange Polenta Cake

250g unsalted butter, softened

250g caster sugar

4 large eggs

250g ground almonds

150g polenta

2 tsp gluten-free baking powder

zest of 3 oranges

2 tbsp orange juice

Coffee Buttercream

300g unsalted butter, softened

650g icing sugar

4 tbsp cold instant coffee

½ tsp vanilla extract

Ganache Filling

400ml double cream

300g dark chocolate (70% cocoa solids), broken into chunks

zest of 1 orange

Décor

50g candied orange peel, finely sliced

cocoa powder, to dust

You will need 2 × 20cm cake tins

Preheat oven to 160°C/Fan 140°C/Gas 3. Grease and line the cake tins with baking paper.

get the cake in

Cream the butter and sugar together in a large bowl with a free-standing or hand-held mixer until light and fluffy.

Crack the eggs in one at a time, mixing after each addition. Add the almonds, polenta, baking powder, orange zest and juice and mix.

Bake it

Divide your mixture evenly between the cake tins and bake for 25–30 minutes, or until a skewer inserted into the middle comes out clean.

Remove from the oven and allow to cool for 10–15 minutes in the tins before turning out onto a wire rack.

buttercream time

Measure your butter into a large bowl and beat with your free-standing or hand-held mixer until light and pale.

Sift your icing sugar into a separate bowl, then
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