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Meet Georgia

Believe it or not, I never dreamed of being a baker. I flitted between photography, art, fashion and animation before finally finding my feet in flour. I’m here to share with you my journey, my experience, but most importantly, my recipes, tips and tricks to arm you with the arsenal you need to create cakes that you thought only existed in Parisian patisseries.

From cook to book.

It wasn’t until I discovered Le Cordon Bleu in London that I had even considered this to be my career path. During my last years of school, I was studying Maths, Photography and Art. With a mathematical brain and an artistic flair, architecture was the obvious direction to take (at least according to my careers advisor). To follow in my father’s footsteps as an architect would also guarantee me a job and a ‘successful future’… Problem? I had no interest or passion in buildings. I made the decision to decline my place at Nottingham University and took a year out of education. A couple of art courses and a travelling trip later, I attended an Art Foundation Course and was overwhelmed with what the art world had to offer. Graphics, design, technical drawing, fashion, fine art, textiles – you name it. Spoilt for choice, I ended up specializing in animation. The idea of drawing cartoons all day and having a job at Disney was what I had thought to be the ultimate dream at the time, but unfortunately, the good ol’ days of pencil drawings and modelling plasticine have long gone. To be an animator in the millennial era entails endless hours of sitting at a computer desk working on complex digital animating programmes, which wasn’t exactly what I was expecting, nor did I feel a connection to it.

Throughout this time, I had discovered my underlying love for food. Naturally, baking made the most sense to me because of all the numbers, weighing, timing, and of course, licking the bowl clean. I was using any excuse to cook and experiment and was even incorporating food elements into my animations during my studies. While animating a sneezing macaron and a laughing lemon sounds like fun, it got to a point where I was in constant search for something new to try, until I came across Le Cordon Bleu. From the moment I entered those doors in Bloomsbury Square in central London, I knew this was the world I wanted to be in.

Six months training in classical French patisserie and working in a bakery in central London gave me such an insight into the culinary world – both the cooking and the business side. Leaving home at 5.30am and delirious from not seeing daylight during the winter hours made me question this profession; however, seeing customers eat and enjoy the food that I had prepared with my own hands made it all worthwhile. That feeling was so precious that I craved it more. Over time, my reputation as a baker grew amongst my family and friends and bespoke cake orders became more regular, so much so that I decided to leave my job and continue on my own as Georgia’s Cakes full-time.

I’ve always been a firm believer in ‘everything happens for a reason’, and though my path wasn’t a clear straight road, it brought me to the perfect destination. I have been running my cake business, Georgia’s Cakes, since the summer of 2015, I’ve held multiple cake decorating workshops in the UK and abroad, I’ve launched and maintained a YouTube channel with over 300,000 subscribers, I have grown an Instagram following of over 200,000, appeared on national television, and now own and run my own cake decorating studio, Baker Street TLV, with a fellow baker in Tel Aviv.

I thought it would only make sense and would be such a pleasure to share my knowledge, passion and, of course, my cake secrets with you. I hope you enjoy this book and, most importantly, learn a lot.
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THE ESSENTIALS

In order to make and decorate a beautiful cake, you have to be fully equipped and prepared before you start. Cake decorating requires specific equipment that you may not already own, certain ingredients that you may not be familiar with and, of course, the understanding of certain baking terms and how they differ from one another.

EQUIPMENT

INGREDIENTS

BAKING TERMS & TECHNIQUES








Equipment

Knowing your whisk from your palette knife.

Unsurprisingly, baking and cake decorating requires specific kitchen equipment. Some equipment is more generic, such as bowls and pans, whereas others may need to be specially purchased. Even though investing in certain equipment may sound intimidating, I can promise you that it will save you time, make the process easier and, therefore, more enjoyable overall. Plus, it could even save you money in the long run. Most cake decorators who end up running their own business all start with the most basic equipment, usually labelled for ‘beginners’, mostly made of plastic and not very durable. Something that I learned very quickly is that the better the quality of equipment, the better the results. So, if you’re serious about cake decorating, then get your checklist ready.

Kitchen equipment

BAKING TRAYS/OVEN TRAYS AND BAKING PAPER It’s helpful to have several baking trays/oven trays to hand. I prefer using baking/oven trays that fit the full size of the oven, as it’s more efficient using the space on the tray to the maximum capacity. Non-stick baking paper or parchment is ideal for lining baking/oven trays and cake tins to prevent the baked goods from sticking to the trays/tins.

BOWLS You will probably have these already, but various-sized bowls are helpful for all different purposes. Whether it’s weighing ingredients, splitting cake batters, melting chocolate, or even storing items, I would recommend having access to heatproof bowls as well as regular mixing bowls.

BREAD KNIFE You will see later in this book that I rely on a bread knife to cut and torte my cakes.

NON-STICK HEATPROOF SILICONE MATS Not essential, but using a silicone mat helps to make some beautiful cake decorations as well as saving on baking paper for making some recipes (such as meringue kisses and meringue lollipops – see here). It’s important to make sure any silicone mats you use are heatproof and oven-safe, too!

PANS Many of my recipes require a saucepan, especially one that a stand mixer bowl can fit over/inside.

PARING KNIFE A smaller sharp knife comes in handy when making decorations and sharpening buttercream corners.

SCISSORS A good pair of scissors is a must! Use a pair of clean scissors that can cut through paper and plastic easily, and keep them separate from any office stationery so there’s no cross-contamination.

SIEVE A regular sieve to sift flour, icing sugar or cocoa powder to remove any unwanted lumps.

WHISK I use a hand whisk to mix ingredients, and the whisk attachment on a stand mixer for incorporating air.

WIRE (COOLING) RACK A separate wire (cooling) rack is really useful for placing hot baked items on to allow good air circulation as they cool and also to avoid damaging the work surface underneath.
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Cake decorating equipment

CAKE TINS To produce a beautiful-looking cake, it all starts with the sponge. Having the best possible cake tins will make all the difference: tall with straight sides and sharp, right-angled corners. Any sort of springform or loose-based tin won’t achieve the same results.

DIGITAL SCALES Baking isn’t like cooking. It’s a science and therefore we need to be precise in what we do; hence, we weigh everything. All my recipes are weighed in grams, which is a universal measurement and guarantees consistent results every time (for this book, we also include equivalent UK imperial and US cup measurements alongside the metric measures). Digital scales are a must-have in the kitchen!

FLORIST TAPE When using flowers to decorate a cake, they must be prepared correctly using florist tape (this is explained later in the book). This tape is available from any florist shop or online – I prefer using dark green tape to blend into the flowers as much as possible.

FOOD/SUGAR THERMOMETER My buttercream recipe requires heating up egg whites and sugar to a specific temperature in order to make it safe to eat. A food/sugar thermometer is the only way to know if it has reached this temperature, and therefore is another essential.

HEATPROOF RUBBER SPATULA A rubber spatula allows you to clean each bowl of batter so there is zero waste. A heatproof spatula also gives the possibility of cooking ingredients at higher temperatures without it melting!

OVEN THERMOMETER If you’re a serious baker, then I would advise using an oven thermometer. It’s a small metal dial that sits inside your oven and reads the exact temperature inside. The reason why this piece of equipment is so important is that every oven is different, which can seriously affect your bakes without you even realizing. I once worked out of an oven which was actually around 15–20 degrees hotter than what I had programmed it to, so I had to set it at 150°C/130°C fan/gas 2 in order to get an accurate reading of 170°C/150°C fan/gas 3½.

PAINTBRUSHES You can probably get by without them, but food-safe paintbrushes can be used to add small delicate details to cakes and other treats. Note: ‘food-safe’ paintbrushes are made in a way that ensures bristles do not fall out onto food, unlike regular paintbrushes that are likely to do so.

PALETTE KNIFE A step-palette knife is a must. This is where the handle is higher than the blade of the knife and therefore doesn’t get in the way when you’re working with it. Personally, I prefer smaller palette knives as you have more control over them, however, it’s down to personal preference as many sizes are available.

PIPING NOZZLES/TIPS I believe there is no limit to the amount of piping nozzles/tips one can own. I would always recommend having a few different-sized star nozzles/tips as well as plain round ones, too. More intricate piping nozzles/tips are used for specific cake designs and are usually much harder to use, but they are also fun to experiment with.

SIDE SCRAPER A tall metal scraper with sharp corners makes all the difference to your cake. Plastic scrapers don’t provide the same clean finish that a metal one does and isn’t as durable either.

STAND MIXER I admit, a stand mixer is quite an investment, but also a life-saver! There are certain recipes that can only be achieved by using a stand mixer and it will save you so much time in the long run.

TURNTABLE Your new best friend! In order to work at the cake from all angles, you need a turntable. The better quality the turntable, the smoother it will glide, which therefore results in higher quality cakes.

Disposables

CAKE BOARDS/CAKE DRUMS These boards are what we build and assemble our cakes on. Once cakes are filled and stacked they can get heavy, so make sure the cake boards are strong enough to hold the weight of a cake. Either double-thick cake boards or cake drums are best!

CAKE BOXES Transporting a cake is something I cover later in the book. The best way is to place the cake inside a cake box. There are many types of boxes available, some reusable for your own usage and also disposable if you’re giving the cake away.

DOWELS These are wooden or plastic sticks that are used when stacking a tiered cake, which you will learn how to use later in the book.

PIPING BAGS I use a variety of small and large piping bags depending on what I’m making. I find reusable piping bags are hard to clean properly, so I would recommend using disposable piping bags.

STRAWS Regular drinking straws come into play when applying flowers to cake, but also when stacking cakes on top of each other as explained later on in the book. Plastic straws are the strongest and easiest option to use, but bamboo straws and wooden skewers (easily cut to height using scissors or a small, sharp knife) for stacking cakes are great alternatives. Paper straws tend to get soft over time but can be used to apply fresh flowers to a cake.

[image: images]








Ingredients

We live in a world where we’re spoiled for choice with ingredients. There are new variations of spreadable butters, vegan spreads, gluten-free flours and longer-lasting creams. What we tend to forget is that baking is a science and, while we can experiment, it can’t be messed with. Alternative ingredients can answer people’s prayers; however, baking with them may not work out for the best. Understanding ingredients and their purposes will make you realize why certain methods are carried out and how alterations can affect the end result. Luckily, my recipes don’t require too many ingredients, so as long as you have an understanding of the basics, you’ll be able to bake stress-free!

Butter

When I say butter, I mean butter. Not oil, spreadable versions, or margarine. Just 100% butter. I personally get a little put off seeing how many hidden ingredients can sneak their way into a cake without you even realizing. Butter is a necessity to a cake’s flavour, therefore avoid any additional ingredients that may affect it. The better tasting the butter, the better tasting the cake!

EXAMPLE MARGARINE INGREDIENTS

Vegetable oils 65% (containing 52% canola and sunflower oil), water, salt, emulsifiers (soy lecithin, 471), preservative 202, food acid (lactic), milk solids, maltodextrin, natural colour (beta-carotene), vitamins A and D, flavour

UNSALTED BUTTER INGREDIENTS

Cow’s milk

Do you see what I mean? I can’t even pronounce half of those ingredients in margarine! While some people swear by salted butter, I would advise using unsalted butter so you can control the amount of salt yourself. The temperature and consistency of butter also plays an important part, depending on what you’re making. Some recipes specifically require cold butter, in which case it’s used straight from the refrigerator, however, for buttercream, soft butter is crucial in order to achieve that perfectly creamy texture. Most of my recipes require room temperature butter. Room temperature in the UK can be very different to room temperature elsewhere in a hotter or colder climate. Get to know your environment and how to achieve the perfect butter consistency for your purposes.

Flour

The invention of self-raising flour has saved you the job of weighing out your own raising agent, so it would be a crime not to take advantage of this! If you’re feeling old school, or have no access to self-raising flour, replacing 5% of the flour with baking powder creates the same results. For example, 100g self-raising flour = 95g of plain flour + 5g of baking powder.

Another time-saving trick is to eradicate the sifting of flour. Rumour has it that back in the day when bakeries had large sacks of flour on the floor, mice and rats would tend to burrow their way in and do all sorts of nasty business there. The bakers would then have to sift the flour to make sure they removed any foreign objects before using it in recipes. Thankfully, the hygiene laws have improved for the better, so we no longer need to worry about finding a surprise in our flour. Therefore, there is no need to sift. It doesn’t actually affect the fluffiness of the cake as that is a result of the raising agent, not the sifting.

Eggs

Eggs are one of the most versatile and intriguing ingredients available. There are countless ways to cook with eggs – poached or scrambled for breakfast, incorporated into savoury or sweet tart recipes, separated into the white and yolk to make meringues and pastry cream – the list is endless. Eggs play an important role in baking (and all cooking for that matter). They have a high protein content that helps bind ingredients and adds structure, so they are a necessity to most baked products.

If you’re questioning why I’m weighing eggs rather than counting them, the answer is simple. You weigh every ingredient that goes into a recipe, so why wouldn’t you weigh the eggs as well? If a recipe requires 6 eggs and each egg is overweight by 10g/¼oz, you could end up using a whole extra egg without realizing. This is crucial, especially if you’re baking regularly and in large quantities and need consistent results.

Generally speaking, most recipes refer to large eggs unless stated otherwise. Another tip is to always weigh your eggs in a separate bowl before adding them to a batter or mixture to avoid any shell or bad eggs getting added to the mix. I also prefer using free-range fresh eggs and egg whites rather than cartoned ones (cartoned eggs/egg whites are chilled ‘fresh’ liquid eggs/egg whites that you can buy in cartons). Always keeping it fresh!

Please note that the weight of eggs given in all recipes is the weight without their shells.


Egg chart

Here’s an eggs-tremely helpful lesson for you:

(Note: the weights shown below are for eggs without their shells)
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The best way to separate an egg

[image: Step-by-step images of how to break an egg]

1Lightly tap the egg on the work surface or the bowl to crack the shell.

2Hold the egg over a bowl and open up the egg into two parts, holding it upright, rather than sideways.

[image: Step-by-step images of how to break an egg]

3Allow the egg white to fall into the bowl underneath and catch the yolk in one half of the shell.

[image: Step-by-step images of how to break an egg]

4Pass the egg yolk to the other half of the shell, allowing more white to fall into the bowl.

5Continue passing the yolk from one shell to the other until all the egg white has fallen into the bowl.

[image: Step-by-step images of how to break an egg]

6Place the egg yolk into a separate bowl.


Top Tip

If a piece of shell has fallen into the white, use one of the larger egg shell halves to take it out – the pieces of shell attract one another!




Sugar

Cakes (especially occasion cakes) are meant to be enjoyed in small quantities on special occasions and, therefore, sugar doesn’t scare me. Cakes need sugar, otherwise, well, they’re not cakes in my opinion! Not only does sugar give the cake the delicious sweetness that we all love, but it actually plays a part in the texture and moisture content of a sponge cake, too. I like to have access to all different kinds of sugars in my kitchen. Caster, granulated, icing, soft light/dark brown, demerara – they all have different purposes, different tastes and are used in different ways. Once again, baking is a science and altering the amount of sugar in a recipe can affect the end result.

Once you get over the fact that a large amount of sugar is usually used in baking, it’s a fascinating ingredient. When mixed with a little water and heated in a pan, it can be used for making various different types of desserts. The subject of sugar would probably cover a book’s worth of writing, but to introduce you to the exciting world of this sweet substance, I’ve written a guide below outlining the process of heating sugar.




As sugar heats up, the concentration of sugar increases and can be used in many different ways, depending on the stage it’s heated up to. We’re all familiar with caramel, the dark, rich sugary substance that gets stuck in your teeth. This is the furthest that sugar can get before burning, which means there are several more stages before it reaches caramel.

Firstly, sugar is very temperamental. It doesn’t like being messed with, so when heating it up, as tempting as it is to mix it and fiddle with the thermometer, don’t touch it. Otherwise, it can crystallize, which means the sugar seizes up and gets too hard and frosted to work with. Make sure you use a clean, heavy-based saucepan (which is not non-stick), as well as a clean sugar thermometer and a pastry brush with some extra water to wash down any stray sugar crystals from the sides of the saucepan when heating the sugar. Essentially, it doesn’t matter how much water you add initially because water will start evaporating at 100°C/212°F. If you’ve put too much water in the saucepan, it will just take longer for the temperature to reach above 100°C/212°F. I usually add just enough water to cover the sugar in the saucepan.





Temperatures of sugar

When sugar reaches 107–110°C/225–230°F, it’s referred to as the ‘thread’ stage. At this temperature, the sugar is more of a thick syrup. It’s the same temperature used to make jam, which you will learn later on in the book.

At 116–120°C/241–248°F, the sugar reaches the ‘soft ball’ stage. This is the most commonly used stage throughout baking and we will use it in some of the recipes in this book.

Between 122–126°C/252–259°F, the sugar reaches the ‘hard ball’ stage. This is where the sugar concentration is quite high and can be used to make sweets such as gummies and nougat.

135°C/275°F is the ‘crack’ stage. This is the hardest stage of the sugar just before it turns to caramel. This sugar sets completely hard and can be used to make spun sugar, sugar sculptures, lollipops and pulled sugar (which is a much more technical process).

At 160°C/320°F, the sugar becomes darker in colour and turns to caramel. This is where all the water has completely evaporated and the sugar has become its most rich and concentrated state. At this temperature, the sugar is so hot that it will continue to cook itself, which is why you have to stop the heating process quickly by ‘shocking’ the pan by placing the bottom of the pan in a bowl of iced water. This caramel is used to top off desserts, coat in nuts and make brittle from. We will later be learning how to make a delicious caramel sauce to flavour cakes, which is a different process and recipe altogether.





Vanilla

Vanilla is a beautiful flavour and it’s so versatile, but it can be pricey. My advice is to either purchase vanilla pods online in bulk or use a good-quality vanilla paste. An easy way of telling whether a paste is good quality is by looking to see if it contains tiny black dots of vanilla, then you know it’s the real deal. Vanilla powder or good-quality vanilla extract are both good alternatives to vanilla paste. Stay away from vanilla ‘essence’ or ‘flavouring’ as they don’t produce the same results and quite simply aren’t as tasty. Remember, taste is key.

I tend to use vanilla powder or vanilla paste for my Ultimate Sponge Cake recipe, then I prefer to use vanilla paste in my buttercream recipes, otherwise the vanilla powder will affect the texture of the buttercream.

To use a fresh vanilla pod, it needs to be cut open lengthways to reveal the abundance of flavourful seeds in the middle. Often, the skins go to waste, however, it’s the skins that have the most flavour! So, I have a few tricks to reuse the skins and make the most of the vanilla pod:


Vanilla Sugar

Clean and sterilize an airtight container such as a clip-top jar.

Empty a bag of caster sugar into the jar along with a used (split) vanilla pod.

Seal the jar shut and keep it somewhere cool and dry.

Over time the vanilla will flavour the sugar to use in baking or even your cup of tea!

Vanilla Powder

Preheat the oven to 100°C/80°C fan/just below gas ¼.

Take a few used (split) vanilla pods and lay them on a baking tray.

Dry them in the oven for about 30 minutes.

Take them out and leave to cool completely.

Using a blender (like a smoothie blender), grind up the baked pods until a fine powder is formed.

Tip into an airtight container and store in a cool, dry place.

Add a sprinkling to cake batters for a fragrant vanilla flavour (see my Ultimate Sponge Cake recipe).

Vanilla Syrup

Later in the book you will learn how to make your own sugar syrup to soak your cakes in. Instead of using paste and extract, add



Chocolate
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