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It cannot be denied that an improved system of practical domestic cookery, and a better knowledge of its first principles, are still much needed in this country; where, from ignorance, or from mismanagement in their preparation, the daily waste of excellent provisions almost exceeds belief.

Eliza Acton, from Modern Cookery, 1860
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Foreword

Nancy first leapt out of the TV and into my heart when I saw her slay the competition on The Great British Bake Off.

Long before I was on Queer Eye, I was cheering on Nancy as she breezily knew when to employ the use of a microwave to her Bake-Off Championship. And so, when I later became friends with her through Instagram, I was ecstatic.

Since then, Nancy has been one of my most gratifying Instagram friendships. From baking, to gardening, to organization, resourcefulness and just her incredible energy, I look forward to seeing what Nancy is up to every day. She creates art out of everything in her life and takes so much joy in the process.

I know that all of us who read this book will become smarter and cleverer when it comes to caring for ourselves, our families and our homes.

Keep slaying, Nancy!

– Jonathan Van Ness 

TV personality, grooming consultant, writer, comedian and host of Getting Curious podcast 





A Letter from Nancy

I wonder why I wasn’t given the name Prudence.

[image: Start of image description, A drawing of Nancy Birtwhistle., end of image description]

Cooking and home-making – making my own, growing my own, making do, mending and generally using every last scrap from the fridge and cupboards – became part of my life at an early age. My grandmother was a huge influence – she had lived through two world wars and during those times people learnt resilience, prudence, self-sufficiency and pride. She taught me how to sew, knit, cook, bake and, as she described it, ‘keep house’. My grandad taught me how to grow food, when to sow, how to identify and solve problems, when to harvest and how to preserve everything to make sure there were enough provisions to carry us through the winter. As a working mother on a tight budget, I’ve always been resourceful and felt a responsibility to avoid unnecessary waste and have always baked and cooked to feed the family.

I love food and everything it involves, from growing, cooking and baking, to eating! When I retired, baking became an obsession. Reading recipes, practising, failing, then succeeding became the norm. Before long, I was baking most days (and was glued to The Great British Bake Off!). When my first application to appear as a contestant on the show failed at the second audition, I was devastated but not undeterred. I applied again a year later, for Series 5, and the rest is history. Winning Bake Off changed my life.

I am often asked, ‘Where did you learn this?’ or, ‘How do you know that?’ Now I’m older, I want to share my wealth of experience and knowledge. In 2017, I decided to embrace social media. It took a little time to find my way around but when I announced I would share a hint, tip, ‘how to’ video or free recipe every day for a whole year I started to gather a ‘following’, and I have been sharing problems and solutions, recipes and tips ever since. The response has been tremendous and here I am, many years on, still visiting thousands of followers’ screens every morning. Within these pages you’ll find the best of my daily posts, along with QR codes that link to the videos which have become an integral part of my work. To use the QR codes in this book, simply open the camera on your phone, hold it over the code (as though you are taking a photo) and click on the link that appears, which will take you to my website.

Those friends who have been following me on social media will know what this book is about because you have been asking for it. I previously published this book myself and I’m now so excited to bring you the green edition, featuring the same classic recipes and tips from my original edition but in the style of my other books! 

I am always thinking about the next meal. Am I cooking from scratch today? Will it be something out of the freezer that I made in bulk earlier? Or will it be a quick omelette or snack? Whatever it is, I always know what will be on the menu. My hope is that this book will help you in so many ways, with everyday meals and baking. I am going to teach you how to make the best pastry and avoid those pitfalls that often lead to soggy bottoms and tough crusts. A sinking cake and split buttercream will be a thing of the past. Breads and biscuits feature too, with tips to ensure success every time. And you will find life-changing tips to make your baking and cooking experiences easier and simpler: these nuggets of knowledge have proved to be super popular among my followers and I have woven them throughout the book.

I have also included a whole ‘free from’ chapter containing gluten free, fat free, low sugar, dairy free, vegetarian and vegan options for readers whose food allergies or dietary needs can make cooking and baking a little more challenging.

Last, but no means least, is my life changer in the kitchen! How many times have you picked up a recipe only to find you don’t have the right size tin? The recipe says 23cm (9 inch) but you have 20cm (8 inch) and 25cm (10 inch) – does it matter? Yes, it does. Don’t stress though, because I have included a table which will calculate for you how you need to adjust your ingredients to achieve the perfect bake in the tin that you own.

I thank each and every one of you for inspiring me to write this book and for keeping me energized and happy! 

Love,

Nancy





GETTING STARTED
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ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT

Whether I am gardening, sewing, knitting, drawing, cooking or baking, it is essential I have the right tools for the job.

When it comes to kitchen equipment the number of tools, tins, pans, appliances, gadgets and general clutter are too many to mention and I feel so many of them are unnecessary. Don’t be tempted by a ‘full range’ of anything. Choose something that you like and stick to it. 

In this book I keep equipment to a minimum and those items I recommend are used over and over again.

SAUCEPANS, CASSEROLE DISHES AND FRYING PANS

There is an enormous range to suit every kind of kitchen and hob. Choose the best you can afford.

Non-stick saucepans are fantastic as long as metal utensils are not used with them (these can scratch and eventually damage the non-stick coating).

Glazed cast-iron casserole dishes are my favourites as they can be used on the hob and then transferred to the oven for long, slow cooking. They can be expensive and heavy but invest in a large casserole dish and it will last you a lifetime and can be used for so many recipes.

When choosing a frying pan, select one you can use on the hob and transfer to the oven if necessary with a metal handle rather than plastic. The advantages of this type of frying pan are many, one being that it is perfect for frying a full English breakfast on the hob but then, on another occasion it can be filled with apples and pastry, popped into the oven and double up as a baking dish to produce my delicious Tarte Tatin (here)!

MIXERS

Tabletop (stand) mixers have a place in many kitchens and as they can be purchased in a variety of colours have become part of the modern kitchen’s look and décor. They are expensive and for that reason I rarely refer to them in my recipes. I use mine for bread making but for most cakes I use a hand-held electric whisk. The exception to this is when I am making a large wedding cake or my Christmas Cake (here), when I use my tabletop (stand) mixer.

Hand-held electric whisks can be purchased for not very much money and make cake-making so much quicker and easier than making by hand.

A food processor – now that’s a different story. I always make pastry in mine and I wouldn’t be without it. It carries out a whole range of tasks efficiently – blending, chopping, grating, whisking, slicing. Like everything, top of the range models are expensive but a good one will last you years. I have a good-quality basic model and it has served me well for thirty years. It is still going strong so I find no reason to change it. It’s worth saving up for one or, better still, put one on your Christmas list. 

BAKING TINS

Tins can be expensive and even though I have a huge collection which have been bought over the years, I still seem to stick to my regular-sized favourites.

How many times have you picked up a recipe book, looked at a photograph of a cake, dessert or pastry you want to make but found you don’t have the right size tin? You go out and buy the tin, make the cake (which by the way doesn’t look at all like the one in the fancy studio photograph), then never use that tin again. This won’t be the case with my recipes: for each one, where practicable, my ‘cake tin calculators’ here will calculate for you the revised quantities to fit the tins that you already have.

For sandwich cakes, I prefer to use tins with a loose bottom for easy release. For deeper celebration cakes, I use a springform loose-bottom tin.

Do invest in a couple of 450g (1lb) loaf tins – I use them a lot. They are used for bread, of course, but also for my Lemon Drizzle Cakes (here), Malt Loaf (here), Brioche (here) and Summer Pudding Terrine (here).

Deep 12-hole muffin tins are used regularly throughout this book, for buns and muffins and supporting paper cases for small cakes. Equally, I find them ideal for shaping and baking deep-filled pies. My Luxury Mince Pies (here) and Picnic Pork Pies (here) are both baked in a deep muffin tin.

Biscuits and scones are baked on flat metal baking sheets. Buy two if you can afford it, but one good one is better than two cheap ones. I have made the mistake of buying a cheap sheet, only to have it bend and buckle in the oven. Buy one good one and when a recipe calls for a second one, turn a roasting tin upside down and bake on the underside.

WEIGHING SCALES

For years I used my grandmother’s balance scales and I still treasure them but they are now a kitchen ornament and souvenir rather than a trusted piece of kit. A set of digital weighing scales simplifies and speeds up baking preparations.

I routinely place my mixing bowl on the scales, zero its weight, weigh in my butter, zero its weight then add the sugar and so on. You can see that using this method you will save on using extra bowls.

I realize my US readers are fond of cup measures and I have included a conversion chart for liquid measures if that is your preferred system, as well as imperial conversions within each recipe. I strongly recommend that because baking is ‘exact’ in its nature that the digital weighing scales are a must.

MEASURING SPOONS

These are used in most recipes and their measurements are not to be confused with tableware. Teaspoons for example come in all sorts of shapes and sizes, whereas a proper ‘teaspoon’ measuring spoon will give you the exact 5g / 5ml amount – essential when working with flavourings, spices, extracts and raising agents such as baking powder.

CUTTERS

These are an essential and inexpensive piece of kit for biscuits, scones and tarts. There are so many on the market but a good starting point (and all you’ll need for this book) is a pack of double-sided pastry cutters in metal or plastic. They come in various sizes – one side fluted and the other side plain. 

BOWLS AND JUGS 

Bowls and measuring jugs are used throughout this book. I tend to use Pyrex glass or glazed earthenware jugs rather than metal, simply because I can pop them into the microwave when necessary. A small, medium and large mixing bowl should be added to your kitchen collection.

SPOONS AND SPATULAS

Can you believe my favourite spatula is a plastic one I received as a free gift with a magazine? It is small and handy, gets into every nook and cranny, and I love it. Even though I have a full set of different sizes I always reach for the little one. Similarly, a large spoon – a metal one is my favourite and will always be used for folding in the flour when cake making. 

A bench scraper is handy when bread making or if you have made a mess on the work surface and need to clean it down quickly. I have a metal one and a plastic one – I tend to reach for my plastic one for all sorts of jobs, including smoothing buttercream.

A small-angled palette knife is great too, for spreading and smoothing.

WOODEN UTENSILS

My rolling pin must be 40 years old. It is shiny, well used and rarely gets a wash. After use, I wipe clean it with a damp cloth if necessary.

Wooden spoons are great for non-stick pans as they will not damage non-stick coatings. Always wash wooden spoons by hand – a dishwasher will shorten their life dramatically.

SIEVE

If you don’t already have a sieve and wonder which sort to buy, get a metal one. I have both plastic and metal; they both work well but of course boiling liquids are best passed through a metal sieve rather than a plastic alternative.

A FEW REUSABLES!

Reusable baking parchment: If you haven’t yet tried reusable baking parchment, I urge you to invest in a sheet or two. I bake biscuits, flapjacks and scones on it, roast potatoes on it, line baking tins with it, then simply wash it between uses. My sheets are several years old now – they are now very well used, dark in colour but still going strong. No more scrubbing off baked-on deposits.

Piping bags and nozzles: I used to be a real fan of disposable piping bags but in my drive to reduce the amount of single-use plastic I now only use reusable washable ones. Going back to the old ways really! I have a selection – a huge one for meringue and smaller ones for royal icing and buttercreams. There are hundreds of piping nozzles but to start with, a plain and star nozzle (plastic or metal) will be all that you need.

Shower caps: Hang onto shower caps and use them as bowl covers in place of cling film. They are particularly good for rising and proving bread – the shower cap actually does a better job than cling film as it provides some expansion space which cling film doesn’t. Or buy reusable bowl covers.

Sugar thermometer: I have one and use it rarely but there are a few recipes in this book where monitoring temperature is essential. I use it so infrequently I remove the battery before popping it back in my drawer so that it always has life!

[image: Start of image description, Q R code for LET ME SHOW YOU … My Equipment Video, end of image description]

[image: line image]

Nancy’s lining paste 

Simply take equal quantities of vegetable shortening or soft butter, plain flour (or gluten-free flour) and vegetable or sunflower oil. I use 100g (3½oz) of each then store in a jar in the fridge. Whisk together the soft fat and flour until you have a smooth paste then add the oil. Brush this thick paste inside your cake tin to save paper lining. Don’t worry, it won’t leave a residue on your baked cake or bread.

[image: line image]

CAKE TIN CALCULATORS

These tables look complicated at first glance but once you get your head around the concept you will discover they are a fantastic ‘ready reckoner’ when you want to adapt your favourite recipe to fit a different-sized tin. I have tried to simplify them but have found that they just become harder to explain. Instead, I will describe a few scenarios to help you navigate the rows and columns of the tables.

EXAMPLE 1

The recipe is for a 20cm (8 inch) round tin but my tin is 23cm (9in) (although it is round).

Find the table for the 20cm (8 inch) round tin – this is written at the top of the table and represents the recipe you have. Look under the Round Tin column, find your 23cm (9 inch) and you will see the recipe needs to be multiplied by 1.3 in order to achieve a cake of the same height.

Example: your recipe states 180g (6¼oz) soft margarine or butter 

Multiply 180 × 1.3 = 234, so 234g soft margarine or butter needed.

What to do about eggs? If the recipe states 3 eggs:

Multiply 3 × 1.3 = 3.9 eggs (round up to 4 eggs)

EXAMPLE 2

The recipe is for a 15cm (6 inch) round tin but my tin is 20cm (8 inch) and is square. 

Find the table for the 15cm (6 inch) round tin – this is written at the top of the table and represents the recipe you have. Look under the Square Tin column in the table, find your 20cm (8 inch) and you will see the recipe needs to be multiplied by 2.2 in order to achieve a cake of the same height.

Example: your recipe states 125g (4¼oz) soft margarine or butter

Multiply 125 × 2.2 = 275, so 275g (9¾oz) soft margarine or butter is needed.

What to do about the eggs? If the recipe states 2 eggs: 

Multiply 2 × 2.2 = 4.4 eggs (use 4 eggs plus 1 tbsp milk)

Calculating eggs

If your calculations come out at more than 0.5, add another egg. If your calculations come out less than 0.5, add 1 tablespoon of milk.

Calculating baking times

You will find that for sponge cakes the baking time will be about the same because the finished sponge is the same height. If your recipe states that your 20cm (8 inch) cake needs to bake for 20–25 minutes you will find that your adjusted cake – if adjusted to be smaller – will be nearer the 20 minutes and if larger may need up to 25 minutes. Either way, baking times are not substantially different. Always check that your sponge is just leaving the sides of the tin, is well risen, springy to the touch in the centre and golden in colour (unless it is chocolate of course).

When it comes to rich fruit cakes, again the baking times are not vastly different. If you follow my Christmas Cake recipe here you will see that a 23cm (9 inch) cake bakes for a long 10 hours. I made a smaller 18cm (7 inch) cake and baked it for just 1 hour less.
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SIZE CONVERTOR FOR ROUND TINS

Recipe Round Tin 15cm / 6 inch



	
Round

	
Square




	
	
	15cm / 6 inch

	x 1.3




	18cm / 7inch 

	x 1.4

	18cm / 7inch

	x 1.7




	20cm / 8inch 

	x 1.8

	20cm / 8inch

	x 2.2




	23cm / 9inch 

	x 2.2

	23cm / 9inch

	x 2.8




	25cm / 10inch 

	x 2.7

	25cm / 10inch

	x 3.5




	28cm / 11inch 

	x 3.3

	28cm / 11inch

	x 4.2




	30cm / 12inch

	x 3.8

	30cm / 12inch

	x 5.1






Recipe Round Tin 18cm / 7inch



	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.7

	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.9




	
	
	18cm / 7inch

	x 1.3




	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.3

	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.7




	23cm / 9inch

	x 1.7

	23cm / 9inch

	x 2.1




	25cm / 10inch

	x 2.0

	25cm / 10inch

	x 2.6




	28cm / 11inch

	x 2.5

	28cm / 11inch

	x 3.1




	30cm / 12inch

	x 2.9

	30cm / 12inch

	x 3.8






Recipe Round Tin 20cm / 8inch



	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.6

	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.7




	18cm / 7inch

	x 0.8

	18cm / 7inch

	x 1.0




	
	
	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.3




	23cm / 9inch

	x 1.3

	23cm / 9inch

	x 1.6




	25cm /10inch

	x 1.5

	25cm / 10inch

	x 2.0




	28cm / 11inch

	x 1.9

	28cm / 11inch

	x 2.4




	30cm / 12inch

	x 2.2

	30cm / 12inch

	x 2.9






Recipe Round Tin 23cm / 9inch 


	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.4

	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.6




	18cm / 7inch

	x 0.6

	18cm / 7inch

	x 0.8




	20cm / 8inch

	x 0.8

	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.0




	
	
	23cm / 9inch

	x 1.3




	25cm / 10inch

	x 1.2

	25cm / 10inch

	x 1.6




	28cm / 11inch

	x 1.5

	28cm / 11inch

	x 1.9




	30cm / 12inch

	x 1.8

	30cm /12inch

	x 2.3






SIZE CONVERTOR FOR SQUARE TINS

Recipe Square Tin 15cm / 6inch


   
	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.8

	
	



	18cm / 7inch

	x 1.1

	18cm / 7inch

	x 1.4




	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.4

	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.8




	23cm / 9inch 

	x 1.8

	23cm / 9inch

	x 2.3




	25cm / 10inch

	x 2.2

	25cm / 10inch

	x 2.8




	28cm / 11inch

	x 2.6

	28cm / 11inch

	x 3.4




	30cm / 12inch

	x 3.1

	30cm x 12inch

	x 4.0






Recipe Square Tin 18cm / 7inch



	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.6

	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.7




	18cm / 7inch

	x 0.8

	
	



	20cm / 8inch

	x 1.0

	20cm / 8inch 

	x 1.3




	23cm / 9inch

	x 1.3

	23cm / 9inch

	x 1.7




	25cm / 10inch

	x 1.6

	25cm / 10inch

	x 2.0




	28cm / 11inch

	x 1.9

	28cm / 11inch

	x 2.5




	30cm / 12inch

	x 2.3

	30cm / 12inch 

	x 2.9






Recipe Square Tin 20cm / 8inch 



	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.4

	15cm / 6inch

	x 0.6




	18cm / 7inch

	x 0.6

	18cm / 7inch

	x 0.8




	20cm / 8inch 

	x 0.8

	
	



	23cm / 9inch 

	x 1.0

	23cm / 9inch 

	x 1.3




	25cm / 10inch 

	x 1.2

	25cm / 10inch 

	x 1.6




	28cm / 11inch 

	x 1.5

	28cm / 11inch 

	x 1.9




	30cm / 12inch 

	x 1.8

	30cm / 12inch 

	x 2.3






Recipe Square Tin 23cm / 9inch



	
Round

	
Square




	15cm / 6inch 

	x 0.4

	15cm / 6inch 

	x 0.4




	18cm / 7inch 

	x 0.5

	18cm / 7inch 

	x 0.6




	20cm / 8inch 

	x 0.6

	20cm / 8inch

	x 0.8




	23cm / 9inch 

	x 0.8

	
	



	25cm / 10inch

	x 1.0

	25cm / 10inch

	x 1.2




	28cm / 11inch 

	x 1.2

	28cm / 11inch 

	x 1.5




	30cm / 12inch 

	x 1.4

	30cm / 12inch 

	x 1.8
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INGREDIENTS

You will come across many recipes, especially online, that encourage you to use a certain brand of butter, sugar, flour or flavouring. Remember these are probably sponsored sites and the recipe writer will have been paid to promote that particular product. I would suggest you buy the best version of ingredient you can afford. If you are new to baking, are you really going to want to spend your money on top-end ingredients when you are experimenting for the first time? I certainly didn’t.

BUTTER OR MARGARINE?

There are many out there that would never use soft margarine in cake making. In fact, this reminds me of a particular occasion on Week One in that famous Bake-Off tent.

Our Showstopper Challenge was to make thirty-six mini cakes. Our recipes had been submitted in advance and our ingredients were put out before us on our bench. I looked around the twelve benches and everyone apart from me had requested butter for their cakes. I was the only person with soft margarine. My confidence was wobbling but then I reminded myself that the cakes I was about to make were good – and they were very good as it turned out.

Star Baker was awarded to me!

Soft margarine creams easily, is less likely to curdle, is cheaper than butter and produces a light sponge. However, if you have concerns and questions about what goes into making margarine then choose butter. Butter is absolutely delicious but do make sure it is at room temperature before you start to cream (see below).

If you decide to use butter some recipes suggest baking with salted, some specify unsalted. For me, it makes absolutely no difference. I buy salted butter, rarely unsalted, because the butter I buy is used at the table as well as in baking. There will be chefs who disagree with me, but I have yet to be convinced that unsalted butter is better for baking than salted. 

[image: line image]

How to get cold butter up to room temperature 

It has probably happened to us all. You need room-temperature butter, but have forgotten to remove it from the fridge (or maybe your kitchen is as cold as the fridge). Whether you need soft butter for baking, cooking or simply for spreading on bread here is a simple and effective way to soften your butter in a matter of minutes.

Take a microwave-proof bowl or glass that is large enough to cover the butter you need to soften. Rinse the glass or bowl under cold water, don’t dry it. Pop the wet glass or bowl into the microwave and heat for 1 minute on full power. Take the hot bowl from the microwave (use a cloth to protect your hands) then invert it over your piece of cold butter. Leave it for 5 minutes then remove the bowl and your butter will be soft enough to use without any oiliness or melting.

[image: line image]

SUGAR

When I was first married, I only ever had granulated sugar in the cupboard. Caster sugar was more expensive. Granulated sugar, while being great sprinkled over cornflakes or used to sweeten tea or coffee, is coarse in texture and slow to dissolve when creamed with butter or margarine for a cake. Caster sugar has finer grains and will combine readily with the fat.

[image: line image]

How to make caster sugar from granulated sugar 

If you have run out of caster sugar or bake infrequently and only have granulated sugar, you can grind your granulated sugar in a food processor. Simply pop the granulated sugar in the bowl of your machine with the blade attachment attached then blitz for 2–3 minutes. Your sugar will grind down to fine crystals, which are just perfect for baking!

[image: line image]

Rich fruit cakes and many dark moist cakes such as gingerbread are better made with brown sugar. Brown sugar (light, dark, muscovado etc.) have a soft texture but once the packet is opened, if not sealed really well afterwards will suffer as the humidity gets to it. The next time you reach for your packet of dark brown sugar instead of being soft and flowing it will have formed into a brick. The sugar can be rescued but remember next time to put your bag of opened brown sugar into an airtight container to keep it soft and easy to use.

[image: line image]

What to do when brown sugar forms a large lump 

Your solid brick of brown sugar can be rescued. Place the required amount for your recipe in a non-metallic bowl. Take a sheet of kitchen paper and dampen it with cold water from the tap. Fold the kitchen paper and lay it over the sugar in the bowl. Pop into the microwave oven for about 1 minute (for 150g/5½oz sugar). Take the bowl from the microwave – the sugar will have softened and is good to use. More sugar will need a longer time, but increase it just a few seconds at a time, as you don’t want your sugar to melt.

[image: line image]

EGGS

Where would we be without eggs? Many of my readers will know I keep chickens and have done now for some fifteen years. It is a delight to collect eggs each day. Obviously, having my own chickens means I have no ‘use by’ dates on my eggs. I write the date on the shell in pencil every day and I have calculated that my eggs remain good for about six weeks out of the fridge. Supermarket and bought eggs will have a date stamped onto them so the user is well aware of the shelf life. All eggs referred to in this book’s recipes are large eggs, unless specified otherwise.

If you are given eggs without a date (I sometimes find a random egg or have omitted to write the date on one), how do I know it is good to eat? 

[image: line image]

How to know if eggs are fresh 

Fill a large jug or bowl with cold water. A fresh egg carefully placed in the water will sink to the bottom and lie on its side. An egg that is old but still good to eat will still sink to the bottom but will stand up. A bad egg or an egg not fit to eat will float and is best thrown away. Older eggs (the ones that sit upright but still sink) are perfect for hard boiling because the shells come away much more easily.

[image: line image]

Retrieving eggshells from a mixture 

Ever dropped a shard of eggshell into your mixing bowl? Try as you might it will refuse to be caught. It will slide off a spoon, will slither away from your finger and will run away from you however you might try to remove it. Take one of the eggshell halves and take it to that slippery character and without any effort whatsoever you will see it gently swim into that empty shell. Amazing really, but it works!

[image: line image]
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FLOUR

I buy self-raising flour for cake making. There are many brands on the market, just buy the best flour you can afford. Even though self-raising flour these days is supposed to not require sifting I still do it as a matter of course – just habit I suppose. I believe it makes for a lighter, more airy sponge.

I will explain how I mix a sponge here – the mixing is all important. I rarely use additional raising agent partly because I can taste it (a kind of bitter aftertaste) yet I see many recipes using self-raising flour plus baking powder. It really is not necessary if the mixing is right.

[image: line image]

How to make self-raising flour

If you are out of self-raising flour you can make your own but don’t be tempted to just make enough for your recipe. Make a batch of 500g (1lb 2oz) because then you will know the amount of baking powder added is just right. Take 500g (1lb 2oz) plain flour (or all-purpose flour) and add 15g (½oz) baking powder (often a sachet weight). Sift the two together, give a really good stir then transfer to a jar and use as necessary.

[image: line image]
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COOKING CONVERSION CHARTS

Weight



	Imperial

	Metric




	½oz

	15g




	1oz

	25g




	2oz

	57g




	3oz

	90g




	4oz

	110g




	5oz

	140g




	6oz

	170g




	8oz

	225g




	10oz

	283g




	12oz

	340g




	13oz

	370g




	14oz

	400g




	15oz

	425g




	1lb

	450g






Temperature



	Fahrenheit

	Celsius




	100 °F

	37 °C




	150 °F

	65 °C




	200 °F

	100 °C




	250 °F

	120 °C




	300 °F

	150 °C




	325 °F

	170 °C




	350 °F

	180 °C




	375 °F

	190 °C




	400 °F

	200 °C




	425 °F

	220 °C




	450 °F

	230 °C




	500 °F

	260 °C




	525 °F

	274 °C




	550 °F

	288 °C






Measurement



	Cup

	Ounces

	Millileters




	8 cups

	65oz

	1900 ml




	6 cups

	48oz

	1420 ml




	5 cups

	40oz

	1180 ml




	4 cups

	32oz

	960 ml




	2 cups

	16oz

	480 ml




	1 cup

	8oz

	240 ml




	¾ cup

	6oz

	180 ml




	⅔ cup

	5oz

	150 ml




	½ cup

	4oz

	120 ml




	⅜ cup

	3oz

	90 ml




	⅓ cup

	2 ½oz

	75 ml




	¼ cup

	2oz

	60 ml




	⅛ cup

	1oz

	30 ml




	⅟16 cup

	½oz

	15 ml









BISCUITS AND SCONES

[image: Start of image description, A drawing of a plate of biscuits and scones surrounded by various cookie cutters, a honey pot, strawberries and a spoon resting on an open jar of strawberry jam., end of image description]

BISCUITS

A clue to the origin of the biscuit is probably in the word, which is French for ‘twice cooked’; ‘bi’ meaning two and the verb ‘cuir’ to cook. As far back as the twelfth century, reference is made to bread being baked for a second time to dry it out completely.

Fast forward to the twenty-first century and there are so many biscuits in the shops that you may question why there is the need to make them.

The recipes in this chapter are my favourites. Biscuits are great to make with children and if you are feeling particularly patient, they can decorate them for Christmas or Easter. Biscuits have a longer shelf life than cake or pastry and make excellent gifts. A few spiced shortbread biscuits beautifully wrapped will delight even the most difficult person to buy suitable gifts for.

I routinely reduce the sugar in my baking and biscuits are no exception. 

As a general rule, biscuit dough needs to be on the dry side. The piece of dough may crack a little at the edges when rolling but when cut out it should hold together nicely. A dry but firm dough will bake well, have a good texture and will not spread during baking. If you have made biscuits in the past and taken time to cut out a number of interesting shapes only to find they have spread and become totally unrecognisable in the oven, then the dough has been too wet. I always mix biscuit dough by hand because I find a machine overmixes it and the biscuits can then be hard.

When your dough is mixed, rolled out, shapes cut and spread onto a baking sheet pop them into the fridge to firm up while your oven comes to temperature.

SCONES

You can’t beat a scone. Whether you put your jam or cream on first, however you pronounce the word – they are an absolute staple in my house. I’ve included some of my favourite sweet and savoury recipes for you to try out, I hope you love them as much as I do. 

[image: line image]

How to stop dough sticking to the work surface

How many times have you seen a work surface covered in flour ready to roll out the rested dough? I no longer do this because I want to keep the flour and fat quantities exact. I roll out the dough between two sheets of food-grade plastic (which I re-use again and again – washing between each use) so no extra flour is needed for rolling, the dough doesn’t stick to the surface when rolling out, and the biscuit ‘project’ can easily be popped into the fridge for a few minutes to firm up before cutting out. I save cereal packet liners for this, cut to make two separate sheets – they are absolutely perfect, as are freezer bags: cut down one side and across the bottom and you have your first sheet. Repeat with a second bag.

[image: line image]

Creating an additional baking sheet 

Biscuits are usually baked on a flat baking sheet and although you may have one or two to hand, a batch of biscuits may call for more. Create an additional baking sheet by simply turning a large roasting tin upside down then grease the base or, alternatively, lay over a piece of reusable baking parchment. Spread your cut out biscuits on this newly created flat surface and bake as normal.

[image: line image]

[image: Start of image description, A drawing shows a package labelled White Flour. The seal tape is marked Baker Flour., end of image description]

LEMON SHORTBREAD BISCUITS

MAKES: 40–50 BISCUITS, DEPENDING ON CUTTER SIZE

These are delicious at any time of the year, but are a favourite in our family at Easter time. They are easy to make and serve plain, or why not use the leftover egg white and half a lemon to make a royal icing and release your piping skills!

FOR THE BISCUITS

200g (7oz) plain flour

finely grated zest of 1 lemon

80g (2¾oz) icing sugar, sifted

140g (5oz) butter, diced, at room temperature

1 tbsp lemon juice

½ tsp Sicilian lemon extract (optional)

1 egg yolk

FOR THE ICING

1 egg white

200g (7oz) icing sugar, sifted 

1 tbsp lemon juice

food colour gel (optional)

Equipment: 1 or 2 baking sheets lightly greased or lined with reusable baking parchment biscuit cutter, cooling rack

[image: line image]

Don’t put biscuits and cake in the same tin 

Biscuits will keep well in a tin but beware – do not be tempted to put cake in the same tin at the same time. The moisture from your cake will make your biscuits go soft.

[image: line image]

Place the flour, lemon zest and icing sugar in a roomy mixing bowl then rub in the butter with your fingertips until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. Adding the lemon zest at the outset releases lemon flavour as the zests are rubbed together with the flour. I prefer to do the rubbing in by hand as I believe the final biscuit is much lighter than from a mix made in a machine.

Add the lemon juice and extract (if using) to the egg yolk, stir briefly, then pour into the butter and flour mix. Stir the egg into the crumbs with a metal knife then bring the mixture together using your hands to form a ball.

Place the dough between two sheets of plastic and roll out into a circle about the thickness of a £1 coin. Chill the dough in the fridge for a minimum of 20 minutes.

Remove the chilled dough from the fridge, remove from the plastic and cut out biscuit shapes, then transfer to two greased or lined baking sheets. When all the dough has been used – after rolling and re-rolling the trimmings – pop the baking sheets into the fridge and leave to chill until the oven comes up to temperature.

Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C (fan)/400°F/gas 6. Bake for 8–10 minutes (I like to bake one tray at a time), until the biscuits are set with just the slightest hint of colour.

Remove from the oven and lay the sheets on a cooling rack. Allow the biscuits to cool before removing them from the sheets – they may break otherwise. If you decide to ice your biscuits, make a royal icing.

Beat the egg white in a small bowl until frothy, then start to add the sifted icing sugar, and whisk well after each addition, until the mixture forms soft peaks. Add lemon juice if the icing is too thick. Whisk well for about 5 minutes until you have a smooth, shiny icing. When the biscuits have cooled completely decorate them as you wish. The biscuits will keep well in an airtight tin for at least a week.

[image: Start of image description, Q R code for LET ME SHOW YOU … My Lemon Shortbread Biscuits Video, end of image description]

SPICED CHRISTMAS SHORTBREADS

MAKES: 100 SMALL BISCUITS

These spiced shortbreads are easy and quick to make, inexpensive, delicious, and make excellent little gifts.

50g (1¾oz) chopped nuts (mixed chopped nuts or nuts of choice), lightly toasted

1 tsp ground cinnamon 

110g (4oz) butter, at room temperature

50g (1¾oz) caster sugar

175g (6oz) plain flour

50g (1¾oz) fine semolina

a little milk, to bind

icing sugar, for dusting

Equipment: food processor, hand-held electric whisk, 1 or 2 baking sheets lined with reusable baking parchment, small biscuit cutter (I use 2.5cm/1-inch novelty Christmas cutters)

Blitz the nuts and cinnamon in a food processor until you have a fairly fine crumb. Do not overdo it or the nuts will turn pasty and glue-like.

Cream the butter and sugar in a bowl with a hand-held electric whisk until light and fluffy. Work in the flour and semolina with a wooden or metal spoon then add the nut crumb. Bring the mixture together into a ball using your hands. The dough should be quite dry (this will help prevent your biscuits spreading in the oven), however if you find it really difficult to knead the dough into a ball, add a couple of tablespoons of milk to bind.

Roll out the dough between two sheets of plastic to the thickness of a £1 coin then slide onto a lined baking sheet and chill in the fridge for 30 minutes. 

Remove from the fridge, peel away the top plastic sheet then cut out the shapes with a small biscuit cutter, re-rolling the trimmings. Place the biscuits onto the chilled baking sheet(s).

Preheat the oven to 170°C/150°C (fan)/325°F/gas 3. Chill the cut-out dough in the fridge on the baking sheet until the oven has reached its temperature then bake the biscuits for 25–30 minutes until pale.

Remove from the oven and allow to cool on the sheet, then carefully transfer to a cooling rack and dust with icing sugar.

[image: line image]

Store either in a tin or parcel up into little airtight gift bags. These shortbreads will keep easily for up to two weeks.

[image: line image]
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VANILLA SHORTBREAD BISCUITS

MAKES: 20–22 BISCUITS

These little shortbread biscuits are easy, inexpensive to make and tasty, especially if you take the time to dip them in (or drizzle them with) a little melted chocolate.

100g (3½oz) plain flour

40g (1½oz) icing sugar

70g (2½oz) butter, diced, at room temperature

½ tsp vanilla extract

1 egg yolk

TO DECORATE (OPTIONAL)

50g (1¾oz) dark chocolate, broken into pieces

Equipment: 1 or 2 baking sheets greased or lined with reusable baking parchment, 5cm (2 inch) biscuit cutter

Put the flour, sugar and butter in a medium bowl and rub with your fingertips until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. Stir the vanilla into the egg yolk then add to the dough and stir everything with a metal knife. Bring the mixture together to form a ball using your hands.

Roll out the dough between two sheets of plastic to about the thickness of a £1 coin then slide onto a greased or lined baking sheet and chill in the fridge for 20 minutes.

Remove from the fridge, peel away the top sheet of the plastic then cut out shapes – I use a 5cm (2 inch) cutter. Re-roll the trimmings. Place the biscuits onto the chilled greased or lined baking sheet.

Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C (fan)/400°F/gas 6. Chill the cut-out dough in the fridge on the baking sheet until the oven has reached temperature then bake the biscuits for 6–8 minutes until just starting to colour. Remove from the oven and allow the biscuits to cool on their tray.

If you want to dip the biscuits in melted chocolate, melt the chocolate in the microwave in a non-metal bowl in 30-second bursts, stirring between each blast. You don’t want it too runny or too thick. If you have a sugar thermometer, 35°C is just about right. Dip the biscuits in the chocolate, or drizzle the chocolate over them, and allow to set on a sheet of foil.

The biscuits will keep in an airtight tin for at least a week.

[image: Start of image description, Q R code for LET ME SHOW YOU … My Vanilla Shortbread Biscuits Video, end of image description]

FLAPJACKS

MAKES: 16 PIECES

This is a thrifty family favourite. These little bars will keep for weeks in a tin but in my house, they don’t last that long. They’re great for kids when they come in from school, or as a packed lunch treat and are perfect with a cuppa in the afternoon. I have included two flavour variations – both are delicious.

FOR CHERRY AND COCONUT FLAPJACKS

100g (3½oz) margarine or butter

3 tbsp golden syrup

90g (3oz) granulated sugar

40g (1½oz) desiccated coconut

160g (5½oz) porridge oats

½ tsp almond extract

20 glacé cherries, roughly chopped (I use dark morello glacé cherries which are packed with flavour)

FOR TROPICAL FLAPJACKS

100g (3½oz) margarine or butter

3 tbsp golden syrup

90g (3oz) granulated sugar

40g (1½oz) desiccated coconut

160g (5½oz) porridge oats

20g (¾oz) dried mango, cut into pieces with scissors (about currant size)

grated zest and juice of 1 lime

a generous grating of nutmeg (about 1 tsp)

Equipment: rectangular baking tin (mine is 26 × 18cm/ 10½ × 7 inches and about 4cm/1½ inches deep), base and sides lined with reusable baking parchment 

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

Melt the margarine (or butter) and golden syrup in a medium saucepan, then take it off the heat and stir in the sugar then the coconut and finally the oats, almond extract and cherries (or the dried mango, lime zest and juice and nutmeg, if making tropical flapjacks). Mix well so that all the dry ingredients have absorbed the moisture.

Transfer to the prepared tin
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