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Ms. Cupcake was born back in 2009 in the lil’ ol’ kitchen of my tiny two-bed flat in South London. You see, when I was making the leap from vegetarianism to veganism, I had a good look around London but couldn’t find the cake I wanted to eat. I wanted decadent, indulgent, celebrate-your-belly kind of cake – that also happened to be vegan. At that time, no one in the UK was doing what North America had long cottoned on to – across the pond there’s a vegan bakery in every big city! Not being the type to weep into my mixing bowl, I pulled on my apron and got baking. I had never worked in the food industry, nor had I ever run my own business, but what I did have going for me was a ridiculous amount of determination and a desire to show the world that indulgence and veganism can work together.

It was a cold day at the beginning of April 2010 when Mamma-Cupcake (my mum actually flew over from Canada for the start of it all) and I set up my first market stall in Greenwich Market. I think I sold 36 cupcakes that day, and my goodness was I on top of the world! I don’t pretend that I knew what the heck I was doing in those early days, but I was willing to graft and learn. I was quite a sight on the market stall – a nutty Canadian gal dressed as a 1950s housewife with a hat adorned with cupcakes – and within a few months word had spread (partially through the glory of social media) and people were queuing up for the decadent ‘free-from’ cakes they’d been hearing about.

I began to get asked about providing bakes for even more diets, so I set about broadening my range to include gluten-free, soya-free and pretty much anything-free you can think of! Back then I was pulling 18-hour days, 7 days a week and crawling into bed absolutely exhausted each night. I hired staff and had friends pitch in (thanks Liz!), but something had to give. I needed guidance. So I closed my market stall for a couple of weeks and boarded a plane to the east coast of America, to talk to other vegan bakers and find out how they made it all work for them. Meeting Barbara from Gone Pie, Heather and Allison from Sweet Freedom and the beautiful Danielle, Jake, Kristina and Ann over at Sweet Avenue Bakery made me realise, ‘If they can do it, so can I!’

Every penny we made from cupcakes in those early days we reinvested in the business, and I am proud to say that on 1 April 2011 we opened the doors to London’s first entirely vegan retail bakery, Ms. Cupcake, in Brixton, on my home turf in South London. My choice of location may have raised a few eyebrows, but I didn’t care. I love Brixton. I love the people, the vibe and the passion of the area. I figured if people wanted to buy vegan cake, they’d have to come down to Brixton and maybe fall in love with it too. Besides, if you don’t help your local community to grow, who will?

Our mission at Ms. Cupcake is to make cakes you’d never know were vegan. I want our cakes to be considered just as good, or even better, than cakes made with traditional ingredients. A few weeks after we opened, one of our regular customers, who had been buying our cakes since our very first day, asked us, ‘So what is this "vegan” you put in all of your cakes?’ Brilliant, I thought, mission accomplished!

My staff are the cornerstone of our success. Hand-picked from all over the world, they are the most passionate and committed people I know. Without their dedication and love, our customers wouldn’t keep coming back.

We all work incredibly hard, but we wouldn’t have it any other way. We believe that everybody deserves great cake and it is our job to create indulgent and decadent cakes for them regardless of what they can, and cannot, eat. Every time a mum brings in her child, who is battling serious allergies, and tells them, ‘You can eat anything here, it’s all safe.’ I can’t help but well up. This is why we do what we do! Help us to continue to spread the love by baking up a vegan storm and sharing your results with your friends and family.
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I never read the introductions to cookbooks, so well done for reading mine! Whenever I get my mitts on a new book I just want to get into the kitchen and get on to the good stuff – the baking! However, if you have never baked a vegan cake before or have had less-than-perfect results, have a gander over this and you’ll be fully equipped for vegan baking success! Take time to read the tips, tricks and knowledge sprinkled throughout the book. You’ll find some real gems discovered by us over all the years we’ve spent creating unconventional bakes. These tips might just transform your cake from ‘okay’ to ‘spectacular’.
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Nowadays you can get a hold of loads of dairy replacements or ‘plant-based milks’ at your local supermarket. These include:

SOYA MILK
RICE MILK
OAT MILK
COCONUT MILK
NUT MILKS (ALMOND, HAZELNUT ETC.)

The list goes on. Soya is the most versatile of milks and the one that we use the most. It has great binding properties that help hold the cake together, but it is an allergen and some people prefer to avoid it in their diets. Our next favourite is rice milk. Its flavour won’t come through in your baking so the other ingredients can do the singing. Rice milk does give cakes a slightly different texture than soya and you may find a few tiny holes, or air pockets, in the sponge. Do play around with different milks until you get the results you are after. We tend to use the unsweetened varieties, but sweetened versions will do in a pinch.
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Manufacturers in the UK have realised there is huge potential for growth in the ‘free-from’ market, so there are plenty of non-dairy margarines out there. Check the packaging to make sure there is no ‘whey’ in them, as this is a dairy derivative. Non-dairy margarines have a more fragile structure than butter, so you may need to include a vegetable fat or ‘shortening’ in the recipe to get the right texture. These are also readily available – have a look in the butter aisle of your local supermarket.
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People ask us all the time, ‘What do you use instead of eggs?’ In baking, eggs act both as a raising agent and as a binder, but there are plenty of other ingredients you can use instead. For raising, we use bicarbonate of soda (baking soda) and baking powder. For binding, we find different ingredients work for different bakes.
Here’s an easy guide:

NOTHING In some recipes, such as sponge cakes, you don’t actually need anything to replace the egg. Just be careful not to overmix the wet batter or you’ll end up with a dense sponge. It’s important to work quickly and get the batter in the oven straightaway so that the raising agents don’t have time to start working before they are in the oven.

CURDLED SOYA MILK By adding cider vinegar or lemon juice to soya milk you can create a great alternative to buttermilk. For every 100ml (just under ½ a cup) of soya milk, add about 10ml (2 teaspoons) of vinegar. This method is perfect for light sponges and cupcakes.

FRUIT OR VEGETABLE PURÉES Puréed apple, pear, pumpkin and banana help to bind sweet batters, loaf cakes and muffins brilliantly. About 30–40g (¼ cup) of purée is the equivalent of one medium-sized egg. Remember that the flavour of the fruit or vegetable will be noticeable in your bake, so choose accordingly!

SILKEN TOFU You can use tofu in a similar way to fruit and vegetable purées, but we don’t use this ingredient very often as it can make the bake quite dense and heavy. Try it with something like brownies, where denseness is what you are looking for.

SOYA OR COCONUT YOGHURT This works better than tofu in vegan bakes. We blend it into batters and fried treats and it also works well in loaf cakes and muffins. Use about 30–50g ¼–⅓ cup) for each egg you need to replace.

GROUND FLAXSEED This is also known as ground linseed. Mix 1 tablespoon of ground flaxseed with 3 tablespoons of water and leave to sit for a few minutes. It will turn gloopy like egg white. Ideal used in traybakes, like brownies, it will also give the top of your bake a nice crackly texture. Flaxseed does not dissolve, so you will still be able to see brown flecks of seed in your baking. We only use this in chocolate-based bakes as the colour cleverly hides the flax!

COMMERCIAL EGG REPLACEMENT PRODUCTS These shop-bought products are used to replace eggs in baking and consist of different starches that you mix with water. The result is a mixture similar to whisked egg white. As it’s a bit pricey, we try not to use it in many of our cakes but find it creates awesome cookies that are crisp on the outside and chewy on the inside. All of the different brands will have directions for use on the box, but feel free to play around!
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Allergies and intolerances to wheat and gluten are becoming an increasing concern for many people. Thankfully there are easy-to-find pre-blended alternatives out there now which include rice, maize, potato, buckwheat and so on. When using gluten-free flour, use like-for-like measurements, but be prepared for slightly different results to those you would get using wheat flour. You will also find that vegan gluten-free bakes do not have a very long shelf life and most are best consumed within 48 hours.
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We love sugar at Ms. Cupcake. When I first went vegan I was surprised to find that not all sugar is vegan-friendly as it is sometimes refined using charred animal bones (yikes!) Although all sugar produced in the UK is entirely vegan-friendly, those living in the US, Canada and other parts of the world will need to source a ‘vegan sugar’ (see Stockists and Suppliers list on here). If you don’t like using sugar at all, try replacing it with:

AGAVE NECTAR This is a liquid sweetener which comes from a cactus-like plant called the ‘agave’. It is similar to honey in consistency and sweetness.

RICE SYRUP Made from rice, this has a texture akin to honey or molasses. Rice syrup has a smilar number of calories to other liquid sweeteners and is not a suitable alternative for diabetics. Occasionally rice syrup contains gluten, so check the label if you are intolerant.

XYLITOL A sugar substitute that can be purchased in a crystallised form and is similar in texture to granulated sugar. Xylitol has a very low GI (glycaemic index) level which makes it easy to metabolise and therefore ideal for diabetics and those with hyperglycaemia. Unfortunately it is much more expensive than sugar.

STEVIA A no-calorie plant-derived sweetener that is 300 times sweeter than sugar in its natural form. It has only recently been licensed for food consumption in the EU, but there are currently many different brands available. Stevia powder is best avoided in baking, however, as it is a tricky beast to use. Opt instead for commercially made stevia sugar-replacement brands that have been created to replicate sugar’s texture.

DATE SYRUP This syrup is derived entirely from dates and will add a rich and intense flavour to your bakes. It has a similar consistency to treacle or molasses and is great used in its raw form, drizzled over dairy-free ice creams, yoghurts or other desserts. It is not a suitable alternative for diabetics.

MAPLE SYRUP
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