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A WOMBAT ATE MY CUPCAKE

A lot of our cooking is about just getting a meal on the table. This can be satisfying for those who like to cook but the daily pressure to feed the family can erode any creativity or imagination that might have been part of the process.

Baking – and by that I mean the baking of the sweet treats kind – is different. Cakes and biscuits are non-essential to human survival, so they can be created purely for celebration, or eating pleasure. This gives the cook creative freedom. Something that is non-essential, nutrient-wise, is allowed to look pretty and be fun to make.

Biscuits as creative baking

The biscuits in this book are certainly that. They are baking that is enjoyable, satisfying and creative. Just as others like to sew, garden or make things for the home, I like to make and decorate biscuits for the creative outlet that they provide. The only difference is that biscuit decorating, as a creative hobby, is more likely to appeal to those who relish time in their kitchens, like me, rather than those who dread crossing the threshold.

I was already a keen baker before I headed down the biscuit road – my mother had me weighing out butter for cakes and sifting flour as a child. And I did dabble in the world of cakes and turn out some batches of cupcakes. But tasty as they were, they weren’t quite as much fun. Biscuits are easy. Biscuits are fun. And biscuits are more imaginative. For me, anyway.

And so, when looking for an original, creative way of turning home baking into some income, rather than joining the army of cake bakers, biscuits were the answer for me. Not to dismiss the cupcake. I love the things, I really do. Especially lemon ones. I just prefer the originality, fun, colour and endless possibilities that biscuits provide. And so the title of this introduction reflects a bit of playful rivalry between baked goods. ‘A wombat ate my cupcake.’ Go wombat, go. Devour that cake.
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Adventures in Biscuits

From the start, I knew that each biscuit commission that I took on would be a creative adventure. So ‘Adventures in Biscuits’ it was. That adventure quickly became lots of baking, decorating, photographing and general biscuit takeover of my kitchen.

Birthday parties are where the bulk of my biscuits go, though they really are for all occasions. Weddings, new babies, personalised thank yous, my kitchen has produced biscuits for them all. Part of the fun of offering a bespoke service to people is not knowing what will come next. Not too long after I created guide dog biscuits I decorated dinosaurs in full wedding kit. Seriously. I love these challenges.

Biscuit baking and decorating is very do-able. If you can work a rolling pin, you can do the rest. I am proof of that. Yes, I can bake, but I have never claimed to be able to do high-end cake decorating. Never a fancy wedding cake will my kitchen produce.

Simple decorating techniques

As for biscuits, my recipes are simple and the decorating techniques, after a few practice runs, are easy to master. Though if you are new to biscuiting – I am hoping the verb will catch on – you can work within your own creative comfort zone. Even just baking some basic shapes and decorating them with simple patterns for your own child’s birthday can be immensely satisfying. And your children will be impressed.

To convince you, I have included a picture of the very first decorated biscuits I ever made. They were for my daughter’s flower-themed fourth birthday party. Bright colours (probably too bright), a serious overdose of glitter, masses of air bubbles and lots of wobbly lines. But she was thrilled (after reminding me that she wanted only pink and no orange). The grown-ups present also oohed and aahed. Even now, two years later, I can remember how pleased I was with them, despite their obvious flaws. And I am still fond of them, enough to include their picture.
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Don’t make your biscuit baking and decorating about chasing perfection. Have fun with it and be proud of whatever you create.

Before starting out, you need to know some practical stuff first. Creating decorated biscuits is a three-step design – bake – decorate process, so you need to get a handle on how to come up with your own designs, the equipment you need, the recipes to use, how to mix up your icing and the basics of decorating. So please read through these sections before you decide which biscuit collection you want to tackle first. Take note also of the design, baking and decorating tips that are included within various biscuit collections. Each is there to provide a more in-depth explanation of a particular process or technique as it is relevant to that particular collection, but it can then be used elsewhere. A technique learned for one biscuit is easily applied to another. For reference, here is a list of these tips, and the pages where they can be found.

Design tips

All sorts of spots, page 129

Black outlines, page 167

Choosing complementary colours, page 79

Inspired by children, page 139

It’s all in the research, page 71

Sketching your ideas, page 144

To flood or not to flood?, page 121

Using round biscuit cutters, page 81

Baking tips

Baking biscuits on sticks, page 77

Creating your own ‘cutters’, page 135

Decorating tips

Black is black, page 154

Easy on the eyes, page 109

Feather effects, page 158

Flat dots and raised dots, page 92

Flooding with more than one colour, page 105

Getting glittery, page 60

Lettering made easy, page 101

Mixing colours with white, page 65

Mixing new colours, page 123

Perfect polka dots, page 51

Romantic rosettes, page 55

Stocking up on sprinkles, page 94

Splodgy animals, page 114

Using line icing to fill, page 177

Whiter than white, page 171

Cutters, colour and recipes

I have stated the cutters, colours and biscuit recipe that I used for each collection. I have kept the colour descriptions generic. ‘Brown’, for example, can be any brown made by any brand. I have only stipulated a particular shade when it is a particular one made by one brand. Wilton’s ‘Cornflower blue’, for example, is a favourite shade of mine and appears more than once. The decorating steps are then specific to the biscuits shown on the pages. This is because some people, I know, like explicit instruction when they are new to a hobby. And I appreciate the inspiration that photos can provide. How often have we looked at something beautiful in a book or magazine and hoped that, when we make it, it turns out exactly like the photo?

This does not mean you should feel you have to replicate what I have done. I have emphasised the creativity that biscuiting allows, and encourage you to experiment. Change the colours, use different cutters, try out different techniques. If what you try doesn’t quite work, you will still have a biscuit to eat after you are done. The first point of departure from my designs should be with the glitter and sprinkles. Where I have used them, I have listed them as optional. Because they are, obviously. Just go with what you prefer.
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The collections are ordered seasonally and thematically, representing a year of biscuit decorating. The year starts with Australia Day in January and ends with Christmas, but in between there are the various seasons and festivals, and all sorts of commissions. A busy year, but always fun. Happy biscuiting.
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BISCUITS BY DESIGN

Anyone buying a baking book will no doubt peek at all the pictures first. It is, after all, seeing what you could, potentially, bake and create that inspires you to buy in the first place.

Plan before you ice

But, after looking at the pictures, any urgency you have to jump straight in and start decorating should be prefaced with a bit of planning. Every biscuit you see in this book was planned. Designed, even. No biscuit was ‘made up’ as I went along. Maybe this says something about my personality – I am the type of person who likes making lists – but I can’t get started baking and decorating until I have a clear idea as to what I want the finished biscuits to look like.
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And while the bulk of this book explains how to decorate specific biscuit collections, I hope that you will also feel suffciently confident to create your own designs. Biscuit decorating should be more than colour by numbers. It is a creative process. For me, the planning is the best part as it is here that all the thinking is done – about colours, patterns, and so on.

Change the shape

Start your design planning by looking at your cutter. Don’t assume that the shape you are given is the shape you are stuck with. Tinplate cutters are pliable, so can be squished and stretched a little. Helpful when, for example, I was faced with having a tortoise with a very flat shell. A quick bend of the cutter was all that was needed. And remember that the shape of the biscuit can also be adapted when cutting out your dough. If you don’t like part of the cutter, trim it off the cut-out biscuit before baking. My cupcake cutter, for example, has a candle sticking out the top of it. I don’t like this, so simply cut it off the unbaked biscuits.

Get sketching

The simplest and best way to figure out a design is to draw around the cutter onto some paper a couple of times and get sketching. As the cutter only gives you an outside shape, you need to have a clear idea where lines and patterns start and finish on the biscuit. Animals are a good example. You need to sketch where lines for legs go, for starters. Look at the crocodile example shown here. When I used this cutter for the first time it was tricky to interpret. The shape just didn’t make sense. Luckily, I have a husband who is good at interpreting these shapes. He sketched out all the curves in the tail and where the legs should go.
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Sketching designs is also useful even when the shape seems obvious. Here are sketches for the ‘Dad’s toolkit’ collection in this book. For these, it was important to sketch where handles started and finished, and to write down colour combinations.

If I can’t make sense of a cutter I often pass it over to my husband’s draughtsman’s hands but when it involoves colour, I rely on my instincts. However, I have, more than once, raided my daughter’s felt tip collection for a bit of therapeutic colouring in of a sketch. Even simply getting out all the food colours and lining up the contenders next to each other to see what looks good is helpful.

A design portfolio

Lastly, keep your designs as you may want to use them again. I keep mine in a clean, plastic folder.
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