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We’d like to dedicate this book to our mams, who filled our childhoods with the scent of wonderful baking and fantastic memories that we carry with us to this day.
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‘If I knew you were coming, I’d have baked a cake.’

That’s what the old song says and it’s dead right. Whether a chocolate cake, a simple loaf or a savoury pie, baking is an expression of love. It delivers on all counts – the anticipation, the aroma, the eating.

Some years ago, we were lucky enough to meet the late, great actor and comedian Ronnie Corbett. His father had been a master baker and Ronnie himself made good bread. He told us that when he visited friends, he would always take along a loaf of home-made bread, rather than wine or chocolates. ‘It always goes down much better than anything else,’ he said. And we agree. You put yourself into a home bake, it’s something to share, something really special.

Nothing says home, welcome and comfort like baking – that might sound like a cliché, but it’s true. Ask any estate agent and they’ll tell you that the smell of a loaf of bread cooking in the oven can help them sell a house. We’ve always had a great tradition of baking in this country and in recent years that has only grown stronger – particularly during the pandemic when many people were at home more and maybe had a bit of extra time on their hands. We’re all embracing and enjoying baking more than ever.

When we first started on our Hairy Biker career, we did three TV series that involved us being on the road in different countries and cooking with charcoal ovens and a gas jet. Not much room for baking! But we both love making bread and cakes and we love our pies, so in 2008 we pitched an idea for a series featuring us travelling around the UK, discovering the best bread, cakes, pies and so on. That series was called the Hairy Bakers and we learned a lot – and had fun. A few years later we filmed a series called Bakeation in which we visited various European countries and investigated their baking traditions. But what we’ve been hankering for recently is the chance to get back to the baking culture we know and love from our childhoods, the baking that’s part of our heritage, and that’s what this book is all about – some much-loved classics, some twists on old favourites and plenty of brand-new ideas we know you’re going to enjoy.

One of the things that we love about baking is the strongly regional nature of it. To name just a few, there are the stotties of Newcastle, Grasmere gingerbread from Cumbria, the gipsy tart of Kent, bannocks in Scotland, saffron buns in Cornwall, Welsh cakes and Lincolnshire plum bread. Recently we heard about pinkies. Pinkies are a sort of sponge cake with jam and pink icing and there’s a whole culture around them, but only in Sunderland. There are fiercely fought competitions to find out who makes the best pinkies. Who knew?
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And let’s not forget: baking is not all about cakes and biscuits. There are so many wonderful savoury bakes – think of cheese, onion and potato pies, meat pasties, cheesy biscuits. When we were growing up, every northern household had a special plate for making plate pies – usually an old one, probably a bit chipped. The pie had a filling of mince and was served with chips. We both still love our plate pies.

Another important point is that somehow, home-made is always best. Sausage rolls are a great example. Even if you just squeeze the meat from a good sausage and wrap it up in some bought puff pastry, they will still be incredible. Everyone loves them and no shop-bought roll can compare. And that home-baked loaf of bread that you slice before you really should, still warm from the oven, gives you more of a thrill than anything you can buy.

So, big love to all of you out there with flour in your hair and pastry on your fingers. We hope you enjoy making these bakes as much as we’ve enjoyed creating them.
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Si

Some of my very earliest memories are to do with baking – the smell of baking in the house, helping my mam make the bread. We never bought bread or cakes or biscuits, everything was made at home. And if Mam didn’t have time, my Auntie Hilda would rock up with something. There was always cake. Eventually, Ginny, my older sister, got into it all too – it was part of the culture of our household. Auntie Hilda was the best baker in our family. Anything she baked, whether bread, shortbread, pies, cakes – anything you put in the oven – was always great.

I remember giving Mam a hand in the kitchen from the age of about four or five, and after my dad died when I was only eight, cooking together was a way of bonding, of spending time together. Baking is a great way of getting little kids involved with food – weighing out ingredients, stirring, mixing and – best of all – licking the bowl! There was always that treat at the end of the process. Mam always used to say that some people had bread hands, while others had pastry hands. I’ve got bread hands while Dave has a lighter touch and is better with the more delicate stuff. He can cope with patisserie!

 

Dave

In our house when I was growing up, Monday was washing day and bread day. I’ve never managed to make bread as good as my mam’s. She had a big creamware bowl for the dough and she’d always use fresh yeast. We had a coal fire in the living room, and she’d put the dough in front of it to prove. She’d make baps which were so floury and light and as soon as they were cool enough, we’d split them and eat them with lots of butter. They were some of the finest things I’ve ever eaten, and I’ve never managed to make anything quite as good. Maybe I need that whiff of detergent that was always in our kitchen on baking day!

Mam had a book of Be-Ro home recipes that came with Be-Ro flour. She’d make a loaf to last through the week and she’d do an amazing Victoria sponge with a raspberry jam and buttercream filling. She couldn’t use fresh cream as we didn’t have a fridge.

My Auntie Marion liked to bake too. I remember one day when I was about seven or eight, she came round with my cousin Tony who was older than me, probably in his teens. Auntie Marion had brought this blackcurrant tart that she’d made, and I was looking forward to it. But Tony had a warning: ‘David,’ he said, ‘My mother’s pastry is like cricket pads.’ And he was right! Auntie Marion could never make pastry, but she tried and that’s what counts. Maybe she just didn’t have pastry hands.

BAKING – THE KNOWLEDGE

We’d like to share some of the baking knowledge that we’ve picked up over our years of cooking on and off screen – little tips that might save you some time or heartache.

Baking is a bit different from other cooking – there’s sort of alchemy to it, some magic that happens in the oven – but you do have to be accurate and measure your ingredients properly. There’s less of the winging it that you can get away with when making a soup or a casserole. That said, even if your cake sinks a little or your beautiful loaf has a crack in the middle, it will still taste wonderful and you’ll feel a real sense of achievement. So here goes!
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EQUIPMENT

We don’t want anyone to feel they have to race out and spend loads of money but there are some basic bits of kit you’ll need.

Scales: Accurate measurements are important when baking and a good set of scales is essential. You’ll need some measuring spoons too and a measuring jug.

Tins: A couple of baking trays are essential and, depending on what you decide to bake, you might also need a large (900g) loaf tin, a 20–21cm square baking tin for brownies and the like, a 12-hole muffin tin and a 12-hole cupcake tin. If you want to make mini fairy cakes, you’ll need a 24-hole tin. It’s also good to have a couple of 20cm sandwich tins for Victoria sponge-type cakes and a larger 23cm cake tin. For sweet and savoury tarts, a 23cm and a 25cm tin will be useful.

Gadgets: You can, of course, do everything by hand like our mams used to do, but you might like a bit of help. A food processor is great for making pastry and an electric hand whisk makes short work of creaming butter and sugar and whisking egg whites. If you’re lucky enough to have a stand mixer, you can use if for more or less everything, including kneading dough. The stand mixer paddle is brilliant for pastry – less water is needed so the pastry is nice and short and there is less shrinkage.
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SMALL ITEMS

A rubber or silicone spatula: This really helps when scraping cake batter out of the mixing bowl. Spatulas are not expensive and they work much better than a spoon.

Metal dough scrapers: Great for cleaning work surfaces and cutting dough into portions. They’re also useful for cutting up tray bakes, such as brownies, into neat squares.

Pastry guide sticks or strips: These help you roll your pastry out to an even thickness which gives the best results. They’re inexpensive and usually available in sets of several different sizes.

A pastry brush: Handy for brushing pies and other bakes with beaten egg or adding glaze to cakes.

Liners: It’s really important to line cake tins and baking tins, so your delicious creations don’t stick. Make sure you have some baking parchment, which is available in rolls or cut to rounds of different sizes. Even better is to invest in some reusable, washable liners that you can cut to fit your baking tins and use again and again.

A set of cookie cutters: You’ll need these for cutting out scones and biscuits. And we find that a pizza wheel is the best thing for cutting pastry neatly.

[image: image]

INGREDIENTS

Flour: Flour does go off eventually, so keep an eye on use-by dates. Plain bleached white flour keeps better than most, but strong white flour does deteriorate and loses its potency, so will affect the quality of your bake. Wholemeal flour tends to go rancid if stored for too long.

Flour doesn’t always need sieving, but a litte tip is to put it in your bowl with any other similar ingredients, such as baking powder, and give it a quick whisk with a balloon whisk. This gets rid of any lumps, brings in some air and makes sure everything is well combined. Less mess than sieving too.

Nuts: Shelled nuts also go rancid quite quickly, so if you buy a big bag, wrap them well and store them in the freezer to keep them fresh.

Salt: Adding a good pinch of salt to sweet as well as savoury bakes really does make a difference to the flavour balance. It also helps to lighten things like meringues.

Butter: We like to use unsalted butter in our bakes. The amount of salt in the salted products varies a lot, so we prefer to add salt separately.

Sugar: Caster sugar is the sugar most commonly used in cakes and we often use golden caster sugar which is slightly less refined and adds nice colour. Soft dark and light brown sugar are also popular and bring a touch of caramel flavour. Brown sugar does have a tendency to go rock hard in your cupboard, though. If this happens to you, put the sugar in a bowl, cover it with a damp tea towel and leave it overnight. The sugar will absorb the moisture from the tea towel and will be lovely and soft again. And if you’re about to make a cake and find you’ve run out of icing sugar, just blitz some caster sugar in a food processor until it is fine and powdery.

Eggs: We always used to buy large eggs, but now we’ve discovered that the boxes of mixed eggs you see in the supermarket nowadays are quite a bit cheaper, so we go for those. We’ve tested all these recipes and found that the size of eggs makes no difference, so no worries. Always check that your eggs are at room temperature before using – they will beat much more successfully.
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A FEW TIPS

Pastry: Pastry needs to be kept cool, so make sure your butter is cold, any water is ice cold and, if mixing by hand, your hands are cool. The advantage of using a food processor or stand mixer, of course, is that you are touching the pastry less, so it’s less likely to get warm.

It’s important to chill pastry properly otherwise it will shrink when baked, but don’t chill it for too long or it will be too hard to roll. When making things like pastry cases, it’s best to roll out the pastry, line the tin or tins, then chill. Otherwise wrap the pastry or put it in a container before chilling. If it does get a bit dry, wet your hands with really cold water and gently massage the pastry to soften it again before rolling it out.

Bread: When putting your ingredients into your mixing bowl, add the flour first, then the yeast and stir. Then add the salt – if the salt comes into too much contact with the yeast it inhibits its action.

Creaming butter and sugar: Creaming is simply beating butter and sugar together. Always use very soft butter and don’t beat for more than two minutes. If you beat for too long, too much air will be incorporated into the mixture and your cake won’t rise as well.

Beating egg whites: When you want dry, stiff peaks for things like meringues, beat the egg whites until they cling to the bowl and won’t even move a millimetre. Hold the bowl over your head if you dare!

Measuring sticky items: When you’re measuring out tablespoons of ingredients like treacle, honey or golden syrup, either dip the spoon in freshly boiled water first or rub it lightly with oil. Then whatever you are measuring will slide off the spoon easily.

Cutting/slicing: When you’re cutting your bake, remove it from the tin first so you can get to the edges properly. Ideally, use a knife that is the length of the cut you need to make, so you can press it down rather than drag it through. You will get a cleaner cut that way. It also helps to lightly oil the knife blade first or dip it in some freshly boiled water. Don’t use a hot knife with chocolate or anything else that might melt.
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