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INTRODUCTION

A birthday is surely one of, if not THE most important day in any child’s year. Quite aside from the serious business of being one year older, there’s the party to consider and the cake and treats to dream about. If you’ve been inspired by The Great British Bake Off and want to try your hand at some impressive bakes then this is the book to teach you how to pull off a showstopping birthday party using simple tips and techniques.

The cake is the centrepiece of most children’s parties and one that your child will take great pleasure in choosing themselves, leaving you the simple task of baking it! In this book you’ll find over 30 large birthday cakes for boys and girls, ranging in skill from the Space Rocket on here to the Lemon Sherbet Cake (here) in the Simple Cakes chapter, where you’ll find delicious sponge recipes that require a little less decorative skill.

It’s party time and the bakes in this book are designed with fun in mind and for the home baker. The equipment required is widely available and you won’t need expensive tins that will only be used once. A stand mixer will make light work of cake mixes and buttercreams, but is not essential; a hand-held electric whisk is a good second option and good old-fashioned muscle power with a mixing bowl and wooden spoon will do almost as well.

But a party is not just about the showstopping big cake. There are small cakes and biscuits to consider and savoury snacks to keep everyone happy. Cupcakes are a perennial favourite for children of all ages and can be baked in a variety of sizes to suit hands small and large. Everyone will enjoy Jam Tarts (here) and retro Iced Gems (here), and older children will take delight in S’mores Cupcakes (here) and Blueberry Bakewell Slices (here). And there’s surely no one who can resist a Doughnut (here) or a Chocolate Swiss Roll (here).

Savoury food for parties is all about small bites with maximum flavour and nibbles that can be eaten in the hand – especially when there are important games to be played and prizes to be won! Herby Sausage Rolls (here) are classic party food and Cheese Straws (here) are a sure-fire hit, but have you ever tried Hidden Hot Dogz (here)?

Baking for a child’s party is the perfect opportunity for really letting loose with the piping bags and edible sprinkles – there’s no such thing as too much in this instance. Fantastic cake decorations are now available in most supermarkets and the selection online is amazing, with sprinkles in shapes and colours to suit every theme and budget.

Where possible, the bakes in this book are decorated with edible goodies such as shortbread biscuits iced to look like sailboats, flowers and puppy dogs. Children will love to help with the decorations where they can, whether it’s making chocolate jazzies for a Secret Centre Cake (here), spooning icing over Lemon Sprinkle Cakes (here) or scattering sprinkles liberally over just about anything.

Some Bake Off alumni have also contributed their favourite children’s party recipes. You’ll find large cakes from Holly Bell (here), Miranda Gore Browne (here) and Ian Cumming (here), biscuits from Cathryn Dresser (here) and Richard Burr (here), and savoury treats from Chetna Makan (here) and Luis Troyano (here).
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BAKING TIPS & TECHNIQUES

Baking for a children’s party can be fun and creative, but at the same time daunting. Read the recipes ahead to make sure you don’t need to start any of the elements, such as sugarpaste decorations, a day or two ahead (see the Snowman, for example, on here). And remember that most of the sponges for the big cakes can be made one or two days before, or even further ahead and frozen, wrapped in cling film, for up to a month.

INGREDIENTS

The recipes in this book use the simplest ingredients to create the most flavour, but follow these basic rules to ensure your bakes are at their best when they come out of the oven. See here for more on ingredients for decorating your cakes.

EGGS

All the recipes in this book use large free-range eggs at room temperature. If you try to add fridge-cold eggs to a light and airy creamed butter-and-sugar mixture you will find that the mixture might at best take longer to combine or, at worst, curdle. If you forget to take eggs out of the fridge in time, simply leave them in a bowl of lukewarm water for 10 minutes to warm up.

BUTTER AND DAIRY

Unless otherwise stated always, always use unsalted butter for baking. Salted butter varies in flavour enormously and will greatly affect the taste of your cakes and bakes – and not necessarily for the better.

Most of the recipes in this book call for butter that has been softened at room temperature – cakes and buttercream almost always require softened butter. Most pastry and some biscuit recipes will call for the butter to be chilled.

The same applies to other dairy products, such as milk or soured cream, which should be added to mixtures at room temperature unless stated otherwise.

EQUIPMENT

It is possible to make almost all of the cakes and bakes in this book with standard kitchen and baking equipment. Most of the cake tins used are easy to find in good kitchen shops and even some larger supermarkets.

CAKE TINS AND BAKING SHEETS

For best results in baking it is important to use good-quality, solid tins and baking sheets as they are unlikely to buckle and become misshapen in the oven. They’ll conduct heat evenly, which will ensure an even rise and bake. Look out for decorative Bundt or kugelhopf tins – the better the tin, the better the result with this type and if they are non-stick then so much the better.

PIPING BAGS AND NOZZLES

Rolls of plastic disposable piping bags are indispensable. They come in a variety of sizes and are more hygienic and easier to use than traditional washable bags. The ends can be snipped to very fine points for writing or piping outlines and they fit almost all piping nozzles.

Piping nozzles are available in sets or can be bought individually, allowing you to tailor your equipment to your needs and skills. For best results, look out for nozzles made from stainless steel.

MEASURING SPOONS

The importance of measuring spoons for baking cannot be stressed enough. All the recipes in this book have been written and tested using measuring spoons. Teaspoons for stirring tea and coffee come in all shapes and sizes and using them for baking will give inconsistent results. Measuring spoons come in sets of 5 or 6, some with spoons as small as ⅛ teaspoon and going up to 1½ tablespoons.

DIGITAL SCALES

For absolute accuracy in your baking it is important to use a good set of scales. And for this they really do need to be digital. Always keep a spare battery in reserve.

BAKING PARCHMENT

Before filling, the insides of cake tins must be properly prepared. Grease the base and sides with butter and line the bases with buttered baking parchment – either a disc or a square depending on the shape of the tin. Baking parchment should not be confused with greaseproof paper – the former has a non-stick coating and will ensure that your bakes lift out of the tin or off the baking sheets easily, the latter will have the opposite effect!

OVENS AND OVEN THERMOMETERS

Oven temperatures vary across type and from brand to brand. All the recipes in this book were tested in a standard fan oven. To be sure of your oven’s temperature you could use an oven thermometer, which sits on the oven shelf and gives you a secondary temperature reading. You can then adjust your oven temperature accordingly.

Always bake in the middle, or as close to the middle of the oven as possible. And when baking on more than one shelf at a time, make sure there is enough space between the shelves for your cakes to rise without hitting the shelf above.

CUTTERS

Biscuit cutters are now available in more shapes than you would have thought possible. Animals, flowers, modes of transport including cars, boats and bikes – there’s a cutter for just about every eventuality. Sets of metal round and square cutters in a number of sizes and with both plain and fluted edges are a worthwhile investment. They are essential kit not only for biscuits, but also for making bite-sized pies and tarts and for cutting out sections of sponge from larger cakes.

DECORATIONS

When baking for a birthday party you can really let your imagination and creativity go wild. Piped rosettes of buttercream, a generous swoosh of brightly coloured sprinkles or a popcorn topping are fun embellishments.

COLOURS

Food-colouring pastes are used throughout this book and give a stronger colour and greater variety than the common liquid food colours found on supermarket shelves. Pastes are available singly or in sets from good baking suppliers and online. See here for how to use colouring pastes to tint icings.

Sprinkles

These come in a variety of forms, from the traditional pastel-coloured hundreds and thousands strands to tiny, vibrantly coloured nonpareils balls.

HUNDREDS AND THOUSANDS

The easiest way to brighten up a cake or bake is probably to add hundreds and thousands, and they are certainly the most widely available sprinkles, with every supermarket stocking at least one variety or colour combination. They are somewhat nostalgic, with soft, muted (and often natural) colours.

NONPAREILS

These are very similar to hundreds and thousands, but available in mixed colour combinations as bright as any rainbow. They can also be bought as single colours. They are especially useful for colour-themed projects such as the Clickety Clack Croc on here, or perhaps to indicate a flavour, as in the Minty Chocolate Sandwich Biscuits on here.

JIMMIES

Some bakes require very specific sprinkles. The Funfetti Shortbreads on here and the Lemon Sprinkle Cakes on here use very brightly coloured sprinkles with a light edible wax coating that are often called jimmies. Unlike standard sprinkles, which will melt and disappear into the cake, the wax coating and stronger colouring means they will hold their shape and colour during baking.

CONFETTI SUGAR SPRINKLES

Look out for these tiny discs in assorted colours – they look beautiful scattered up the sides of smoothly iced layer cakes in contrasting colours.

SUGAR BALLS, PEARLS AND DIAMONDS

These come in colours and sizes to suit almost any cake creation. Mimosa balls are simply sugar balls with a decorative textured coating. Sugar diamonds look almost like the real thing and come in several shades.

OTHER DECORATIONS

Plan ahead and you can find almost every kind of decoration online, while the confectionery aisles of larger supermarkets stock great ranges these days.

COCONUT, FLAKED ALMONDS AND POPCORN

These are a great way to add another dimension to your bakes. Flaked and desiccated coconut and flaked almonds can be found in most supermarket baking aisles. You can easily buy popcorn, but it’s much more fun, and usually healthier, to pop your own. Popping kernels can be found in the snacks aisle of larger supermarkets and online.

SUGAR FLOWERS

These are easy and quick to make yourself using very small flower cutters and ready-made sugarpaste or ready-roll fondant icing. Simply roll out the icing, stamp out flowers and arrange on parchment-covered trays. Roll tiny balls of icing in contrasting colours and use a tiny dot of cold water to stick one in the centre of each flower and leave to dry overnight. They are widely available in a variety of sizes and colours from larger supermarkets or online suppliers.

SANDING SUGAR

This is simply coarsely ground sugar that comes in a variety of colours. It sparkles like sand and can be used instead of sprinkles on cakes, biscuits and Cake Pops (here).

EDIBLE GLITTER

This comes in a paint box of colours and adds a beautiful shimmer to bakes. Glitter should be used sparingly and be clearly labelled as edible – not to be confused with craft glitter, which can be toxic.

SWEETS AND CHOCOLATES

It’s worth checking out your local sweet shop or supermarket confectionery aisle for sweets and chocolates in a variety of shapes and flavours to use as edible decorations. Confectioner’s or cooking chocolate in slabs or drops is most suitable for melting. White chocolate will melt quicker than dark.

CAKE TOPPERS

Another easy and fun way to decorate your bakes is to use cake toppers. These are available for both large cakes and cupcakes and come in all shapes and sizes from paper bunting and unicorns to birthday messages on glittery banners. And, last but not least, don’t forget the candles!


TEMPLATES & DIAGRAMS
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VANILLA SPONGE MIX

All too often birthday cakes are all about the fanciness, with little attention paid to the actual cake underneath all the icing and decorations. This vanilla sponge, however, is light, buttery and scented with real vanilla extract. These quantities will make cakes in a variety of shapes and sizes and make equally good cupcakes. Refer to the recipes throughout this book for the batch size you will need.

EXTRA LARGE BATCH

350g unsalted butter

350g caster sugar

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

6 eggs, lightly beaten

300g plain flour

50g cornflour

4 teaspoons baking powder

a pinch of salt

5 tablespoons milk

LARGE BATCH

250g unsalted butter

250g caster sugar

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

4 eggs, lightly beaten

200g plain flour

50g cornflour

3 teaspoons baking powder

a pinch of salt

4 tablespoons milk

MEDIUM BATCH

175g unsalted butter

175g caster sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

3 eggs, lightly beaten

150g plain flour

25g cornflour

2 teaspoons baking powder

a pinch of salt

2 tablespoons milk

SMALL BATCH

100g unsalted butter

100g caster sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

2 eggs, lightly beaten

100g plain flour

25g cornflour

1½ teaspoons baking powder

a pinch of salt

2 tablespoons milk

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/160°C fan/gas mark 4 and position the shelves as close to the middle as possible, leaving enough space between them for the cakes to rise. Grease the cake tins and line the bases following the instructions in the recipe, or line a muffin tin with cases.

2. Cream the butter with the caster sugar and vanilla extract until thoroughly combined, pale and light. This will take at least 3 minutes using a stand mixer and longer if using a hand-held electric beater or a wooden spoon or spatula. Scrape down the sides of the bowl and then gradually add the beaten eggs, one at a time, mixing well between each addition.

3. Sift the flour, cornflour, baking powder and salt into the bowl, add the milk and beat until smooth, mixing slowly at first and gradually increasing the speed. Scrape down the bowl and mix again for about 30 seconds until the batter is silky smooth.

4. Divide the cake mix evenly between the prepared tins or cupcake cases and spread it level with a palette knife or the back of a spoon. Bake following the recipe instructions until golden, well risen and a skewer inserted into the centre of the sponges comes out clean. Leave to rest in the tins for 3–4 minutes and then carefully turn out onto a wire rack and leave until cold.

CHOCOLATE SPONGE MIX

A birthday party is not complete without chocolate in one form or another and surely the most often requested cake flavour is chocolate. This recipe is perfect for use in larger cakes and can be made in advance and will not come to any harm if wrapped well in cling film. If you don’t feel up to making a full-on cake creation this cake will be just as delicious simply sandwiched with jam and coated in buttercream – chocolate of course.

LARGE BATCH

300g unsalted butter, softened

300g caster sugar

100g soft light brown sugar

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

6 eggs, lightly beaten

375g plain flour

80g cocoa powder

4 teaspoons baking powder

a pinch of salt

100ml whole milk

120ml boiling water

MEDIUM BATCH

100g unsalted butter

100g caster sugar

30g soft light brown sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

2 eggs, lightly beaten

125g plain flour

25g cocoa powder

1½ teaspoons baking powder

a pinch of salt

2 tablespoons whole milk

3 tablespoons boiling water

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/160°C fan/gas mark 4 and position the shelves as close to the middle as possible, leaving enough space between them for the cakes to rise. Grease the cake tins and line the bases following the instructions in the recipe.

2. Cream the butter with the caster sugar, light brown sugar and vanilla extract until thoroughly combined, pale and light. This will take at least 3 minutes using a stand mixer and longer if using hand-held electric beaters or a balloon whisk or spatula. Scrape down the sides of the bowl and then gradually add the beaten eggs, one at a time, mixing well between each addition.

3. Sift the flour, cocoa powder, baking powder and salt into the bowl, add the milk and beat until smooth, mixing slowly at first and gradually increasing the speed. Add the boiling water and scrape down the sides of the bowl. Mix again for about 30 seconds until the batter is silky smooth.

4. Divide the cake mix evenly between the prepared tins and spread it level with a palette knife or the back of a spoon. Bake as per the recipe instructions until well risen and a skewer inserted into the centre of the sponges comes out clean. Leave to rest in the tins for 3–4 minutes and then carefully turn out onto a wire rack and leave until cold before decorating.

ICED SHORTBREAD BISCUITS

Where possible, it’s far more appealing to use edible decorations for your cakes and an easy way to do this is to make pretty iced biscuits. This shortbread recipe with vanilla bean paste and a touch of lemon zest is not only delicious, but also makes a crisp biscuit that will hold its shape when baked, making it ideal for decorating. You can make and bake the biscuits up to 2 days ahead and store them between layers of baking parchment in an airtight box until ready to be iced.

225g unsalted butter

150g icing sugar

1 egg, lightly beaten

grated zest of ½ unwaxed lemon

1 teaspoon vanilla bean paste

350g plain flour, plus extra for dusting

½ teaspoon baking powder

a pinch of salt

1. Cream the butter and icing sugar until pale, light and fluffy. This will be easiest and quickest using a stand mixer fitted with a paddle attachment but can also be done by hand with a wooden spoon. Scrape down the sides of the bowl with a spatula and gradually add the beaten egg, mixing well until smooth. Add the lemon zest and vanilla bean paste and mix again.

2. Sift the plain flour, baking powder and a pinch of salt into the bowl and mix until smooth. Flatten the dough into a disc, wrap it in cling film and chill for a couple of hours, or until firm. Shape and bake according to the recipe instructions.

ROYAL ICING

Royal icing sugar is the perfect icing to use for decorating shortbread or gingerbread cookies as it sets firm. Rather than using raw fresh egg whites, as in traditional recipes, shop-bought royal icing sugar includes dried egg white powder and simply needs to be mixed with water. It can be used as a super thick icing that holds its shape when piped, for example on the Iced Gems (here), or in a looser consistency for decorating biscuits, as described below.

Royal icing is easy to tint just about any colour of the rainbow. Paste colours are preferable to traditional food-colouring liquids as the colours are so intense that you only need to use a tiny amount each time and the little pots last for ages. Food-colouring pastes are widely available in good baking shops or online and are often sold in sets of like colours or colour palettes, as well as single colours.

Royal icing dries out quickly so keep any bowls covered with cling film when not in use. Tie the ends of filled piping bags with elastic bands or food-bag pegs between icing stages, or use closed freezer or ziplock bags until needed and simply snip the corners for piping.

TO MIX AND COLOUR ROYAL ICING

Using the ingredients listed in the recipe to guide you, tip the royal icing sugar into a bowl – it’s only necessary to sift if the sugar is lumpy – and add cold water, a tablespoon at a time, mixing well between each addition until the icing is smooth, lump-free, and the desired consistency.

Use a cocktail stick or wooden skewer to add dots of colour at a time and mix well between each addition until you reach the desired shade. Colours often intensify over time so less is often more, especially if you are after bright colours.

HOW TO DECORATE BISCUITS WITH ROYAL ICING

To pipe an outline or details on biscuits the icing will need to be thick enough to hold a firm trail when the whisk is lifted from the bowl. You can always add more water if the icing is too thick, but it’s impossible to take it away if you make the icing too runny and you will need to add more sugar instead.

Spoon 3 tablespoons of the icing into a disposable piping bag and push and squeeze the icing towards the end. Twist the opening of the bag to prevent any icing escaping and secure with an elastic band.

Use sharp scissors to snip a tiny hole roughly 1–2mm wide from the tip and pipe a fine continuous line around the edge of each biscuit. Leave to set for 15 minutes.

Add a drop of water to the remaining icing so that it is about the thickness of double cream and runny enough to no longer hold a ribbon trail. Use a small palette knife or teaspoon to carefully spread or ‘flood’ the runny icing onto the biscuit, inside the piped outline, in a smooth layer. Leave to set for 30 minutes before piping any further details onto each biscuit with the reserved piping icing.

BUTTERCREAMS & FROSTINGS

Buttercream is best made in a stand mixer fitted with the creamer or paddle attachment. It can also be made using a hand-held electric whisk, though it will take a little longer, and of course you can make it the old fashioned way, with a mixing bowl, wooden spoon and muscle power.

The standard recipes below use the quantities that are most often used throughout this book and are suitable for most big cakes or to top a batch of cupcakes.
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