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B
baking 
sweet
treats
Claire Ptak of 
East London’s famed 
Violet Bakery shares 
her spin on seasonal 
pies and biscuits
My grandmother on my 
father’s side lived near Chicago 
and was an avid baker. Every 
Christmas, she would make  
25 different types of cookies 
and send them to all her family. 
You’d get a huge box in the post 
with 25 cookie tins. I don’t 
know how long she spent 
preparing them. I remember 
thinking it was the most 

amazing thing when that 
package arrived in California, 
where I grew up. I think of her 
every Christmas, making all 
those biscuits. 

Moving to the UK completely 
changed the things I bake. At 
Christmas time I definitely  
do go British, and I love to 
make mince pies. We never  
had anything like them in 
California, so when I moved 
here I was intrigued. Making 
the fruit mincemeat is now  
one of my favourite things. 

Christmas baking shouldn’t 
be stressful, it should be fun. 
Preparation is really important. 

It’s nice to have some action  
in the kitchen – you don’t  
want everything finished – but 
you do want to be able to have 
some time where you’re not 
distracted or worried about 
burning something. So much 
can be done in advance so you 
can enjoy your guests’ company.

Like my grandmother, I love 
making Christmas cookies.  
I always keep some uncooked 
in my freezer so I can just pop 
them in the oven when I need 
them. It’s like you’re baking 
fresh ones but you don’t  
have to do any of the work! 
Ginger-snap biscuits are great 
and they’re so simple. Using  

a tool like an ice-cream scoop 
will make them all the same 
size and help them look 
uniform. Then I roll them in  
a little caster sugar before 
baking so they’re all sparkly. 

I always bake something for 
breakfast at Christmas too, 
such as cinnamon buns or 
scones. Again, you can do it 
weeks before, freeze them,  
and if you’ve got a full house  
at Christmas time, just bake 
them in the morning. Everyone 
gets up, the house smells like 
scones, and breakfast is ready. 

Find everything you need for your 
own Christmas baking projects in 
store or online at johnlewis.com

fyi
Good Grips 

baker’s dusting 
wand, £10, OXO. 

Oven tray, £8, 
John Lewis.

CLAIRE’S TIPS  
FOR MINCE PIES
1 Make the fruit mincemeat 
mixture as early as you can  
– the fruit really plumps up  
the longer it sits.
2 We cook dried fruit with 
fresh apple, orange and lemon 
juice, brandy, tart apple juice 
and my own candied peel.
3 I recommend candying your 
own peel, but if you don’t have 
time, add a lot of finely grated 
zest as a quick alternative. 
4 Cook the mincemeat for a 
while to get everything really 
soft and to allow the different 
flavours to come together.
5 Then we jar it and let it sit as 
long as possible. It’s still totally 
delicious when it’s freshly 
made, but the flavours get  
more complex over time.
6 I make a buttery pastry,  
which is a mix between a  
sweet pastry and a shortcrust 
pastry texture. For the pies,  
it can be a little thicker than 
you would have for something  
like a galette.
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“I think of my 
grandmother 

baking 25 kinds 
of cookies as 

gifts every year”

The Violet Bakery Cookbook by 
Claire Ptak (Square Peg, £20)  
is out now. 


