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INTRODUCTION





 


There is nothing more satisfying than baking a batch of homemade cookies. From choosing the recipe and mixing the ingredients to shaping the dough and picking out decorations, the whole process is a joy. Then, of course, there is the sense of anticipation as the glorious aroma seeps around the house and finally it is time to sample the freshly baked cookies, still warm from the oven.





Cookies are extremely versatile, as the recipes in this book demonstrate. You can prepare a quick batch of chocolate cookies for an after-school treat, or you can rustle up more intricately decorated cookies for gifts and special occasions. Many of the recipes are quick and easy to prepare, which means the whole family can get involved. Kids love mixing and decorating—and, of course, sampling their creations—and homemade cookies are a great introduction to baking. Whether you are a novice baker or an experienced cook, you will discover recipes for every occasion that everyone will enjoy.









ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT


One of the great things about baking cookies is that you don’t need to go out and spend a fortune on special equipment. You will probably already own most of the baking equipment you need to get started on many of the recipes in this book. If you plan to create some of the more highly decorated cookies, you will also need a selection of pastry bags and other decorating tools, but for the majority of recipes the following essential equipment will be sufficient.





MIXING BOWLS


It’s a good idea to have a selection of sizes, because many recipes require more than one mixing bowl.





MEASURING


Baking generally requires precise measurements, which makes a good set of kitchen measuring cups indispensable. They come in ¼, ⅓, ½, and 1 cup sizes—and you should also have a set of measuring spoons, from ¼ teaspoon to 1 tablespoon. When measuring a dry ingredient, use the back edge of a blunt knife to level it, and for brown sugar, pack it in firmly before leveling it. A large see-through measuring cup is useful for liquids. When measuring, keep it on a flat surface and view the measurement lines on the side of the cup at eye level for accuracy.







[image: image missing]









[image: image missing]




COOKIE SHEETS


It is a good idea to have a number of good-quality cookie sheets to hand. Cookie dough expands a lot during cooking, so always space the cookies widely. This often means using more than one cookie sheet for a batch of cookies.





PARCHMENT PAPER


Some recipes call for a greased cookie sheet and others require you to line the cookie sheet with parchment paper.





COOKIE CUTTERS


These are essential for any cookie enthusiast. Some of the recipes call for specific cutter sizes or shapes, but you can also choose your own—festive, animal, and character shapes can be used for everyday baking, and letter cutters are ideal for gift cookies.





WIRE RACK


Although some batches of cookies will barely make it out of the oven before being eaten, there will be times when you need a wire rack for cooling down.





KEY INGREDIENTS


With this short list of ingredients you can create basic cookie dough.






•   All-purpose flour




•   Eggs—the fresher the better



•   Baking powder and/or baking soda



•   Fat—this could be butter, margarine, or oil



•   Sugar—keep a stock of superfine, granulated, and brown sugars





To make your own superfine sugar, put the same quantity of granulated sugar in a food processor and blend for a minute. If you add a few more pantry staples (such as unsweetened cocoa powder, powdered sugar, vanilla extract, citrus fruit, dried fruits, and nuts), your repertoire will expand greatly and you will be able to choose from a variety of recipes in the book without heading out to the grocery store.


Obviously, if you have a particular recipe in mind, you will need to make a shopping list and get yourself prepped in advance.





BASIC TECHNIQUES


Cookie recipes use many of the same baking techniques to ensure the ingredients are well combined, the dough is workable, and the baked product is successful. It is, therefore, a good idea to familiarize yourself with these basics before you start cooking.





BEATING EGG WHITES


There’s a skill to achieving perfectly light and fluffy egg whites.



•   Make sure the mixing bowl is spotlessly clean and don’t use a plastic bowl



•   Always use fresh eggs and let them come to room temperature



•   Start whisking slowly, then build up speed as the eggs start to thicken



•   Be patient—it takes time to achieve soft peaks



•   As soon as the eggs are fluffy, stop beating or they will begin to turn liquid again



•   Use the beaten egg whites immediately upon beating them





CREAMING


Creaming is the process of combining the fat and sugar in a recipe. You can cream ingredients in a food mixer, but many people prefer to control the process by doing it by hand.



•   Begin with the butter or margarine at room temperature



•   Start mixing slowly, then increase the speed as the ingredients begin to combine



•   The dough should become soft, light, and pale. The volume will increase as the ingredients fully combine
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GREASING A COOKIE SHEET



•   You can use a small piece of parchment paper or a pastry brush to grease the cookie sheet(s)



•   Work methodically over the sheet, and up and around the edges, to make sure that the whole area is covered in a thin, even layer of fat



•   If you lift the sheet to the light, you will be able to see any overlooked areas





LINING A COOKIE SHEET


Cookie dough is delicate and lining the cookie sheet will help the cookies slide off in one piece.



•   You can use parchment paper or reusable silicone pan liners



•   Cut the paper to fit exactly on the bottom of the cookie sheet, going right up to the edges



•   If you draw around the bottom of the sheet, you will get an exact fit and avoid retrimming





ROLLING OUT DOUGH



•   Before you start rolling, liberally spread flour onto the work surface and all over the rolling pin



•   Cookie dough can be sticky—use a ceramic rolling pin instead of a wooden one



•   You will achieve a more even thickness if you roll out from the middle of the dough



•   Sprinkle more flour over the dough and rolling pin as you roll to stop it from sticking


SHAPING COOKIE DOUGH


Different recipes call for different approaches to shaping the cookies. Some recipes require scoops of dough to be placed on the cookie sheets; for others, you will need to shape the dough by hand.



•   You can use a scoop to measure out even amounts of dough



•   Gently roll the dough in your hands to form even balls—if there is too much or too little dough, just add or remove some and reroll



•   Aim for even shapes, otherwise the cookies won’t bake evenly





PIPING COOKIE DOUGH


This is another technique used in a number of cookie recipes and it helps


to ensure that the cookies are even sizes and evenly spaced.



•   Use two hands—one to squeeze the pastry bag and one to direct the dough



•   Keep the dough pushed down toward the decorating tip so there are no gaps



•   Stop piping before you move the bag away from the cookie





STORING AND FREEZING


It takes a little practice to create perfect batches of cookies every time, but if you follow the recipes carefully, you will master the art in no time at all.


Of course, a fresh sheet of cookies will probably disappear as soon as it is taken out of the oven, which means storage won’t be an issue. However, if you do manage to hold some back, here are some tips on storage.





STORING


If you are making large batches of cookies, it is important to store them correctly so they stay fresh. Keep a stock of airtight containers ready to transfer your cookies once they have cooled and try to separate the cookies, depending on their texture and consistency; softer cookies can be carefully stacked in airtight containers, whereas glazed or decorated cookies should be stored in upright layers, in between sheets of parchment paper.





FREEZING


Most cookies freeze well, and it is a good idea to cook them in large batches, then tuck some out of sight for when the family has a cookie craving or to offer unexpected visitors. Transfer the cooled cookies to airlock freezer bags or airtight containers, label with the date and type, and they will stay fresh in the freezer for up to three months.


You can also freeze cookie dough, which means you can enjoy freshly baked cookies at a moment’s notice. Once the dough is prepared, roll it into cookie balls and place these spaced apart on a cookie sheet, making sure they are all the same size. Now place the cookie sheets in the freezer until the cookie dough balls have frozen—this stops them from sticking together. Transfer the cookie dough balls to freezer bags or airtight containers and keep in the freezer for up to three months. When it’s time to bake them, let them defrost, then bake as normal.





DECORATING


You don’t need an art diploma to create eye-catching designs—simple icing tops or chocolate dips will make your cookies stand out. You can be as intricate and as imaginative as you want with characters, festive designs, faces, and piping.





ROYAL ICING


The consistency of the icing will depend on the design you want to create. If you are covering the whole cookie (flooding), the icing should be fairly loose; for detailed work, you should use a firmer paste. Prepare the icing in advance, especially if you are using two or more colors. Let the cookies cool down on lined cookie sheets before icing. Put ⅓ cup royal icing sugar and 6 tablespoons of water in a bowl and beat together to make a thick paste to spread on cookies. Leave in a cool place to set for 30 minutes.





QUICK BUTTERCREAM


For a foolpoof icing, buttercream wins hands-down. Beat together 1 cup confectioner’s sugar with 6 tablespoons unsalted butter and 1 teaspoon of hot water until creamy.
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PASTRY BAGS


You will need a selection of these and a variety of decorating tips that will suit different cookie sizes and decoration styles. As a general rule, no. 2 tips should be used for average-size cookies—move up or down a size for bigger or smaller cookies.





TEMPLATES


There are as many templates available as there are decorating ideas, and these are a great way to get the basic shape and design of your decoration onto the cookie. Templates come in all shapes, sizes, and materials. You can make your own, and some are reusable plastic or metal molds that make an imprint on the top of the cookie; others are paper ones that are cut out.





GIFTS


Cookies make great gifts because they can be personalized for virtually any occasion. Use number templates for birthday cookies, or create a design that relates to the profession or hobby of the recipient—football, ballet shoes, cars, book covers … the list is endless.


When it comes to packaging the cookies, there are a lot of quirky ideas to show them off. Here are a few:



•   Canning jars



•   Cellophane bags tied with bright ribbon



•   Gift boxes lined with tissue paper



•   Bakery boxes



•   Paper cones



•   Decorated envelopes



•   Inside a cup or glass wrapped in cellophane (two gifts in one)







TOP TEN TIPS















	


1. Read the recipe



•   It might sound obvious, but it’s important to read all the way through the recipe before you begin—one missing ingredient or piece of equipment could mean a batch of substandard cookies.








2. Preheat the oven



•   Your oven needs to be at the correct temperature as soon as your cookies are ready to bake, so turn it on before you begin.








3. Measure with care



•   Baking is an exact science and all ingredients need to be carefully measured for the perfect results.








4. Soften butter



•   Take the butter out of refrigerator about an hour before cooking so that it is at room temperature when you reach the creaming part of the recipe.








5. Chill the dough



•   Chill the dough in the refrigerator for about an hour (or 15–20 minutes in the freezer) to dry it out. You should also keep your hands cool—if the dough warms up, it melts and will be difficult to work with.






	


6. Flour power



•   Cookie dough is sticky and a warm kitchen and warm hands make it even stickier. Use plenty of flour on the work surface and rolling pin to keep the dough in check.








7. Equal sizes



•   Make sure each piece of cookie dough is the same size—if not, you will end up with some overcooked and some undercooked cookies in your batch.








8. Room to expand



•   Always leave plenty of space between the cookies on the cookie sheet, otherwise the dough will merge as it expands. Use extra sheets if you’re not sure.








9. Baking times



•   Always double-check baking times and check the cookies a couple of minutes before the end, because ovens do vary. An undercooked cookie can be put back in the oven, but there’s no rescue for an overcooked one.








10. Cooling down



•   Let the cookies completely cool before storing them.
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