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      For the recipes in this book, you’ll need a general knowledge of how to work with cookie molds. You’ll find very detailed, illustrated instructions in my earlier book Baking with Cookie Molds. Here’s a summary:

      Using cookie molds is made much easier with my recipes, because they rely on the traditional sweetener for molded cookies, honey, rather than sugar. I’ve found that up to 50% of the sweetener can be sugar without creating a fragile, difficult dough, and many people do like the extra sweetness of sugar. So, my recipes mostly reflect that compromise.

      Using my recipes or honey-sweetened recipes of your own, you may find cookie molding to be problem-free. But if you do have difficulties, the thing I want to emphasize most is that you can solve most of them if you experiment with the mold—maybe, if it’s a particularly tough one, with each kind of dough you use. Once you work out a good procedure, molding cookies is easy. But don’t be discouraged if you have to try a few things before you reach that “easy” point.

      Some molds do best if they’re oiled lightly. Some will release easier if you use only a light coating of flour. Some work better with both oil and flour, but be careful not to use too much of either, or it will make a paste. I had one mold that drove me crazy until I tried nonstick cooking spray, which had never worked for me with any other mold.

      Some molds work best if you turn them face up and roll a blob of dough into them. In other cases, you’ll get your best results by rolling the dough out and pushing the mold into it face down.

      Some doughs are easier to unmold than others. The easiest for me were recipes containing sieved jam, especially if the jam contained citric acid and pectin. Cookies sweetened only with honey were easier to unmold than sugar sweetened cookies. My usual mixture of half honey (or other liquid sweetener) and half sugar works well for most molds. I use 100% honey for very large or very difficult ones.

      If you use margarine instead of butter, you might need to experiment to find a brand that works well with molded cookies. At one time, they all seemed to. Then, new regulations about trans fats resulted in reformulation of most margarines. I tried a number of brands with unsatisfactory results. But lately, the brands I’ve tested seem to work better.

      For a while, I used refined coconut oil in preference to margarine, and it worked very well. But if you try that, don’t let any go down your drain, or it will congeal and clog your pipes severely!

      If your ingredients are giving you sticky dough that doesn’t unmold well, try different options for unmolding the cookies. If unmolding from one point or direction isn’t working, try another. Inward-pointing angles tend to tear, so if you can avoid unmolding a cookie that has them in a way that puts tension on that area, you’ll be ahead. A sharply pointed star shaped cookie would be difficult no matter which direction you use, but for most, you can avoid problems.

      Molds designed for multiple cookies are much easier to work with if you make the cookies singly.

      I always use baking parchment to minimize handling the dough itself. This isn’t difficult with most molds, though some are a little trickier. If you’re using the mold face down like a cookie cutter, you roll the dough onto parchment. If you’re using it face up, you put a piece of parchment over the surface of the dough before you roll it into the mold. Nonstick foil will work just as well.

      There are more tips on preparing cookie molds in the February section of this book. And here are a couple of examples of unmolding cookies with special challenges.

      SAINT NICHOLAS
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      This mold, from Gene Wilson of HOBI Cookie Molds, is beautiful, but it has one big problem—the weakness of the staff that projects above the figure’s shoulder. Here’s how I make this cookie:

      1. Flour the mold lightly.

      2. Break off a blob of dough and shape it into a cylinder about the length of the mold.

      3. Flour the dough cylinder lightly.

      4. Press the dough into the mold, smoothing it out to cover the entire carved area. If there’s not enough, I add more floured dough.

      5. Cover the dough with a square of parchment.

      6. Roll the parchment with a rolling pin.

      7. Turn the mold over and grasp the edge of the parchment at the bottom of the figure. With this mold, it matters a lot where you start. The staff will rip if you start at the top.

      8. If the dough sticks to the parchment, you’re home free. Separate the cookie from the mold a little at a time, with a motion like opening a book.

      9. If the dough sticks to the mold, try to tease a little of it out at the base of the figure, still holding the mold upside down. It will probably distort a little, but you can push it back into shape once the cookie is unmolded.

      10. Once you get it started, it is going to come out of the mold if you’re patient and gentle. The force of gravity is on your side—a formidable ally.

      A LARGE NATIVITY

      My large nativity mold from House on the Hill is a foot in diameter, and it’s not difficult to get something, but it’s not easy to get a clear all-over print. Here’s the cookie you make from it:
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      The border is difficult to print consistently, and I made many tries where one or another of the figures was blurry.

      After a few efforts with uneven results, I marked the back of the mold with a black permanent marker to indicate where harder pressure was needed. I also realized that the entire border needed special treatment.

      The mold is composition, which releases easier than most materials, so light flouring was adequate to ensure that the dough wouldn’t stick.

      These instructions describe how I finally got consistent results:

      1. With the lightly floured mold face up, press lightly floured dough into the mold to cover it fairly smoothly.

      2. Lay a sheet of parchment over the mold to cover it completely. Roll with rolling pin. Break off any awkward excess, but keep a small margin to be trimmed off later.

      3. Cover the parchment with a stiff flat surface like a cutting board. Flip the cookie so that the dough is on the bottom, mold on top. Slide the cutting board out so that the sandwich of parchment/dough/mold is flat on your counter or table.

      4. Press hard on the margin and on the other marked spots. Or even pound it lightly with the side of your fist.

      5. Using the parchment and the margin as “grabbers,” very gradually and gently unmold the cookie as described above for St. Nicholas.
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      Cookies are done when they’re brown, right?

      Well, no. By the time cookies look brown, they’re overdone.

      For one thing, just like a roast or a casserole, cookies don’t stop cooking suddenly when you take them out of the oven. So, don’t wait until you’re sure they’re done to take them out. If they really are underbaked when they’re cool, it won’t hurt anything if you put them back in the oven and bake them a little more.

      Keep in mind that an oven light, if you have one, doesn’t give you the best color rendition. Mine always makes the cookies look paler than they really are. If I trust it, I end up with overbaked cookies.

      Cookies are usually done when they’ve just started to brown at the edges. Given the lighting problem with ovens, you may have to remove the sheet and look at it in natural light to get a good view of this.

      But the big thing is how the bottom of the cookie looks. If it is slightly brown, with no doughy-looking spots, the cookie is done, regardless of the color. So, I take my cookie sheet out of the oven, put on a heat glove (or use a spatula), flip a cookie over, and check the bottom.

      And sometimes, depending on airflow in your oven, part of a sheet of cookies will be ready while the rest need more time. If that happens, there’s no problem with taking the cookie sheet out of the oven, removing the fully baked cookies, and returning the underdone ones to the oven.

      I usually put the cookies on a cooling rack right away. Occasionally, I have a very large cookie that seems not quite done in the middle, but is getting too brown at the edge. I’ll leave it on the cookie sheet for a few minutes to let the stored heat in the metal help it finish cooking.

      Two-layer baking sheets with air in the middle will keep cookies from actually burning, but they still overbake. Since these sheets can’t be washed in the dishwasher, I’m not a fan.

      One thing to remember is an old saying: “If you can smell it in here, it’s burning in there.” Use a timer.
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