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Introduction
“The Best Cookies Ever”
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Last summer, my older daughter came home from sleepaway camp with a story that reminded me of my own days in the cabins of Camp Point CounterPoint. It wasn’t about building a bonfire or short-sheeting a bed—it involved a care package, something my bunk mates and I often received from our moms and grandmas, who couldn’t stand the idea of us surviving on the jar of saltines that our rather austere dining hall director kept on a counter for between-meal snacks. In my daughter’s case, the parcel came from her bunk mate’s grandmother, and contained luscious bar cookies called “Seven Layers of Heaven.” The grandmother had urged the girl to share the cookies with her friends, and the group reached a near-frenzy as they dove into the treats during a rest period party. As my daughter related the story, she became rapturous all over again: “So good! The best cookies ever! I’m going to get the recipe!”


I didn’t take it personally, even though my daughter was practically weaned on my home-baked cookies, and she’s sampled my own seven-layer Midsummer Night’s Dream Bars (page 68) several times. As a dedicated cookie swapper, professionally trained pastry chef, and cookbook author, I’m constantly developing new cookie recipes. (There’s no such thing as a dessert-free day in my kitchen!) But I understood my daughter’s excitement for those summer camp treats: All sweets— especially cookies—taste better when they’re shared with friends.


[image: Image]


Yours truly, preparing to freeze a batch of cookies for a neighbor’s swap.


There’s no better way to enjoy the cookie-friend combo than with a cookie swap. It’s a party that brings people together, to trade stories, nibbles, and recipes—and to let their hair down a little. But more important, it’s a party that celebrates this most perfectly portable of desserts. What better vehicle for sugar, butter, eggs, flour? A few basic ingredients lend themselves to so many possible iterations—a world of flavors and textures—all small enough to be held in the hand, a portable hug. Folks are passionate about their cookies and the recipes that are handed from parent to child, from friend to friend. So it’s no wonder that when people gather to exchange their most beloved cookies, they often gush, like my daughter did, that they’ve just tasted the new “best cookie ever.”


This, at least, is what happened to me at my first swap. I had joined a moms’ group in my small town, hoping to make some friends for myself and my kids, and was later invited to the group’s holiday exchange. I’m still grateful to the women who organized the event and invited me to participate, because it not only helped me make new friends, it also opened my eyes to all the wonderful baking going on around me. (Turns out I wasn’t the only baking fanatic in the village!) And I walked away with a recipe for Chewy Gingersnaps (page 47) that is still one of my all-time favorites. Since then I’ve swapped cookies many, many times, at birthday parties, beach barbecues, preschool fund-raisers, and candidate’s meetings. I’ve hosted cookie swaps with a purpose, and others just for fun. Cookie swaps are the best type of potluck, because even people with no kitchen experience at all can participate. There’s an element of surprise, too, and that’s what always keeps it fresh.


EASY DOES IT


Iknow that the idea of hosting a swap can seem daunting—the planning, the math, the baking—but here’s the thing: It really couldn’t be easier. As baking goes, cookies are pretty low-stress; and as parties go, cookie swaps are meant to be fun, freewheeling affairs (after all, you’re having a party and your guests are bringing the food!). But in case you have any lingering anxieties, I’m here to help.


In this guide I’ve outlined all the basics for organizing a swap, and included a handy checklist to help you plan, so you’ll know exactly what to do—no guesswork necessary. And I’ve given you lots of road-tested party ideas and themes to get you excited and on your way. As for what to bake, you’re covered there, too. I developed more than sixty easy, swap-ready recipes (plus more than thirty-five variations) for delicious, surprising cookies of all stripes, including drop cookies, icebox cookies, bar cookies, even no-bake cookies and cookies for people with dietary restrictions.


All of the recipes bake up sizable batches—perfect for swapping—and many can be prepped in advance (these are ID’d with a “Freeze Me!” icon). And the cookies pack up and tote well—in other words, they’ll hold up to any swap antics you throw their way. Beyond that, I let taste and imagination be my guide. You’ll find my best versions of tempting classics like chocolate chip (page 32), oatmeal (page 45), and gingersnap cookies (page 47), and plenty of creative treats and variations like Hazelnut Espresso Chip Cookies (page 33), Double Peanut Butter Cups (page 42), and Green Tea Cookies with Almond Cream (page 114). The best part: These cookies are delectable to eat and, to varying degrees, simple to make. No matter what you bake, your swap table will be a thing of splendor—and you won’t have to spend hours with a pastry bag in hand.


So pick an occasion (or not), whip up some cookies, and get swapping! You’ll see it’s as easy as pie … er, cookie.


[image: Image]


Indecisive? At a swap, you don’t have to choose— take plenty of each.





Chapter 1: Ready, Set, Swap!



COOKIE EXCHANGE 101


[image: Image]


Anxious to get swapping but don’t know where to start? Begin at the beginning, of course. Here are all the basics—including swap math (it’s simple, really) and a party-planning primer—to get you from point A to point C(ookie Swap).



HAPPY SWAP DAY!



Once upon a time, cookie swaps were strictly Christmastime affairs. They originated in the early 1900s, as a way for women to cut down on their holiday baking load— and have some fun in the process. Holiday exchanges are still wildly popular, but that doesn’t mean you can’t think outside of the gingerbread-and-candy-cane box. Cookie swaps are blank-canvas parties: They lend themselves to all sorts of themes and occasions. They’re ideal for celebrating everything from graduations to bridal showers, and for making a silly excuse—it’s Hug an Australian Day!— to gather all your favorite people in the same place. They also make excellent collaborative fund-raisers and meet-and-greets for PTAs, gardening clubs, Mommy and Me groups, pickup roller derby teams … whatever your cause. You can throw a cookie swap whenever you want and for any old reason—your imagination’s the limit.


COOKIE SWAP MATH


After you’ve chosen the what and why of your cookie exchange, you need to figure out the how—and that means doing some calculations. If it’s been a while since your high school math class, you might squirm at the idea of number crunching. But in this case it couldn’t be simpler. You want to determine how many people to invite, and how many cookies each person should take home with them.








EXCUSES, EXCUSES
EVERY DAY’S A SWAP DAY


Need a reason to have a cookie swap? Look to the calendar for inspiration, or go online to see what wacky “holidays” are celebrated at any given time. With a little creativity virtually any red-letter day can become the perfect day for a cookie swap.


For Tradition’s Sake: New Year’s Day, Chinese New Year, St. Patrick’s Day, Mardi Gras, Easter, Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, Flag Day, Father’s Day, Fourth of July, Bastille Day, Labor Day, Grandparents Day, Halloween, Thanksgiving, Hanukkah, Christmas, Kwanzaa.


The Unusual and Outlandish: Inauguration Day, Rubber Ducky Day, Groundhog Day, Fat Tuesday, April Fool’s Day, Spring Equinox, Secretary’s Day, Kentucky Derby, Summer Solstice, National Pink Day, Friendship Day, Fall Equinox, Talk Like a Pirate Day, Oktoberfest, Black Friday. (For a longer list of out-of-the-ordinary celebrations, check out www.dailyholidays.net)





First, assess your party space and draw up a guest list. If your swap will take place in your home, or in another fairly intimate space (this is assuming, of course, you don’t live at Versailles), it’s probably best to limit your list to a number your room can hold comfortably, say between ten and twelve. If you’re thinking big, as in a backyard, school cafeteria, or community center, then the more the merrier.


Next, determine how many cookies you’d like everyone to have when all is said and done. Let common sense be your guide. For a group with tame appetites, three or four dozen might do. A group with eager bellies or large crowds to feed might require as many as six or seven (or even eight or nine) dozen.


A common misunderstanding about the cookie swap is that the more people you invite, the more cookies everyone will have to bake. The math says otherwise. When you’ve arrived at the number of cookies you’d like each guest to take home, you’ve also determined the number of cookies each person must bake. That’s it: Everyone goes home with the same number of cookies that they came with.








GIMME MORE
A NOTE ON YIELDS


It’s up to the host (that’s you!) to decide how many cookies each swapper should bring. For the sake of consistency and convenience, all of the recipes in this book have yields divisible by twelve. The math should be simple this way. If a recipe yields thirty-six cookies and you’ve asked swappers to provide six dozen, everyone will need to make two batches.


Notice that I don’t instruct you to “double” the recipe. Your stand mixer, unless it is the largest, professional-size KitchenAid, won’t be able to accommodate a doubled quantity of most of these cookie doughs. So you’ll have to mix two batches separately (there’s usually no need to wash out the mixing bowl between batches) in order to end up with twice as many cookies.


When you want everyone to bake up an additional dozen or so for snacking, I recommend mixing a full extra recipe, rather than cutting a recipe in half (which can be tricky and yield not-so-hot results). When you make extra dough, either freeze what you don’t bake (best for most of the cookies in this book) or bake it all and freeze the excess (best for bars). You’ll find more information on freezing in each recipe.








“A good, simple, homemade cookie is preferable to all the store-bought cookies one can find.”


JAMES BEARD





To divide the cookies among swappers, follow this basic equation:


[image: Image]


To illustrate, let’s say you’ve got eight people (include yourself here) who have baked forty-eight cookies each. Forty-eight divided by eight equals six. So you’ll direct the swappers to take six of each type of cookie, which means they’ll have an assortment of forty-eight cookies at swap’s end. If your equation has a remainder, simply make sure that everyone takes an extra cookie or two of their choice.


One more thing: If your idea of “cookie swap” is “cookie eat and swap,” you’ll need to make some minor adjustments. There are two basic options. If your guests are light nibblers, there’s no need to bake extras; people can just eat more cookies at the party and swap fewer later. In the case of the party of eight above, you might have each person set aside eight cookies on an “eat now” table, and then take home five of each (instead of six) at the end. However, if you’re a believer in more is more, ask everyone to bake an extra dozen (see Gimme More, opposite). Any extras from the “eat now” pile can always be divided up later—or kept as spoils of the swap by the chef in chief.


YOU’RE INVITED …


Now that you’ve stashed away your abacus, it’s time to get creative and put together the invitations. You’ll want to cover all the basics, of course, and give a hint of the fun that’s to come. Let your guests know whether the swap is a special midmorning coffee break, a wine-and-cheese tasting on book club night, or a Galleta Fiesta (that’s sort of Spanish for “cookie party”) on Cinco de Mayo. And if you’re serving more than sweets, be sure to spell that out, too. People want to know whether they should arrive fully fed or leave room for margaritas and your famous guacamole.


[image: Image]


So many cookies— in so little time!


It’s possible to adapt a store-bought party invitation for the purpose, but most of these won’t have enough room for all of the delicious details. Besides, homemade invites are more fun to make and to receive. If you’re crafty, you could scrapbook an invitation or hand-letter it on interesting paper; or jump on to the computer and design an invitation using The Print Shop or other software. Online photo services such as Shutterfly.com offer reasonably priced custom photo invitations as well.


Here’s what to include:


[image: Image] What: Some of your invitees may not know what a cookie swap is. Give them the lowdown. This is also the place to mention your April in Paris or Winter Wonderland theme.


[image: Image] Why: As if you need a reason! But if there is one, state it here.


[image: Image] When: This is easy—it’s the date and time.


[image: Image] Where: Provide the address. If people are traveling from hither and yon, enclose directions and/or a little map (or promise to e-mail them later on).


[image: Image] How: This is where you lay out how many cookies to bake, how to pack them, and what else, if anything, guests will need to bring to the swap. Ask everyone to tell you what they plan to bring when they RSVP (you can ask them for the recipe, too).


If you don’t have lots of serving pieces (don’t worry, you’re not alone), or if you’re throwing a themed fete, feel free to ask people to bring along a platter or festive decoration. You can even request a different item—Max’s silver punch bowl, Martha’s miniature maracas—from each person.


[image: Image]


Now simply drop your invites in the mail, hand deliver them, or e-mail them. (E-mail may not be Miss Manners’ choice, but it does save time, money, and trees. E-mail also makes it easy for your invitees to RSVP, ask questions, and send recipes if you’ve requested them. So if this is the right step for you, politely tell Miss Manners to button up.)


COMPANY IS COMING


You’ve chosen a date, you’ve chosen a theme, you even know what you want to bake … now what? It’s time to get organized. The handy time line that follows will lay out what to do and when, so your prep and party will go smoothly—and you’ll actually get to enjoy it. You can use the helpful checklist on page 11 to make sure all your ducks are in a row.





“The ornament of a house is the friends who frequent it.”


RALPH WALDO EMERSON












SAMPLE SWAP INVITATION



Every swap invitation, no matter how elaborate or bare bones, should include the six Ws—who, what, where, when, why, how—plus an R (for RSVP).
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Two to Four Weeks Ahead


[image: Image] Send your invitations. As responses come in, keep a list of what everyone will be bringing to make sure you don’t have a cookie overlap (other than a sandwich cookie, of course). Get in touch with any stragglers so you can firm up your numbers.


[image: Image] Mail order any items that you can’t get locally: ingredients, equipment, cookie tins, gift bags, party favors, decorations, and so on. (For help locating particular items, see Resources, page 216.)


[image: Image]


Cheater’s Pet its Fours, p. 198


One Week Ahead


[image: Image] Check in with your guests, confirm their cookie choices, and remind them how many cookies they’re supposed to bring. If you want to swap recipes along with cookies, ask guests to provide them.


[image: Image] If you’re serving snacks, plan your menu. Shop for cookie ingredients and nonperishable items, including equipment, decorations, party favors, bottled water, soda, wine, and beer.


[image: Image] No party’s complete without tunes: Put together a special playlist (this is especially key if your party has a theme).


[image: Image] Mix and freeze cookie dough, if your recipe allows for this.


[image: Image] Buy some tented cards for identifying each type of cookie, or make your own.


Three Days Ahead


[image: Image] Do the rest of your shopping (don’t forget to buy milk!).


[image: Image] Wrap any party favors and prizes.


[image: Image] Straighten up the house or, if swapping off-site, drop off any folding tables, takeaway containers, or decorations that you’ll need.


One Day Ahead


[image: Image] Bake your cookies and, once cool, store them in airtight containers so they stay fresh for tomorrow. Make copies of your own recipes if you wish.


[image: Image] Set up the swap spot. Choose an area that’s a bit separate from where your guests will be chatting and carousing, and put a table there. Plan to have snacks and drinks in one place, and then to move to the area around the table for the swap. Not only does this add some drama to the event, but it removes any temptation to sneak a taste of the cookies before the swap (trust me— sticky fingers abound when sweets sit in plain view). Spread a cloth over the table and put up your decorations. Arrange enough platters, trays, and baskets to accommodate all of the cookies; if people are toting their own serving pieces, leave room for those.


[image: Image] Write out the tented cookie ID cards (or set out some pens so guests can do this when they arrive).


[image: Image] Do any beverage and food prep that you can: Squeeze lemon juice for lemonade, cut vegetables for crudités, make dips and spreads, and so on.









COOKIE SWAP CHECKLIST



This checklist will keep your party prep on track. You may want to photocopy it each time you have a swap.


At Least Two Weeks Ahead


[image: Image] Select your theme, if any


[image: Image] Determine a venue; reserve if necessary.


[image: Image] Compile a guest list.


[image: Image] Make and send invitations.


[image: Image] Figure out what necessities are available locally and what, if anything, needs to be bought online. Order online stuff.


One Week Ahead


[image: Image] Confirm your guests’ cookie selections (and make sure there aren’t any duplicates).


[image: Image] Plan your drinks/food menu.


[image: Image] Compile a music playlist.


[image: Image] Do your local shopping for any decorations, prizes, favors, nonperishable ingredients, etc., you didn’t buy online.


[image: Image] Make and freeze your cookie dough/cookies, if possible (see individual recipes for instructions).


Three Days Ahead


[image: Image] Shop for perishable ingredients and last-minute items.


[image: Image] Do the clean sweep: Eradicate dust bunnies.


[image: Image] Bundle your favors and prizes.


The Day Before


[image: Image] Bake your cookies.


[image: Image] Prep your party food.


[image: Image] Decorate your space.


Swap Day


[image: Image] Concoct beverages, finish and plate party food.


[image: Image] Put on some music, and let the games begin!





It’s Swap Day!


[image: Image] Arrange the pre-swap food area with disposable cups, napkins, and any plates and utensils you’ll be using. Or consider going green: use cute, mismatched tag-sale teacups and china instead. Real dishware makes cleanup a bit more labor intensive, but it has a lot more character than plastic and paper, and won’t jam up a landfill later.


[image: Image] Once you’ve laid out your table, whip up any noshes that haven’t already been prepared.


[image: Image] One hour before the swap, put on your music, arrange your own cookies on one of the platters, set up your bar, and set out your eats. Oh, and relax— it’s party time!









KICKIN’ IT OLD SCHOOL
THE TRADITIONAL CHRISTMAS SWAP



For many of us, when we think cookie swap, we also think Christmas.


This makes perfectly good sense—the cookie exchange originated as a holiday celebration with a purpose, one that allowed people to trade cookies (and chit chat) rather than spend days chained to their ovens. And while cookie swaps have expanded to include all sorts of occasions, the popularity of holiday exchanges hasn’t waned. In fact, the legendary Wellesley Cookie Exchange (so legendary that it is capitalized), which was started by a now-retired nurse named Mary Bevilacqua, is still going strong after almost forty years.


As with all the best timeworn traditions, you can celebrate the old while adding touches of the new. Here's how to throw a classic Christmas cookie swap with a contemporary twist:


Get the word out. Every year people seem to get busier around the holidays. Spread the word around Thanksgiving, and send out your invitations several weeks in advance to ensure that you’ll get a good crowd.


Get sentimental. Throw a log on the fire, tack up the mistletoe, and put Bing’s “White Christmas” on the playlist. This is the time of year to make your grandmother’s pfeffernusse or the gingerbread men you loved so much when you were little. Ask your co-swappers to bake and bring their favorite cookies and share stories about why they are special.


Get crafty. Set up a separate table and chairs for ornament making. Provide ornament hooks and inexpensive metal ball ornaments, mini pom-poms, paint, glue, glitter, googly eyes, pipe cleaners—whatever strikes your fancy—and let your guests go at it. While their ornaments dry, people can gather ’round for carols or sip bevvies from Christmas stocking drink holders (available at Oriental Trading; see Resources, page 216).


Get into the spirit. Ask everyone to bring a new toy for a local toy drive program. Go to Secretsanta.org to find one in your area. Or sponsor a coat drive: Have folks contribute a gently used coat, which you’ll donate after the party (for information on where to drop coats in your area, visit www.onewarmcoat.org).


[image: Image]





SWAPPING MADE SIMPLE


As your swappers arrive, make room on the table for each person’s cookies, and transfer any intended extras to another platter near the rest of the food. Once all the cookies are displayed, you can snap some pics of the whole spread; these make sweet mementos when sent out along with your thank-you notes. And if you haven’t set aside any cookies for snacking, keep an eye on your swap table—even when cheese platters, chili, and shrimp cocktail are being offered, the lure of those cookies can be mighty powerful.


After everyone’s had a chance to mix and mingle and have a nibble or two, it’s time to get down to business. Gather your guests around the table, making sure each person has a takeaway container in hand. If people want to share stories about their cookies or describe what they made, now is the time. Then, before letting the mob loose, lay down the laws of the swap:


1. Everyone should move around the table in one direction.


2. At each plate, each person should take X number of cookies (and a recipe card, if there is one) and move on.


3. No “storing” cookies in your mouth or pockets!


And that’s it—you’ve swapped successfully. When it’s time to say good-bye, hand out warm thanks and compliments along with your party favors.





“… Pastry is like feathers—it is like snow. It is in fact good for you, a digestive!”


M. F. K. FISHER





THANKS FOR THE MEMORIES


Acookie swap is an occasion for sharing cookies, of course, but it’s also a chance to share the recipes for new favorites. If you are hosting, think about the following ways to collect and distribute the recipes from the party, to give your guests a lasting memory of the event:









CONTAIN YOURSELF
SERVING PIECES AND TOTES



Sure, your friends can schlep their baked goods in all manner of Tupperware and tin—but they’ll need something to display them on once they get to the party, and another something in which to take them away. To keep it simple, you could ask your guests to bring two containers: one for displaying and swapping, and a second for collecting the cookies they will take home. If you want to get a little fancier, try designing a charmingly eclectic display table using your own trays, platters, baskets, and/or cake stands. Pull together mismatched pieces in similar materials, tones, or color families (all glass, for example, or bright hues) and unify everything with a tablecloth and clusters of low candles or small bunches of flowers. Or invest in new serving trays just for the party. There are plenty of inexpensive choices at chain stores like Target, IKEA, and Pier 1 Imports as well as online (see Resources, page 216)—I’m betting you’ll get your money’s worth. And after the success of your first cookie swap, you’ll end up using them again and again.


Whatever you decide, do your best to arrange these containers ahead of time. As the cookies come in you can decide which ones look best where. Then when swap time comes, you can provide gift bags, cookie tins, Chinese takeout containers, or cardboard bakery boxes as totes, or just let guests retrieve their original containers for easy gather-and-go.





Get Carded: Ask guests to write up enough recipe cards to distribute to every guest at the party. They can keep these ultra-simple, writing on traditional blue-lined index cards, or they can get a bit more intricate with designed recipe cards (available at www.personalrecipecards.com or www.finestationery.com; custom cards can be created at www.smilebox.com/recipe-cards/). When setting the table for the swap, leave space for the recipes next to each basket or platter of cookies. Swappers can pick up the recipes as they pick up cookies. Provide everyone with a decorated envelope to hold the individual cards.


For the Neatnik: If organization is your middle name, ask your guests to e-mail a recipe a few days in advance, which you can print out and distribute at the swap. And if persistence is your other middle name, you might manage to shake the recipes out of people when they RSVP, giving you time to print them out (get as elaborate with your desktop publishing as you like) and collate them into embellished boxes. You can hand these out as favors at the end of the party.


Book ’Em: Ask everyone to e-mail their recipe shortly after the swap. In the days following the party, compile the recipes into an e-cookbook (for more on this, see “Reality Bytes,” page 130), and send a copy to each guest, to print out or keep on the computer for future reference.


“Dig” It: Remember those digital pics you took of everyone’s cookies before the swap? Now’s the time to use them: Put together an album of the party, complete with recipes, using an online photo service, such as kodakgallery.com, shutterfly.com, or snapfish.com. Send a copy to everyone who attended (some of these services will mail directly to a list of recipients, so you can avoid going to the post office).


Yet Another Reason to Join Facebook: As I write this, 400 million people have joined this online social networking site. By the time this book comes out, chances are good that millions more will be members. If everyone on your guest list is on, you can create a group just for your cookie swap, invite your guests to join, and use the group page to post photos and recipes from the party. A Facebook group page is also a convenient place to post information and answer questions pre-swap.


[image: Image]


Blank recipe cards make for sweet party favors—and may inspire your friends to throw a swap of their own.









EVERYTHING JUST SO
THE CONTROL FREAK’S COOKIE SWAP



Say you are the kind of person who likes to control every detail of a party, down to the color of the last cocktail napkin (some might say I’m describing myself here). You worry that you won’t like the way Aunt Sally’s oversize snicker doodles will look next to your best friend Trixie’s misshapen granola bars. And what if Trixie’s husband decides to do the baking and makes those oat bran hockey pucks again?! Try to relax, and remind yourself that cookie swapping is not about perfection, it’s about appreciating everyone’s efforts.


However, if you know that no amount of deep breathing will soothe your nerves, or if you have a particular flavor theme—Chocomania! Cuckoo for Coconut!—you want everyone to follow, you can suggest or assign specific recipes in each invitation. But err on the side of caution here: This is best attempted only if your guests are good-humored people who understand your perfection “problem” and don’t mind bending to your will. (Some people might, in fact, be grateful that you’ve relieved them of the burden of choosing.) It will help, in any case, if you are gracious in your bossiness; you might include a small token of your appreciation along with your invite and the recipe you’ve chosen, perhaps a new set of measuring spoons, a colorful rubber spatula, or—dare I say it—a copy of this book!








Chapter 2: Swapper’s Delight



THE COOKIE BAKER’S BAG OF TRICKS


[image: Image]


Every great baker has a set of preferred ingredients, equipment, and tricks that he keeps tucked in his mental back pocket. I’ve been baking for years, both at home and on the job, so I’ve had a long time (and my fair share of “Oops!” moments) to test and refine my list. Here’s what I use to turn out delicious cookies time and again; whether you’re a professional pastry chef or a wide-eyed newbie, I hope you’ll find these tips helpful, too.
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