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Introduction “The Best Cookies Ever”



Many summers ago, my older daughter (who is now twenty-eight and in charge of a kitchen of her own) 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 bunkmates 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 bunkmate’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 had sampled my own seven-layer Midsummer Night’s Dream Bars several times. As a dedicated cookie swapper, professionally trained pastry chef, and cookbook author, I’ve been developing new cookie recipes since before she was born. But I understood my daughter’s excitement for those summer camp treats: All sweets—especially cookies—taste better when they’re shared with friends.

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





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 that is still one of my all-time favorites. Since then, I’ve swapped cookies many, many times at birthday parties, beach barbecues, preschool fundraisers, and candidates’ 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

I know 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, and even no-bake cookies.

All of the recipes bake up sizable batches—perfect for swapping—and many can be prepped in advance (these are noted with “Freeze Me!”). 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, oatmeal, and gingersnap cookies, and plenty of creative treats and variations like Hazelnut Espresso Chip Cookies, Double Peanut Butter Cups, and Matcha Cookies with Almond Cream. 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!
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Chapter 1 Ready, Set, Swap! Cookie Exchange 101



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 a Dentist Day!—to gather all your favorite people in the same place. They also make excellent collaborative fundraisers and meet-and-greets for PTAs, garden clubs, Mommy and Me groups, pickleball tournaments . . . whatever your cause. You can throw a cookie swap whenever you want and for any old reason—your imagination’s the limit.




Excuses, Excuses  Every Day’s A Swap Day



Need a reason to have a cookie swap? Look to the calendar or go online for inspiration.

For Tradition’s Sake: New Year’s Day, Lunar New Year, Mardi Gras, St. Patrick’s Day, Easter, Eid al-Fitr, Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, Pride Day, Flag Day, Father’s Day, Juneteenth, Fourth of July, Labor Day, Grandparents Day, Halloween, Diwali, Thanksgiving, Hanukkah, Christmas, Kwanzaa.

Offbeat and Unexpected: Rubber Ducky Day, Groundhog Day, April Fool’s Day, Spring Equinox, Administrative Professionals’ Day, Kentucky Derby, Summer Solstice, National Pink Day, Friendship Day, Fall Equinox, Talk Like a Pirate Day, Oktoberfest, Black Friday, Cookie Day (obviously).




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.

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), 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.



Gimme More  A Note on Yields


It’s up to the host 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. 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 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.

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




# of cookies # of people




=




 # of each cookie type per person






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. Here’s what to include:

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

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

When: This is easy—it’s the date and time.

Where: Provide the address.

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, and offer to print it out).

Feel free to ask people to bring along a platter or festive decoration or request specific items from specific guests.





Now simply text or email your evites, drop invitations in the mail, or hand-deliver them. Be sure to give guests the easiest contact details to reach you, whether by email, text, or phone; some may have questions.





Kickin’ It Old School The Traditional 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 chitchat) 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 nurse named Mary Bevilacqua, is still going strong after decades.

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 winter 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, hang up the mistletoe, and put Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas” on the playlist. This is the time of year to make your grandmother’s pfeffernuesse 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 hot cocoa.

Get into the spirit. Ask everyone to bring a new toy for a local toy drive program. Search online 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 onewarmcoat.org).




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 timeline 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 create a checklist for yourself to make sure all your ducks are in a row.


Two to Four Weeks Ahead


	Send your invitations. As responses come in, keep a list of what everyone will be bringing to make sure you don’t have too much overlap in terms of flavors and cookie types. Get in touch with any stragglers so you can firm up your numbers.


	Order any items that you can’t get locally: ingredients, equipment, cookie tins, gift bags, party favors, decorations, and so on. There are endless options online.





One Week Ahead


	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.


	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.


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


	Mix and freeze cookie dough, if your recipe allows for this.


	Buy some tented cards for identifying each type of cookie, or make your own.





Three Days Ahead


	Do the rest of your shopping (don’t forget to buy milk!).


	Wrap any party favors and prizes.


	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


	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.


	Set up the swap spot. Choose an area that’s a bit separate from where your guests will be chatting and carousing, and put the cookie table there. Plan to have snacks and drinks in one place, and then to move to the area around the cookie 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.


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


	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.





It’s Swap Day!


	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.


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


	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!







Contain Yourself  Serving Pieces and Totes


Sure, your friends can schlep their baked goods in all manner of Tupperware and tins—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 as well as online. 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 boxes, cookie tins, or takeout containers.




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 crowd loose, lay down the laws of the swap:



	Everyone should move around the table in the same direction.


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


	No “storing” cookies in your mouth or pockets!





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


Thanks for the Memories

A cookie 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:

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. 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 email 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 design as you like) and collate them into embellished boxes. You can hand these out as favors at the end of the party.

Book Smart: In the days following the party, compile the recipes into a digital cookbook (for more on this, see “Virtual Cookie Swap,” and send a copy to each guest, to print out or keep on their devices for future reference.

All Hands In: There are lots of ways to share information online, and, ultimately, you’ll know the best way to reach your friends. Sometimes, it’s just better to collaborate on the resource! Create a Google Doc, Facebook group (likely the most efficient option, if all your friends have Facebook, because it has both photo and text posting abilities), or even a shared album and have everyone add their own photos and recipes. You won’t be tasked with collecting and organizing the data, and your guests won’t run the risk of misplacing a paper copy.
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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 snickerdoodles will look next to your best friend Trixie’s misshapen granola bars. 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 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




Every great baker has a set of preferred ingredients, equipment, and tricks that they keep tucked in their 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; I hope you’ll find these tips helpful, too.





Cookie Swapper’s Pantry

By and large, the cookies in this book are made with ingredients available in any supermarket. There are a very few specialty items (like coarse sanding sugar and crystallized ginger) that might require a tiny bit of legwork, but if your pantry, refrigerator, and freezer are stocked with most of the items listed here, you won’t have much last-minute shopping.





Smart Cookie Lighten Up Testing Your Leavening



Can’t remember when you first opened that can of baking powder or box of baking soda? If you have any doubt about the freshness of either, there are easy ways to test their power to poof. To test baking powder, mix 1 teaspoon with 1⁄2 cup (118 ml) of water. If the baking powder bubbles vigorously, it still works. For baking soda, mix 1⁄2 teaspoon with 2 teaspoons of vinegar. You probably remember this combo from grade school science, and you want the same results now as then: If the mixture bubbles up, you’re good to go.



Baking Powder: This leavening agent will give a lift to your cookies and bars. Before you buy a new can of the stuff, check the expiration date to make sure it will still work when you get it home. Once you open it, store it in a cool, dry place; it should be good for six months. Keep in mind that baking powder loses its ability to raise baked goods when it comes in contact with moisture. Always be sure to measure it with a dry spoon, and don’t keep it uncovered in a humid kitchen.

Baking Soda: Many cookie recipes call for baking soda in place of or in addition to baking powder. Baking soda will keep for many months if stored in an airtight container at room temperature. Exposed in an open container, however, it will absorb moisture from the air (as well as all sorts of odors, which is why you keep it in your fridge, after all), and won’t be suitable for baking after a few weeks. So when you buy a new box for baking, transfer it to an airtight container for safekeeping.

Butter: The salt content in salted butter can vary considerably from brand to brand, so for the sake of consistency I use only unsalted butter and then add salt to a recipe as necessary. Butter has gotten quite expensive in the past few years, so I stock up on it when I’m shopping at my local warehouse club. It will keep in the refrigerator for several weeks, and in the freezer for several months.

For baking purposes, it’s always best to buy sticks—which are easy to measure and cut—instead of tubs. And before you add butter to any dough, pay special attention to whether the recipe calls for it chilled, at room temperature, or melted; this handling makes a big difference in the texture of the final product.

A word about margarine and shortening: In my opinion, butter makes much more delicious cookies than margarine or solid shortening, which is why I use it almost exclusively in these recipes. I know that bright yellow tub of pretend butter can be tempting when you really want cookies and don’t have the real stuff on hand, but I’m here to warn you—you won’t be happy with the results!



The Bentley of Bittersweet  Premium chocolate



When making chocolate chip cookie dough, some bakers like to substitute chopped bittersweet chocolate bars for chocolate chips because of premium chocolate’s superior flavor. But I love the teardrop shape of chocolate chips and I love how they hold this shape during baking (unlike chocolate bars, chips contain stabilizers that prevent them from fully melting in the oven). Supermarket brands are just fine, but nothing vaults a chocolate chip cookie into the pantheon of great baked goods like a bag of Ghirardelli 60% Cacao Bittersweet Chocolate Chips. Try baking a batch of cookies with these expensive—but worth it—chips and see if you agree.




Chocolate: When brownie and chocolate cookie recipes call for unsweetened baking chocolate, inexpensive squares work just as well as premium brands. But if a recipe calls for semisweet or bittersweet chocolate, spend the extra money on best-quality bars from a chocolate maker like Lindt or Ghirardelli. It will make a difference.



A Cocoa Coda  Chocolate for Every Purpose



So many chocolates, so little time . . . If you find yourself in the enviable position of having to choose among chocolate types, it helps to know the differences among them.

Unsweetened chocolate is made from processed cacao beans and consists entirely of cocoa solids and cocoa butter that have been extracted from the beans. It contains no sugar—hence, its name and straight-up, unadulterated flavor. Unsweetened chocolate works well in brownie recipes, where you are already adding fat in the form of butter and you want a strong chocolate flavor.

Bittersweet, semisweet, and milk chocolates are made by mixing unsweetened chocolate with sugar and, in the case of milk chocolate, powdered or condensed milk. All three are great in cookies, melted or as chips or chunks.

In contrast, white chocolate is made with cocoa butter, milk solids, and sugar. Because it contains no cocoa solids, it isn’t technically chocolate at all. Any chocolate flavor it gets comes from cocoa butter, so when buying white chocolate look for a brand that contains at least 20 percent cocoa butter; it will have the best flavor.



Chocolate chips are practically a food group in my house. I always have bags of semisweet, white, and mini morsels around to satisfy spur-of-the-moment baking urges.


Keep a box of unsweetened cocoa powder on hand to make chocolate shortbread cookies and chocolate-flavored royal icing. Natural and Dutch-process cocoa powders are both suitable for cookie baking (I generally bake with Dutch-process because I prefer its mellow flavor, but this is a personal choice). When substituting one for the other, be aware that Dutch cocoa has been treated with an alkali to neutralize its acids, while natural cocoa powder is still acidic. This is important if you are using a leavening agent, such as baking powder or baking soda, in your recipe. Recipes using Dutch cocoa employ baking powder, while recipes with natural cocoa employ baking soda, which reacts with those acids. If you plan on swapping one type of cocoa powder for the other, you’ll have to swap leavenings, too.
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Use a combo of dark and milk chocolates to jazz up standard chocolate chippers.





Cookies and Crackers: If you are pressed for time or want to keep your kitchen cool, boxes of vanilla wafers, graham crackers, saltines, and shortbread cookies will give you a head start in preparing for a cookie swap. For recipes using these ingredients, see Chapter 11.

Cornmeal: I love the crunch and color of yellow cornmeal and try to sneak it into cookie recipes whenever I can. (I never use white, because it doesn’t crisp and brighten my cookies the same way.) Try to buy stone-ground cornmeal from a small or organic mill, such as Bob’s Red Mill or Hodgson Mills; stone-ground cornmeal has a better flavor and is more nutritious to boot. Stone-ground cornmeal is available at most supermarkets and natural foods stores and adds a wonderfully wholesome flavor and texture to many baked goods.

(If you’d like to experiment with adding cornmeal to one of your favorite recipes, simply substitute an equal amount of cornmeal for no more than one-third of the flour. Because the protein in flour gives cookies their structure, substituting more cornmeal than this might compromise the structure of the cookies and make them too crumbly to hold together after baking.)

Eggs: For consistent results, always use large eggs. White or brown, it’s your call.

Flour: Most of the recipes in this book were tested with unbleached all-purpose flour (I like the King Arthur brand). In general, unbleached all-purpose flour has just the right amount of protein for cookies, making them pleasantly chewy, with good structure. Cookies made with softer cake flour tend to fall apart, while cookies baked with bread flour can be tough like breadsticks.

Food Coloring: In a pinch, a four-color supermarket set of liquid food coloring will do. However, if you can get your hands on a larger set of gel colors (they come in eight- and twelve-packs), you will be able to get much more creative when icing your cookies.

Use either type of food coloring sparingly. Pastel-colored cookies are almost always more aesthetically pleasing than neon-bright ones. If you’re using liquid food coloring, begin by adding just a drop to your icing, stirring it in to gauge the intensity of the color. For gel coloring, dip the end of a toothpick or wooden skewer into the color and then into the icing and stir to see how much color you get.

Jam and Jelly: I use jam and jelly all the time to fill thumbprints, pinwheels, rugelach, and Linzer cookies. Different recipes call for different types of jam. Feel free to substitute favorite flavors for the ones suggested. Seeded or seedless is a matter of personal preference, too. (For tips on seeding jam, see here.)

Meringue Powder: Traditionally, whipped raw egg whites were used to give royal icing stability and a nice, smooth texture. Nowadays we don’t like to use raw egg in icing, especially when it might be consumed by children, pregnant people, or anyone with a compromised immune system. So we substitute meringue powder, which is a combination of dried egg whites, sugar, and gum stabilizers that gives royal icing a beautiful sheen and fluffy texture. One jar will last for months or years. Check online if you can’t find this essential cookie decorator’s item at your local specialty foods store.

Molasses: An essential ingredient in gingerbread and spice cookies. Look for dark molasses, not light (which is too mild) or blackstrap (which is too bitter).

Nutella: If you can resist eating it right from the jar, keep some of this delicious imported chocolate-hazelnut spread in the pantry to fill thumbprint and sandwich cookies.

Nuts: I store at least six kinds of nuts (almonds, walnuts, pecans, pine nuts, hazelnuts, pistachios) in resealable freezer bags in my freezer (they go rancid quickly if stored at room temperature). Frozen, they’ll keep for up to a year.

Oats: Buy old-fashioned (rolled) oats for oatmeal cookies. Avoid “quick-cooking” oats, which have been chopped up into little pieces and won’t give your cookies the chewy texture that you want. Also avoid “instant” oats, which have been precooked and dehydrated and won’t give your cookies any texture at all.

Peanut Butter: Avoid freshly ground peanut butter from the natural foods store when making cookies. It is too grainy and coarse for baking. Supermarket brands such as Jif, Skippy, and Peter Pan have the smooth texture necessary for making the least greasy, most tender peanut butter cookies. If you prefer peanut butter with less added sugar, choose a commercial brand like Smucker’s, which is additive-free but still has a smooth texture.

Spices: Ground cinnamon is a must, because it is used in so many types of cookies. Ground ginger is also an important cookie-baking spice. Nutmeg, allspice, and ground cloves are nice to have, too. Buy anise and fennel seeds when you need them. Grind black pepper fresh from your pepper mill to use in savory cookie recipes.

Sprinkles: I buy large containers of sprinkles at my warehouse club when I see them, so I don’t run out (they seem to disappear quickly whenever there’s ice cream around!). I also like to order multicolored nonpareils for a change of pace.

Sugar: I have an entire pantry shelf devoted to the different types of sugar I use, in descending order of importance: granulated white sugar, light brown sugar, dark brown sugar, confectioners’ sugar, white and colored sanding sugars, and turbinado sugar (or Sugar in the Raw). I occasionally use other types of sweeteners, including honey, maple syrup, and corn syrup, which will keep in the pantry for months.
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Sugar gets its color from molasses. The darker the sugar, the higher its molasses content and flavor.





I’m a traditionalist when it comes to cookies, so I haven’t baked much with alternative and artificial sweeteners such as agave nectar, stevia, Splenda, and NutraSweet. I can’t offer much advice about using them in place of sugar, but I urge you to take care and follow package recommendations—not all of these are appropriate for baking, and substituting isn’t always a matter of replacing sugar with an equal amount of the alternative.

Vanilla Extract: I use only pure vanilla extract, which I buy in big bottles at my local warehouse club. Artificial vanilla is a lot cheaper, but tastes terrible in my opinion.



Equipment Essentials

Cookie baking doesn’t require many tools; a mixer, a spatula, a few baking sheets and pans, a rolling pin, and some cookie cutters will do you. But because I bake all the time, my arsenal is a bit more extensive. Here are the items I use often.
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You can cut dough in a variety of shapes as long as the cutters are about equal in size.





Baking Pan: The bar cookies in this book are baked in a 9-by-13-inch (23 by 33 cm) metal baking pan. You can substitute a glass baking dish of the same size, but your bars will bake a little faster, so check them 10 minutes before the suggested baking time is up, and keep a close watch thereafter so they don’t overbake. You can substitute two 8-by-8-inch (20 by 20 cm) metal baking pans if you don’t have the larger size, but again, batter baked in smaller pans will cook more quickly; watch your bars carefully and pull them from the oven when they’re done, so they don’t dry out.




The Scoop on Scoops


There are several good reasons to make each cookie the same size and shape as the previous one. Size affects baking time. You want each cookie in the batch to be the same size so that they’ll all be done at the same time. If your cookies vary from each other by even a teaspoon or so, you’ll very likely have to overbake the smaller ones to give the larger ones enough time to bake through. For swapping, it’s nice to offer uniformly sized and shaped cookies, so that everyone gets equally beautiful examples to take home. And if you portion out your dough evenly and accurately, you are more likely to wind up with the number of cookies you expected than if you just eyeball it every time.


A cookie scoop will help you to evenly measure out drop cookie dough as well as dough for many types of cookies shaped by hand. The scoop’s spring action guarantees a clean release, which means an almost perfectly shaped cookie. (A melon baller won’t work as well, because there’s no neat way to release the dough.) These scoops are available at baking supply stores and come in sizes to approximate heaping teaspoons (which measure about 13⁄4 teaspoons) and heaping tablespoons (about 11⁄3 tablespoons), as well as a larger size to make jumbo cookies and to scoop muffin batter. I most often use my “tablespoon” cookie scoop, but I own them all so I can make uniformly tiny, medium, and extra-large cookies.
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Baking Sheets: Heavy-duty stainless steel baking sheets brown cookies without scorching them, and won’t warp even after years of use. Rimless baking sheets are great for sliding cookies, still on parchment paper, right onto wire cooling racks. When I decorate cookies with sprinkles, edible glitter, or drizzled chocolate I do so on a wire rack set on top of a rimmed baking sheet to contain the mess. Most home ovens won’t accommodate anything larger than a half-sheet pan size, which measures 18 by 13 inches (46 by 33 cm).


Cookie Cutters: Expensive copper cookie cutters are a luxury (which I indulge in too often), but metal of any kind is preferable to plastic, which won’t cut as cleanly.

Cookie Scoop: I use a cookie scoop, which resembles a small spring-loaded ice-cream scoop, to get perfectly rounded, perfectly uniform balls of drop cookie dough (see “The Scoop on Scoops,” opposite). If you don’t have cookie scoops, measure out your dough the old-fashioned way, using a heaping tablespoon or teaspoon. Don’t fret if your cookies don’t come out perfectly shaped—that never bothered Grandma! The cookies will taste just as good.

Double Boiler: A two-pot contraption that’s essential for melting chocolate without burning it (it’s also useful for heating milk). If you don’t have a double boiler, you can improvise one by setting a metal bowl over a pan of simmering water. To do this, put 2 inches (5 cm) of water in a medium saucepan and bring it to a bare simmer. Set a stainless steel bowl over the water, making sure the bowl is big enough to rest on the edge of the pan but not so deep that it touches the water.

Electric Mixer: A heavy-duty stand mixer from KitchenAid is expensive but wonderful to have. If you are buying a handheld mixer instead, look for a model with thin metal beaters, which can handle thick cookie dough better than old-fashioned beaters with metal shafts down the center.

Food Processor: I use my food processor for chopping large quantities of nuts, as well as for mixing sticky doughs like the cream cheese dough I use to make rugelach (see here).

Measuring Cups and Spoons: Accurate measuring is the cornerstone of successful baking. Use “dry” plastic or metal measuring cups for dry ingredients, and use the “dip-and-sweep” method: Scoop up ingredients with the measuring cup and level them off with the edge of a knife, scraping any excess back into the canister. Small amounts of dry ingredients should be measured with measuring spoons. For liquids, use clear glass measuring cups with pour spouts. Look at the incremental measurement lines on the side of the cup at eye level to be sure that you have filled it to just the right line.




Stuck On You A Parchment Paper Love Song


I am on a crusade to convince anyone who bakes even occasionally to order a hundred-count box of precut parchment paper. If you’ve never used this wonder-paper before, you might think you do just fine without it. But believe me, once you start baking cookies on it, you will never go back.

Parchment paper, which has been impregnated with silicone, is perfectly nonstick. Even the stickiest cookies will slide right off the paper once they have cooled. Many cookie recipes call for ungreased baking sheets, because cookies baked on greased sheets tend to spread too much. Feel free to use parchment for these if you wish—it will prevent spreading and makes cleanup easier.

Baking on parchment saves time and makes baking easier. If you portion out your dough onto paper, you won’t have to cool your cookie sheets between batches. When one batch is ready to come out of the oven, simply slide the cookies, still on the paper, onto a wire rack and slide the next batch onto the baking sheet and return it to the oven. Reuse paper from earlier batches to cut down on waste. Using parchment will save you from scrubbing your cookie sheets when you’re done. No cleanup—just toss the paper and that’s it.

If you keep an ample stash of parchment paper, I guarantee it will come in handy for many tasks besides lining cookie sheets: Roll out sticky pie and cookie dough between two sheets of parchment; place pizza or bread on parchment and slide it onto a baking stone without sticking; create a parchment collar for a soufflé dish; fold parchment into a cornet to pipe chocolate decorations onto cookies and cakes; wrap it into little packets for steaming vegetables and fish; and on and on . . .




Mixing Bowls: An inexpensive set of nesting glass mixing bowls will come in handy for premeasuring and organizing ingredients. It is great to also have a few stainless steel bowls for mixing doughs and improvising a double boiler (see here).

Parchment Paper: Save yourself the heartbreak of sticking cookies and the hassle of scrubbing cookie sheets by lining your pans with parchment paper before baking any kind of cookie (see “Stuck on You,” opposite).

Pastry Bag and Tips: I like disposable plastic pastry bags because I hate to wash reusable ones, and often need several bags when I am using several colors of icing. Because I use a pastry bag only a few times a year, I allow myself this un-green habit. If you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself, use a reusable polyester bag, turning it inside out after use and washing it immediately with hot, soapy water. Stand it, still inside out, over a tall water glass or empty long-neck bottle, to dry completely (otherwise mold and mildew may grow on it) before storing it away for future use.

Although I have a deluxe, professional set of tips, I usually use only the very smallest plain tips to decorate cookies (they’re great for stripes, squiggles, and dots).

Rolling Pin: Choose the style you are most comfortable with: I use a French-style pin, which is a hardwood cylinder without handles, because this is what I learned on in cooking school. But an American rolling pin with handles or a tapered rolling pin, with slim ends, will also work just fine.

Spatulas: Three types of spatula come in handy for cookie baking. Use a rubber spatula to scrape down the sides of your mixing bowl when making dough. Use a wide, thin metal or nylon spatula to remove cookies from a cookie sheet. And use a small metal offset spatula (which is like a long, dull butter knife with a bend in it) to spread icing or chocolate onto cooled cookies.
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Storage Containers: My mother, the owner of one of the world’s great Tupperware collections, would be proud of my set of well-organized airtight plastic containers, in every shape and size, which takes up a large cabinet in my kitchen. I use them to store baked and cooled cookies. I also use them to transport cookies to swap locations, unless I’ve been directed to pack the cookies in a tin or wrap them on a platter instead.

Whisk: A whisk always comes in handy: to make sure that melted chocolate is smooth, to break up whole eggs, to whip up small batches of Royal Icing, to mix together dry ingredients before adding them to the wet ingredients, and so much more.
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Wire Racks: Transfer hot cookies to wire racks to cool. You should have at least a couple of these to accommodate all of the cookies you will be baking for your swap.
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