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[image: A child sitting on a couch, wearing a checkered sweater and pants, with their hand resting on the arm of the couch. Beside the couch, a table holds a decorated gingerbread house and a lamp.]











[image: A woman beside a table covered with various gingerbread houses finished with icing, several bowls, and tools for decorating.]







TO MOM


[image: ]


Your creative, charming, and 
flawless creations graced our home, 
and our hearts, every year












[image: Eight gingerbread houses, arranged in the shape of a diamond, with various decorations, including icing, candy, doors, and shrubs at the base.]















[image: Two gingerbread houses decorated with icing details and elements such as hearts and snowflakes. They feature roofs, doors, and windows, and trees on a frosted base.]
















INTRODUCTION


Gingerbread smells like home to me. Christmas at our house revolved around my mother’s dazzling gingerbread creations. As a young child, I likened the gingerbread season to the story of the Elves and the Shoemaker. We would wake up each morning to a spicy warm smell, and rush out to see what Mom had made during the night. When we were old enough to help, Mom wrapped us in aprons and discovered that the three of us could create half the number of houses in twice the time. The mess was incalculable. My sister and I, delighted to participate, did our best to contain the cloud of powdered sugar billowing from the mixing bowl. Mom’s houses were marvels of perfection—each line of icing straight, each candy exactly positioned, all colors coordinated, with several new designs each year. We created gingerbread structures solely for strength. The stronger the house, the more candy it could support. And what is more wonderful than a simple gingerbread house encased and encrusted with every color and form of candy?


Forty years later, I discovered the intricate piping work that pastry artists in the Czech Republic and other parts of Eastern Europe use to decorate gingerbread year-round. Inspired by the simple beauty of delicate white icing swirled over dark, glossy cookies I set out to learn the art of piping. I scoured websites for recipes, ideas, patterns, and instructions. Photographs from around the world inspired me to practice piping. I started with dot patterns and progressed, very slowly, to scrolls and flourishes. My philosophy evolved—make a mistake, cover it with a gumdrop. Make a bigger mistake, add a tree or a gingerbread man. What a wonderful, fragrant canvas I had on which to practice—friends, relatives, neighbors, and teachers gobbled up my successes and failures alike.


A gingerbread house engages all the senses. As you read, decide which aspects of the gingerbread experience you enjoy most. If architectural design is appealing, invent your own splendid structure. Color enthusiasts can compose candy into vibrant arrays or luminous pastel palettes. If the smell of cinnamon and ginger stirs your soul, add extra spices to the dough and don’t miss the recipe for gingersnaps here. Whether you complete one of the following projects or design and create your own, you and your family can enjoy a gingerbread masterpiece.













[image: A person decorating a gingerbread house along its edges with icing using a piping bag. The partially assembled gingerbread house has sections including the roof and walls. It features decorative elements such as icing resembling garlands and windows.]
















[image: Part One: Learning The Basics]
















YOUR 
[image: ]
MASTERPIECE


You’ll need only some cookies and a little icing to create a basic gingerbread house. This white-on-brown simplicity can be charming. Add candy, an icing flourish, or landscaping, and you’re off on a gingerbread adventure. Before we talk about beauty, let’s talk about the structure itself. Four things are necessary for a wonderful gingerbread house experience:




	
[image: ] A rigid, food-safe base to support the house


	
[image: ] Solid, strong gingerbread pieces that will support themselves and the goodies you attach


	
[image: ] Royal icing at the proper consistencies (thick for assembly, thinner for decorations)


	
[image: ] Adequate time, including time for drying





PLANNING A GINGERBREAD HOUSE


Making a gingerbread house almost always requires more than one day because the icing must dry after each step. You may be tempted to hurry things along, but always keep in mind the four requirements. Setting your gingerbread house under or in front of a fan speeds drying. If you need a quick project, check out our hints for time-savers.


This is the general flow of a gingerbread project:




	
[image: ] Choose a pattern. Make pattern pieces from paper or thin cardboard.


	
[image: ] Find a sturdy base.


	
[image: ] Assemble the tools and ingredients.


	
[image: ] Prepare the gingerbread construction dough.


	
[image: ] Roll the dough and cut out the house pieces.


	
[image: ] Bake and cool the cookies.


	
[image: ] Make the royal icing.


	
[image: ] Decorate the front, back, and side walls and let them dry thoroughly.


	
[image: ] Assemble the four walls (not the roof) and let them dry.


	
[image: ] Attach the roof and allow it to dry.


	
[image: ] Decorate the roof, base, and landscaping and allow it to dry.





TIME-SAVERS FOR THE BUSY DECORATOR


There are many shortcuts available if you’re pressed for time.


To shorten the time required for projects in this book, consider building a smaller house. If the house pictured is enlarged 200%, you could enlarge the pattern 150% or not at all.


Replace items modeled from fondant with purchased candies.


Make your house look bigger by putting it on a smaller base. Use an overturned plate or platter for more height. This also adds a bit of elegant curve to the grass or snow.


Surround the house with a multitude of candies instead of creating trees and décor with icing or pastillage. It’s hard to go wrong with candy!


The standard gingerbread house kits available in stores make excellent starting points if you prefer not to bake. Discard the premade icing. Decorate and assemble the house with your own royal icing and extra candies. Some houses come already assembled. I find it difficult to pipe on vertical walls, but this could make an excellent house for children to decorate. Factory-made houses tend to be quite sturdy and can withstand mountains of candy.


You can cut graham crackers to make small (and somewhat fragile) houses. If you want to create one of these, cut two of each of the house pieces. Use royal icing to sandwich two fronts together, two backs together, and so on. This doubles the strength of your graham crackers (Fig. 1).


You can build a large house from graham crackers using a cardboard box cut into the shape of a house. The box provides all the structural support. Use royal icing as glue and completely cover it in graham crackers. Some crackers will need to be trimmed to the proper shape. After the royal icing has completely dried, add the decorations and candy. These graham crackers should not be eaten because they’ve been up against the box, but all the candy is fair game.


Create a two-dimensional house by making only the house front. Decorate the front as you wish, let it dry, and prop it up for display. Plate stands can support some cookies. Larger cookies will need to lean against something solid or be supported by back braces. These are elongated triangles and stand at right angles to the cookie. You can make these from gingerbread or corrugated cardboard (Fig. 2).


USING NONEDIBLES ON A GINGERBREAD HOUSE


Gingerbread house competitions require all parts of the house and decorations to be edible. This makes good sense for any gingerbread house. It looks and smells delicious, and it’s encrusted with candy so people may eat it, with or without your knowledge!


Take special care if you have children or pets. They will—trust me—eat, or try to eat, from the house. Dogs in particular find gingerbread irresistible. Curly ribbon, toy animals or cars, and cellophane wrapping can all be dangerous to small children and animals.






[image: A person assembling a small house made of graham crackers on a baking sheet. They use a piping bag to apply frosting to the edges of the house.]

Fig. 1












[image: A person assembling a gingerbread structure on a countertop. They hold the gingerbread pieces as they apply frosting along the edges. One part of the structure contains various colorful candies of different shapes.]

Fig. 2








There are several confectionery items the FDA has not approved that you may choose to put on your house. Silver dragées and nontoxic disco dust add sparkle and shine but have not been FDA approved for consumption. Candy canes melt if exposed to air, so the candy canes on my houses are still tightly wrapped in cellophane or made from fondant. Warn your family about anything on the house that can’t be eaten, and be very specific about this if you give a house away.


DESIGNING THE HOUSE


Gingerbread houses are a brilliant creative outlet for adults, a fun afternoon for kids, or a special holiday tradition for families. Design a house that satisfies your goals.


Consider:




	
[image: ] Size


	
[image: ] Complexity—simple architecture or elaborate touches such as dormers, bay windows, etc.


	
[image: ] Decorations—minimalist candy, fancy icing designs, loads of candy, a particular theme, colors


	
[image: ] Time—how much time you want to devote to the house





Choose to spend time on those aspects you most enjoy. An avid baker or architect might revel in complex plans and construction. I most enjoy the decorating, so my houses are cut from simple patterns. When choosing a size, remember that the decorations and landscaping will add height and heft to your house.


CHOOSING A PATTERN


The choice of patterns from books, magazines, blogs, and social media is endless, and should you not find what you want, simply design your own. The Resources section (here) lists several books and websites for further inspiration.


All the houses in this book are made from patterns in Part Four. These patterns can be photocopied and enlarged as you wish. Each project specifies the percentage that I enlarged the pattern to create the pictured house. This is only a guideline—enlarge less and create a smaller project; enlarge more and create a gargantuan house.


Remember that the house itself is only the beginning; the height of the base, roof décor, and candies will add size and weight to the finished project (Fig. 3).


CUTTING PATTERN PIECES


Cut pattern pieces from paper or thin cardboard such as poster board or cereal box cardboard. If your pattern needs to be enlarged, do so with a copy machine, then cut out the pattern pieces. If you’re using the pattern only once, stick with the paper pattern. Otherwise, trace the paper pieces onto thin cardboard and cut them out. Label each pattern piece to help identify baked gingerbread pieces.
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Fig. 3























[image: A collection of baking and decorating tools arranged on a surface. The items include various types of cookie cutters, a spatula, bottles of food coloring, a piping bag, a mold with floral designs, a ruler, a sheet of paper, and several small containers filled with colorful sprinkles and edible decorations.]
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EQUIPMENT


You don’t need a lot of fancy equipment to bake and decorate a gingerbread house. You likely have most or all the tools in your kitchen already.


BASIC REQUIRED EQUIPMENT


Gingerbread dough can be mixed with a stand mixer or by hand. Stand mixers quickly and easily whip up wonderful bowls of royal icing. If you must use a hand mixer for icing, make only a half recipe and use a large bowl. Keeping the beaters immersed only in shallow icing eases the strain on the motor. In a pinch, you can mix small amounts of royal icing in a coffee cup.


A rolling pin is needed for rolling dough.


A large, flat surface on a table or countertop is best for your work area.


A pizza cutter is used to cut dough—the smaller the wheel, the better, because you can cut more precisely. Alternately, use a small sharp knife.


A turner (pancake spatula) with a tapered, sharp edge is needed to slide under the dough. Some turners have blunt, boxlike edges that push and distort the dough instead of slipping underneath it.


Pattern pieces cut from paper or cereal box cardboard guide you in cutting the shapes you need.


I prefer insulated aluminum baking sheets, but any flat baking sheets will do. Keep in mind that dark or thin baking sheets can burn the bottoms of your cookies. If this happens, reduce the temperature of the oven.


An icing spatula with a flexible head scrapes clean the sides of the mixing bowl.


Piping bags are available in several forms:




	
[image: ] Disposable plastic piping bags are quick and inexpensive. Use a bag once, remove the decorating tip, and throw the bag away.


	
[image: ] Parchment cornets are another disposable option.


	
[image: ] Reusable featherweight plastic piping bags are worth the investment if you plan to make more than a few gingerbread houses. Any reusable piping bags you plan to use with royal icing should be labeled ROYAL ICING ONLY, because even minute amounts of fat will destroy royal icing. Mark royal icing bags at the top edge with permanent marker.





Rubber bands or bag ties are used to secure icing in the bag.


Parchment cones can be folded out of parchment paper (see Making Parchment Cornets, here).


A dinner plate makes a fantastic resting place for the spatula. It contains the icing and speeds cleanup; just soak the plate and the icing dissolves.


A strong, rigid base will support your gingerbread house and all of its décor.


RECOMMENDED EQUIPMENT


Roll large pieces of gingerbread directly onto parchment paper. Remove the extra dough, cut the paper around the cookies, and transfer them straight to a baking sheet. Cut parchment paper into large triangles for folding paper cornets.


Meringue powder is powdered egg white mixed with some powdered sugar and cornstarch. Meringue powder makes a wonderfully fluffy and quick-crusting royal icing.


Decorating tips are metal or plastic cones with various openings.


A coupler is a plastic piece that goes inside a decorating bag to make a universal attachment for different tips. A second ring screws on the outside of the tip to keep it attached. Couplers allow you to change tips without emptying the icing out of the bag.


Several brands of gel or paste food coloring are available. Liquid food coloring (commonly found in a four pack at the grocery store) adds too much water to your icing and should not be used.


Candies come in thousands of varieties. Your imagination is the limit!


Placing your house beneath an overhead fan, or in the path of a portable fan, will dry the icing much more quickly.


Toothpicks are used to remove an icing mistake, add paste food coloring, spread flood icing, and so much more.


MY FAVORITE TOOLS


Please see the Resources section (here) for specific manufacturers and suppliers.


A plastic dough scraper is used to scrape bowls, knead dough, clean the counter, coax icing down toward the tip of the bag—the list goes on and on.


Use a craft knife to cut intricate details in gingerbread or fondant.


Impression mats give texture to dough, fondant, and pastillage. My favorite type is made by FMM and gives gingerbread dough and pastillage a wood grain or cobblestone effect.


Cutters make easy work of cutting shapes. I use several kinds:




	
[image: ] Special shapes, such as the scalloped fence here, use the FMM Straight Frill Cutter Set 9–12.


	
[image: ] Flowers such as the daisies here are made with daisy plunger cutters from various manufacturers.


	
[image: ] Kemper cutters are used for small shapes such as the windows on Louisa’s Bakery. They come in different shapes, such as circles, hearts, and flowers.


	
[image: ] Nested sets of graduated round, square, and oval cutters are handy for cutting these basic shapes.





A small offset spatula, with or without a tapered end, will help spread icing.


Use a plastic ruler as a straight edge or for centering decorations.


Silicone molds are used for special embellishments such as the white fondant birds here.


Waxed paper is used as a base on which to form and dry royal icing creations


Always have an extra bag of powdered sugar on hand, because success depends on creating icing of the correct consistency.


A nontoxic graphite pencil or large corsage pin is used for marking on gingerbread.


Nonslip shelf liner keeps gingerbread pieces and bases from moving on the table.


A double-ended pottery tool, my favorite tool, is used for many things. The metal endpieces are tiny, sharp, and maneuverable.


Shot glasses or cappuccino cups are handy for mixing small amounts of icing.


PME piping tips No. 00, No. 0, and No. 1 are available at specialty cake decorating shops or online (see Resources, here). These stainless steel tips are seamless, so they pipe a straighter line of icing.















THE 
[image: ]
BASE


A gingerbread house needs a strong, stable base that can support the weight of the house, icing, and candy. If the base bends, the royal icing on top of it can fracture or the entire house could break away.


Many things could be used as a base. Although you may have them in your cupboard, consider using an older item or buying a spare from the thrift store:




	
[image: ] A white or glass plate turned upside down


	
[image: ] A cutting board


	
[image: ] A glass plate from an unused microwave


	
[image: ] Stacked, aluminum-foil-covered cardboard circles


	
[image: ] Purchased cake drums


	
[image: ] Upside-down pie pans, 9 × 13-inch pans, etc.


	
[image: ] A lazy susan


	
[image: ] Plywood





MAKING A CARDBOARD OR PLYWOOD BASE


Because you can buy a second-hand or discount store plate inexpensively, I consider cardboard bases a last resort. Some houses with interior lighting require an access hole in the middle of the base and should be constructed with plywood. Bigger houses require bases larger than a platter, and plywood is ideal for this situation. Read the Lighting section (here) to determine if and how you might light your house.


Any surface that is porous or not food-safe needs to be covered. Heavy-duty foil is shiny, reasonably tough, and inexpensive. Clear packing tape holds the extra foil securely to the underside of the base.


The foil must act as a second skin to your base. It should be securely and tightly wrapped so it can’t tear loose. Any play or wrinkles in the foil can allow your house to move, and the house’s own weight can rip the foil right off the base.
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