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INTRODUCTION
IN PRAISE OF COOKIES
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There’s no getting around it: I love cookies. We go back a long way, after all, since I first made their acquaintance by way of a zweiback that my mother stuck in my eager hands around the time I got my first tooth. I like to think it was more than mere instinct that led me to insert it directly into my mouth and gum away to my heart’s content, knowing with baby certainty that here was a thing of glory.
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Call it a knowledge bred in the bone, or maybe an omen that one day I would switch from living for cookies to making my living from cookies. It’s a big burden to put on a little cookie, I know, but the memory of zweiback’s combination of crunch and light sweetness came flooding back when I became a professional baker years later, and it stayed with me as I opened each Rosie’s Bakery, reminding me that there are few things in this world more deeply satisfying than a really good cookie.
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Armed with that first taste of happiness, I became a toddler with a mission. It was cookies I craved, and cookies I demanded. As soon as my first tooth was joined by a few others, I moved on to arrowroots. Now there was a cookie: crisp, buttery, dainty, decidedly more big-girl than zweiback. I sucked on the arrowroots too, but when I was ready to take real bites, I graduated to Lorna Doones, which even grown-ups ate.


Hot on the Cookie Trail


After that, whole worlds opened up to me, and with those limitless possibilities, nothing would do but to try them all. From the store: Oreos, Vienna Fingers, Nutter Butters, gingersnaps, the wafers (sugar and vanilla), Fig Newtons, animal crackers, windmills, and chocolate chips. And then there were the bar cookies: the brownies and butterscotch bars and dream bars and lemon bars and Congo bars. I reveled in them all, Nabisco’s best and those homemade blue-ribbon winners.


Obviously I didn’t arrive home from school each day to batches of cookies freshly pulled from the oven. My mother’s not exactly the Norman Rockwell type, but that didn’t matter. She knew a good cookie when she met one, and since cookies had carved out a place for themselves in my pantheon of essential foods, I made sure I got my fix in lots of other places.


In my childhood, midtown Manhattan wasn’t what you’d call Girl Scout country, but some enterprising little girl always made her way up to our apartment each spring, bearing boxes of mint chocolate wafers and peanut butter sandwiches, which I urged my parents to buy in bulk and squirrel away for emergencies. (My kids do the same thing with me now, thinking that they’re urging me too, but the truth is that I’d never skip a year of doing my part for Girl Scout cookie sales.)


Then there were the cookies you could buy by the pound at William Greenberg, a New York bakery that’s still going strong. They were bite-size, many-shaped, and just sweet enough to please—a classier version of the bakery cookies that were standard fare at every bar mitzvah and wedding reception throughout the 1950s (although I confess to a lingering fondness for the pink and green checkered ones that were part of that mix).


Come high school, I made a daily stop at a bakery on my way home to get a half moon, those chubby cakelike rounds iced with half chocolate, half vanilla. And on weekends there were all those old favorites on the grocery store shelves. I could spend a half-hour, easy, deciding which kind to buy.


Any time was cookie time, but it was mostly at night that I indulged. You know—a little milk, a few cookies to soak it up, the perfect ending to the day. I could still go through a bag in a sitting today, if I hadn’t reached this age of stunning self-restraint. Now, at the end of a meal I often crave just a taste of something sweet, and I’ve often thought that restaurants would do well to offer a cookie or two as an alternative to elaborate desserts. Hold the tiramisù, the kumquat–passion fruit coulis, the chocolate mocha devil’s food mud pie. Just give me a couple of cookies on a plate, stately and elegant in their simplicity.


Of course, part of the pleasure of cookies is that they can be eaten in moderation and can be moderate in themselves. I know this goes against the prevailing morality, but let me throw caution to the winds and state unequivocally that the road to uncertain virtue is not paved with cookies. You can eat one butter-and-sugar-filled cookie—hey, even two or three—without condemning yourself to a lifetime of fat or ill-health. I’m of the belief that attending to your desires from time to time is a lot healthier than denial, anyway.


[image: image]


The Sweetest of Times


My soft spot for cookies isn’t based just on taste. Rosie’s Bakery—my work and my pleasure—came into being by way of a batch of sugar cookies I decorated for a long-ago Valentine’s Day. Overdecorated might be a more accurate description: with feathers, sugar pearls, food coloring, and flowers, I really went to town. Opening a bakery was the last thing on my mind, but there it was, Valentine’s Day, and cookies straight from the heart seemed the proper way to celebrate. It didn’t hurt that they sold out at the galleries and the cake shop that stocked them, nor that customers clamored for more.


I figure that zweiback epiphany had something to do with it too, since there weren’t a lot of other signs that I was destined to become a baker. I had never been one to play house or throw tea parties for my dolls, and until I began baking for public consumption, my repertoire consisted chiefly of a dynamite brownie recipe and an occasional birthday cake when no one else could be roped into making one. But I had always gravitated to food. I liked eating it, of course, but I also liked talking about it, looking at pictures of it, just being around it. Other people get that buzz, that all’s-right-with-the-world feeling from books or ballparks, fast cars or frequent-flyer miles. For me, it’s food—preferably of the sweet, bite-size variety.


So Rosie’s began in 1974 with that batch of cookies, and before I knew it, I was officially in business in Harvard Square. In those days Cambridge, Massachusetts, wasn’t like anyplace else. It’s still not Main Street, U.S.A., but in the early 1970s there was such a sense of possibility—the air was positively perfumed with it. Graduate students were ferreting out the discovery that would change the world, revolutionaries were crafting the ideal society, teachers instructed in peace and harmony, feminists claimed their place in the sun, artists opened galleries, musicians serenaded on street corners, and everyone was writing the great American novel. All that ferment needed to be fed, and Rosie’s Bakery was on the scene to feed mind, body, and soul.


In those early days, there was only me. I was up before sunrise to order the ingredients, prepare the batters, scoop the cookies, bake the pies, cut the brownies, frost the cakes, set up the bakery cases, sell the cookies, brownies, pies, and cakes, then wash the dishes and mop the floor before going home to catch four hours of sleep so I could begin all over the next morning. You have to like cookies an awful lot to keep that up, but I too was caught up in the free-floating optimism. I marvel a little, even now as I say it, but I learned how to be a baker by being one. I gathered and tested recipes, experimented with flavors and textures, tried different taste combinations. I was on the trail of something new, and I was having a great time! What sweeter way to greet the brave new world, I reasoned, than surrounded by chocolate chip cookies and sour cherry cream cheese brownies?


Food for All Ages


Now—two decades, three stores, and millions of cookies and brownies later—Rosie’s still meets the needs of the artists, teachers, revolutionaries, novelists, graduate students who have become professors, feminists who are also parents, and a host of other people who remember the ’70s fondly, skeptically, or not at all. Cookies, it seems, are something we can all agree on.


As kids, we nosh on them. Then we learn to bake by making them when Mom or our teacher lets us add the chocolate chips and, in time, crack the eggs and mix the batter. Later on, we binge on them while we pull all-nighters at college, whip up a batch to impress our lovers, sell them at bake sales to raise money for worthy causes. Eventually we come full circle to teach our children how to make them, and finally we offer them joyfully to our beloved grandchildren.
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Given all that, it’s clear that cookies aren’t just for kids. There’s the occasional ambivalence: we tsk-tsk over those caught with their hand in the cookie jar or imply that we must tuck cookies away with our ballerina and firefighter dreams in order to be serious adults. But twenty years of chocolate chip cookies on Rosie’s best-seller list have convinced me that the craving for cookies doesn’t lessen with age.


The Collective Cookie Consciousness


Cookies are part of a shared American experience, but we can’t claim them all for ourselves. They’ve been delighting people all over the world for centuries: shortbread from Scotland; gingerbread from England (rumor has it that the first Queen Elizabeth invented the gingerbread man when she ordered her cooks to make little ginger cakes to imitate her courtiers); macaroons, éclairs, meringues, and other delectables from France; biscotti from Italy; kipfel from Austria; all manner of butter and spice cookies from the Netherlands, Germany, Scandinavia, Russia, and Greece.


Cookies seem to have made their debut in the south of France about 400 years ago. As the story goes, cooks tested the heat of their ovens by dropping little cakes onto hot pans; when they were baked, they were given to children as treats, presumably because they weren’t fit food for grown-ups.


We know they were wrong, of course, but the childhood joy in cookies is certainly part of their appeal for me. I bake cookies because I want to pass on to my children the taste memories I treasure—the butter crunch of real shortbread, the rich ooze of good chocolate. Sharing food and the making of it has always been a bond, tying generations together. I want to offer those resonant tastes to my customers too, which is another reason why I bake and the prime one behind my enthusiastic “yes!” when my editor asked if I would be interested in writing a cookie book.


I wasn’t alone in my excitement. All I had to do was announce the project to my kids and their cookie reflex kicked in higher than a line of Rockettes. They’re used to having a mother who’s up to her elbows in desserts every day, but a seemingly endless supply of cookies just waiting to be tasted must have conjured up Charlie’s chocolate factory and a convention of stove-happy grandmothers, all in their very own kitchen. On cookie-baking days (which became nearly every day while this book was in progress), their pleasure perfumed the air more strongly than any spice, until we all slept with visions of snickerdoodles dancing in our heads.


My husband, Richard, was happy too, since he and I are living proof of the old adage about the way to a man’s heart. Richard was a customer in my Cambridge store when he fell in love … with my chocolate chip cookies. Sometime later, he decided to ask me out, and the rest, as they say, is history.


The neighbors didn’t mind my cookie marathon, either, nor did my kids’ teachers, their playmates, the parents who stopped by to pick them up, my friends, nor anyone staging a bake sale or reception during the past two years. My freezer was stuffed with cookies of all manner, ensuring that there was never an occasion for which I was not prepared.
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Though I was glad to be a community resource, preparing a cookbook is a serious and consuming enterprise. I was immersed in perfecting recipes and baking techniques, culling the best from all those that had crossed my path over the years. I wanted to create a cookbook that would provide the only recipes you’d ever need for old stand-bys while offering a generous heap of new possibilities as well. And I was determined to find ways to make baking cookies easy and enjoyable so that you too could be prepared for all occasions—and for some non-occasions as well. It’s my hope that you’ll use this gathering of cookies as a kind of workbook, one to be underlined, starred, and notated for repeated use and future reference. That’s what a cookbook is meant to be, after all: a sharing of knowledge and a laying on of hands.


Which, of course, is a large part of the pleasure in baking and eating cookies—those sweet mouthfuls that are portable, palatable, individual, ornamental, neat to eat, and simple to make. All praise, and pass the cookie jar.
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CHAPTER 1
RULES OF THE GAME
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It is true that cookies are a large part of the essence of childhood. “Cookie” is one of the first words babies learn and among the top ten they continue to use long after their vocabularies have expanded. Cookies are rewards, sneak treats, even bribes, I confess. And when kids try their hand at cooking, chances are that cookies will be one of the first things they make. That’s because you learn to cook first what you like to eat best.


But cookies don’t lose their appeal when we grow up—why should they? Cookies can be as sophisticated as we want them to be. Even those childhood favorites can be baked in smaller sizes and displayed elegantly, can be dipped in imported chocolate, cut in fancy shapes, studded with hazelnuts, accented with liqueurs … or eaten just as they were in the old days. Cookies are a sweet that we never tire of.


Into the Mouths of Babes


I love making cookies with my kids—with everybody’s kids, in fact. Kids are great on quality control, and they’re full of enthusiasm for the product—and usually for the process too, because it’s wonderfully straightforward. I ask you: what could possibly cement the parent-child bond more solidly than a gob of cookie dough in common?


For me, a large part of the pleasure in baking cookies with kids comes in what they reveal about themselves as they contribute to the process. Before my children and I first made cookies together, I had perfect-mother fantasies that each of them would have their own kind of cookie, and I even named a few after them in encouragement. Then reality intervened. Now that they’re old enough to help me bake when they want to, I spend much more time trying to keep everything even-steven than I do inventing toothsome new creations that they’ll remember all their lives.


Still, each of the kids has carved out a role in the cookie baking process, though that happened more because of their personalities than because of my designs. My daughter, Maya, is meticulous by nature, so she’s a natural at arranging the cookies. Her twin, Noah, is a sugar freak whose only goal in making cookies is to get as much batter into his mouth as possible. And their older brother, Jake, has reached the age of coolness, which means that he would never deign to take part in something so unhip as baking cookies. Funny, but coolness doesn’t get in the way of his eating his share.


What you end up with when you bake with kids may look less than perfect, but with cookies, the making is so delectable and the eating is so satisfying that art is beside the point. Also, children aren’t yet saddled with conventional wisdom about what a cookie should be, and more than once, the freedom of their imagination has given me ideas for new combinations. After all, if chocolate and cherries go together in ice cream, why not in cookies too? And why can’t cheesecake come in bars or Boston cream pie in cookies?


But, enough about baking with children. Rest assured cookies can be baked successfully even when you bake them alone!


Doughs and Don’ts


After that paean to unbridled creativity, it seems pedestrian to return to do’s and don’ts. But return I do, because there are techniques and hints that will make your cookie baking smoother—or chunkier, crispier, or whatever you’re aiming for. A read-through of this chapter will set you in good stead for tackling any of the recipes that follow.


Good Bakers Praise Their Tools


I don’t know if it will come as a relief or a disappointment to know that baking cookies doesn’t require much equipment. Some cooks I know spend as much time in kitchen stores as in the kitchen, which I admit is an excellent form of procrastination and certainly a boon to the economy. For the rest of us, though, most of the recipes in this book can be made with the following basic items.


• An electric mixer with paddle and whisk attachments and two mixing bowls. I prefer a mixer mounted on a base because it leaves your hands free to do other things while the batter is mixing. But a sturdy hand-held mixer does the trick as well, although it may take slightly longer.


• A food processor. This nearly all-purpose machine is excellent for grinding the nuts and fruits many cookies call for and for mixing shortbread dough and pastry crusts. I find myself using it more and more in my baking and can’t remember how we got along without it in the old days.


• Three good-quality baking sheets. These should be flat, with slightly rolled edges. Shiny heavy-gauge aluminum is good, and so is a nonstick surface such as Silverstone. Air-cushion pans may now be all the rage, but I’m not crazy about them. Cookies baked on them don’t get enough heat, so drop cookies don’t crisp enough around the edges, cakey cookies spread too much, and shortbreads take forever.


[image: image]


• Several mixing bowls of various sizes.


• A set of measuring scoops for dry ingredients. (Glass measuring cups aren’t accurate here.)


• A set of measuring spoons.


• A set of measuring cups for liquids.


• Two sturdy rubber spatulas for scraping bowls and folding in ingredients.


• Two whisks: one small, one medium.


• A medium-size sifter or strainer for sifting dry ingredients.


• A wooden spoon for custard fillings.


• A metal spatula for lifting the baked cookies off the baking sheet.


• Parchment paper, an absolute must for lining baking sheets, as I’ll explain later (see “The Well-Tempered Pan,” page 11).


• A timer to alert you when the cookies are ready.


• Two or three wire cooling racks.


• Two small microwave-safe or Pyrex dishes for softening butter and cream cheese and melting chocolate.


• A double boiler for melting chocolate on the stove.


• Several good-quality air-tight plastic containers for storage.


• A butter knife or small spatula for frosting and filling cookies.


Getting the Goods


I’m a great fan of experiments. On more than one occasion, that’s how I’ve come up with a new or improved recipe or saved a less-than-stellar batch of cookies from oblivion. But when it comes to what goes into cookies, I become considerably less laissez-faire. The simple and commonsense truth is that good baking depends on good ingredients. That means that in most cases, the quality of your cookies will be in direct proportion to the quality of the ingredients you use.


Quality doesn’t necessarily mean most expensive or hardest to find. In keeping with the trinity of cookiedom—convenience, availability, and yumminess—most of the ingredients in these recipes are available at your average grocery store and won’t require you to leave an arm or leg in payment.


Flour


The recipes in this book usually call for either all-purpose or cake flour. I like to keep pre-sifted all-purpose flour on hand in case I’m feeling lazy and want to avoid extra steps. But because all flour settles as it sits, it’s a good idea to sift even this flour along with the salt and leavening to make sure it’s evenly incorporated.


Since cake flour is powdery and contains less gluten than all-purpose flour, it works better in certain cookies. But it must be sifted before or after it’s measured or it will remain lumpy. When you sift it depends on the recipe. I’m told plain cake flour can be hard to find in some parts of the country, so if you run into that problem, you can substitute 1 cup minus 2 tablespoons of all-purpose flour for 1 cup of cake flour (you may find that you have to make some other adjustments too).


Formula: 1 cup – 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour = 1 cup cake flour


One note: Regular cake flour is not the same as self-rising cake flour. I had a call recently from a woman who had tried to make a couple of the cake recipes in Rosie’s All-Butter, Fresh Cream, Sugar-Packed, No-Holds-Barred Baking Book and had created Mt. Vesuvius in her oven. Her kids declared it more fun than their chemistry set, but she was somewhat less pleased. Still, she was curious about what had gone wrong, and so was I. After we talked for a while, she mentioned that she had used self-rising cake flour, and the case was solved. Self-rising cake flour already contains leavening, so by adding the leavening the recipes called for, she had seriously overloaded the equation.


Butter


Since we seem to be living in an age where everything goes under the microscope, it was just a matter of time, I suppose, before bookstore shelves would be filled with books explaining the cultural and political significance of what we put into our mouths. The first time I came face to face with this phenomenon, my reaction was to reach for the nearest cookie jar as solace. But as soon as I was fortified with a handful of gingersnaps, I felt a rush of kindred warmth. I mean, what else could all these books mean but that there’s a ton of people out there as fervent about food and flavor as I am?


The books are mines of food factoids, which won’t make a dot of difference in how your cookies come out, but may entertain you while you’re snacking on them. It was from one of these books, for instance, that I learned that a Frenchman invented margarine (mon dieu!) and that margarine used to be outlawed in Canada and New Zealand. Strong butter lobbies, I guess. That got me thinking about the news flashes we get almost weekly, one insisting that banning butter from our kitchens will make us live forever, the next bringing word that margarine isn’t so hot for us either. The problem is that I really like butter. I don’t think there is a substitute for it in baking, particularly as a flavor enhancer. So my solution—imperfect, but most things are—is to use butter in my cookies, but to eat fewer of them than I might have before all the dispatches from the fat front.


I use only unsalted butter for baking because it gives me more control over the saltiness of a recipe. Salt was originally added to butter as a preservative, anyway, so it’s unnecessary in these refrigerated days.


The temperature of the butter plays a role in baking, so I indicate in each recipe whether it should be cold, cool, or at room temperature. Room temperature works well for recipes such as chocolate chip cookies that require you to cream the butter and sugar. Cookies prepared in a food processor, such as Almond Raspberry Sandwiches, call for cold butter because the particles formed during processing leave air pockets when they melt during baking and create a crunchy texture.


To bring cold butter to room temperature, use a microwave oven set to the right time and power (on mine, it’s 15 seconds at medium power), taking care not to melt the butter. Or leave the butter out of the fridge overnight or for 4 to 6 hours before you plan to bake (the time required depends on the temperature of the room, obviously).


Finally, remember that melted butter measures slightly differently from solid butter, so you’re well advised to measure the butter after it is melted.
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Brown Sugar


Brown sugar is white sugar with a dark syrup added. For dark brown sugar, the syrup is molasses; for light brown, it may be a smaller dose of molasses or another kind of syrup. What goes by the name of brown sugar today is a pale imitation of the stuff our fore-mothers used, which was full of calcium, iron, and a few other useful minerals. It’s heartening to find that sugar has some healthful properties because of its bad rap in you-can-never-be-too-thin circles.


Dark brown sugar is less refined than its light cousin and contains more moisture, so it weighs more. The two types are often interchangeable, but they produce somewhat different outcomes: dark brown sugar tends to make a softer, moister cookie with a slightly sweeter taste.


Store brown sugar in an airtight container in the fridge or freezer to keep it from turning rock-hard. If this suggestion comes too late, you can soften brown sugar in the microwave.


Chocolate


If they asked me, I could write a book. Then again, maybe I have, since so many of the recipes in my first cookbook are chocolate-coated. I certainly have researched the stuff, believing first and foremost in mouth-on experimentation. I also collect chocolatiana, both by predilection and because once you become known for your chocolate obsession, the news comes in faster than an irate customer.


Chocolate has been around for a very long time. According to Aztec legend, the god of wisdom gave them the arts, the calendar, and chocolate. Not a bad legacy. Chocolate made its way to Spain and eventually to the rest of Europe (the French got hold of the recipe as part of the dowry of Louis XIII’s Spanish bride), where it remained expensive and deliciously naughty for centuries. In England in the 17th century, a cup of chocolate cost nearly half its weight in gold and they say the English don’t know the value of good food! Perhaps it’s that aristocratic pedigree that accounts for competing claims of supremacy among chocolates, but what makes the difference is the amount of cocoa butter, which is what gives chocolate its richness.


I have always stood firmly behind Baker’s chocolate. That’s where chocolate began on our shores—with a doctor named James Baker, who opened North America’s first chocolate mill about five miles from where Rosie’s home store now stands. Even a force as strong as chocolate can’t buck the tide of history, though, and the mills were turned into condos several years ago. When they took the towers down, the air was chocolate perfumed for weeks. My kind of town.


When you come across chocolate in a recipe here, keep in mind that there are several types of chocolate, not just many brands, and the differences among the types matter. When a recipe specifies white chocolate—or unsweetened, or semisweet, or bittersweet chocolate—another kind won’t do. The types vary in flavor and in sugar content, and that can alter the chemistry of the recipe and the texture of the cookie.
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For glazes, ganaches, and chopped chunks in cookies, I often use imported chocolates, such as Valrhona and Lindt, to mention just a couple of excellent brands. You’ll find these and their cohorts in gourmet shops, upscale markets, and some cookware stores, such as Williams-Sonoma.


But because roundness is all, I come back to where I began: You can’t go wrong with Baker’s. Its quality is consistently good, you can find it in any grocery store in any part of the country, and it won’t break the bank to keep it on hand for those I-can’t-believe-it’s-raining-again-we’re-all-going-stir-crazy-so-the-only-possible-response-is-to-bake-a-batch-of-brownies days.


Eggs


The recipes in this book use large eggs, simply because that’s what I chose to test them with. If you substitute other sizes, be aware that this will affect the result, though not necessarily drastically.


Occasionally I call for half an egg or egg yolk. Believe me, I’ve done this not to torment my readers, but because after many trials, I’ve found that it’s the only solution to maintaining the texture or moistness for a reasonable-size batch of cookies.


• To halve an egg, crack it into a small bowl and whisk it vigorously until the yellow and white are as integrated as possible. Better yet, use a small electric chopper/grinder to do the work; it will blend the egg perfectly. A stirred large egg measures ¼ cup, so half an egg equals 2 tablespoons of egg. When a recipe calls for half an egg, simply pour out that amount.


Formula:½ large egg = 2 tablespoons stirred egg
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• To divide a yolk in half, hold a raw egg over a small bowl and crack its shell gently around the middle with a knife. Carefully separate the halves of the shell, and slide the yolk into the palm of your hand as you let the white run through your fingers into the bowl. With a sharp knife, slowly, carefully slice through the yolk’s center (you can do this easily without also slicing your hand) and push half of it into the batter.


Oats


Those of us bred in cold northern climes have long been devotees of the humble oat, probably because it grows where other grains won’t and it sticks to the ribs come those cold northern winters. None of which has much to do with the current cachet of oats in climes of all kinds, which seems to have come about because they’re a health food that tastes good. I’m glad about the health and the heartiness, but I use oats for their taste and consistency.


These recipes call for either quick or rolled oats or sometimes a mixture of the two. Quick oats are rolled oats chopped smaller. They tend to absorb more liquid, so it’s a good idea to use the kind a recipe calls for. If you have only rolled oats and need quick ones, chop them up in a good processor by pulsing several times. (Don’t pulse more or you’ll have oat flour.) For obvious reasons, you can’t make the smaller quick oats into larger rolled ones, so in a pinch use the quick oats, but be aware that you may have to make other adjustments along the way, such as increasing the amount of flour slightly.


Raisins and Nuts


Whenever possible, I like to buy nuts in bulk at the health-food store. In any case, I always opt for nuts that are not chopped; they maintain their taste and freshness better. Store all nuts in an airtight container in the fridge—they’ll stay fresher longer. In the event that they get the least bit soggy, they can always be recrisped in a 300°F oven for about 10 minutes. Raisins must be stored in an airtight container, in or out of the refrigerator. If they become dried out over time, just soak them in hot water for 10 minutes, drain off the water, and pat them dry.


Spices and Flavorings


Whenever possible, spices and flavorings should be fresh. Spices lose their punch over time and need to be replaced periodically—some sources say as often as every six months, though that seems extreme to me. In the same vein, something like bottled lemon juice is a poor substitute for freshly squeezed, and there’s really nothing equal to just-peeled lemon zest (the yellow layer of the rind).


You can cream a flavoring or spice in with the butter and sugar, or you can sift it into the flour. Opinions differ, and since I belong in neither camp, I’m very democratic in this book: I do it both ways to allow you to decide for yourself.


The Setup


I recommend reading through a recipe in its entirety and gathering all the necessary ingredients ahead of time. In fact, I recommend this to myself whenever I bake, which results in my following the advice at least half the time. The other half, I’m likely to find that I’m completely out of something I need—or a couple of ounces short, which isn’t much better. Then I’m stuck with abandoning the effort to schlepping to the convenience store at some ungodly hour, all the time cursing myself for this false economy of time.


By taking out ingredients before you start, you can ensure that they’re at room temperature, which they should be unless a recipe specifies otherwise (with butter, for instance). The truly organized baker not only lines up her ingredients beforehand but also sets each one aside as she uses it, so she doesn’t get confused about which have gone in and which have yet to go.


May all my readers be truly organized, tranquil, and efficient bakers. For the rest, like me, I recommend that you pay attention and, more to the point, try to bake when you can concentrate on what you’re doing. You’ll enjoy it more.


The Well-Tempered Pan


As far as I’m concerned, parchment paper is right up there with the invention of the dishwasher. I always use it to bake cookies and I’ve started using it for baking bars as well—shortbreads, brownies, crumb bars, the whole gang. With parchment, cookies don’t stick and bars slide right out of the pan. It’s economical too, because you can reuse it several times: In most cases, a quick wipe with a paper towel will remove any leftover crumbs and allow you to use the sheet for your next batch of cookies—even if it’s a different type. As a fallback when you don’t have parchment paper, grease your baking sheet with a thin coating of vegetable oil. Avoid butter as a grease; it tends to burn quickly.


At the Tone, the Time and Temperature Will Be …


[image: image]


Mixers, food processors, ovens, and the strength of mixing arms vary greatly from kitchen to kitchen, so oven temperatures and lengths of baking time will vary too. That means that the specifications I offer here should be used as guides, not gospel. You’ll learn what adjustments you need to make the first time you try a recipe. You may also discover that every recipe you try takes more or less time in your oven than in mine, which will help you to adjust your settings or times accordingly for all the other recipes in the book.


• Make sure that your oven is thoroughly preheated before you bake. This isn’t just one of those things cookbook writers say because they’re supposed to. If you put the cookies in before your oven has reached the right temperature, you can’t count on their coming out as you expect, and why make unnecessary trouble for yourself? Preheating to the correct temperature can take anywhere from 5 to 10 minutes, depending on the oven, so plan that much ahead.


• Cookies bake more evenly when you make them the same size and space them at regular intervals on the baking sheet. The recipe will often specify how much space to leave between them. Leave a similar distance from the edge of the sheet too.
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• I prefer to bake one sheet of cookies at a time. I place the baking sheet on a rack in the center of the oven so the air can circulate around it, baking the cookies evenly at the designated temperature. If you’re pressed for time, you can place two sheets on two racks arranged as close to the center of the oven as possible. About two thirds of the way through, switch the top and bottom sheets and rotate them back to front. (Be careful to move them gently.) The baking time will be slightly longer with two sheets than with one.


• Even though it takes up time, wait until the baking sheet has cooled before putting more dough on it, or the cookies will spread too much. And the baked cookies need to cool, too: each recipe notes how to cool them, since this varies with type. For instance, when a batch of tender cakelike cookies is done, slide the sheet of parchment off the hot baking sheet onto the counter (or, using a spatula, carefully transfer each cookie onto a sheet of foil or waxed paper on the counter), and let them cool further. Other types—chocolate chips are a prime example—get a little extra crunch around the edges from sitting on the hot baking sheet, so they should be allowed to cool there. Lining the sheets with parchment gives you another advantage here. You can just lift the paper off the cookie sheet and slide all the cookies onto a cooling rack in one fell swoop.


A Storehouse of Freshness


Freezing Dough


With the exception of cakelike cookies, most cookie doughs freeze well for up to three weeks, and some stay fresh in the refrigerator for three or four days. Doughs for drop cookies, shortbreads, rolled cookies, and brownies that don’t contain leavening all do well in the refrigerator. Doughs for cakelike cookies don’t last in the fridge, however, because their leavening and liquid become active over time and affect the cookies’ flavor and texture. Doughs containing oats or oatmeal can be frozen, but they become a little drier because the oatmeal soaks up the liquid. To compensate, when I come to baking them, I sometimes add a bit of water to the dough, or I flatten the mounds after I drop them onto the baking sheet so they will spread better.
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Cookie Jars


A while ago, my husband, Richard, picked up about a dozen antique cookie jars at a garage sale, and I used them as decorations in our stores, where they were part of the furnishings and drew only the occasional comment. Then about eight years ago, I began to have more and more conversations about them. It turns out that Andy Warhol collected cookie jars, along with tons of other things, and when they were auctioned off after his death, they brought in nearly a quarter of a million dollars! That signaled the start of cookie jars as hot collector’s items. Hotter than the cookies they held. So hot, in fact, that there are now cookie jar newsletters, a cookie jar encyclopedia, and even a cookie jar museum (it’s in Lemont, Illinois, south of Chicago).


I myself prefer what’s inside, but I do understand the appeal of this wonderfully whimsical pottery. I don’t go quite as far as the old Betty Crocker cookbook that suggests tinting your cookies to match the color scheme of your tea party, but I like to use cookie jars as part of the presentation. My favorites tend to be from the 1930s and ’40s, the heyday of cookie jar creation at midwestern potteries. I’m particularly fond of the quirky animal jars—pigs, cats, mice, a wise old owl, not exactly the fauna you’d want in your kitchen under other circumstances. I also love the red-nosed clown we named Baldy because of his wisp of hair, my fat little Dutch boy, and a jaunty sailor all in blue. Every time I look at him, I want to wink and say, “Can I buy you a cookie, sailor?”
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Keeping Cookies


Wait until your cookies are completely cool before you put them in a container. This has many advantages, the most important being that it keeps them from getting soggy. The most immediate, though, is that you and everyone who wanders into the kitchen can snack on them in the meantime. Clear plastic containers are best for storing cookies and bars. The plastic preserves freshness; the clarity lets you see what’s inside.


For soft cookies that are glazed or frosted (Maple Softies, Boston Cream Pies) and delicate drop cookies (Banana-Nut Chocolate Chunks, Cranberry Orange Oatmeals), use the widest container available and put parchment paper between the layers. It’s not a good idea to pile these cookies more than two deep because they get squashed. Shortbread cookies, such as Peanut Shortbread, and hearty drop cookies, like Chocolate Chips, can be layered three or four times. Common sense should steer you through other quandaries.


Unless I plan to eat the cookies on baking day, I refrigerate or freeze them, even if they’re on the menu for tomorrow. Freezing arrests things in time, so that if you take a newly baked cookie that has just cooled and freeze it, when you defrost it, it will come out as close to fresh as to make no difference. I don’t recommend freezing baked goods for longer than two weeks, though. They tend to absorb a kind of freezer flavor or get freezer burn, a frost that forms in all freezers, frost-free or not.


When you’re ready to eat frozen cookies, let them come to room temperature or pop them in the microwave on the correct setting (40 to 50 seconds on medium-high in mine). Or for those too impatient to wait for defrosting (need I note that this includes me?), there are always frozen chocolate chip cookie pops. Delicious!


Your second storage option is to put the cookies in a container in the fridge. Be sure to store cookies of similar textures together; if you mix crisp cookies with cakey ones, the softer ones will make the crisps go limp.


Option number three—leaving cookies sitting out at room temperature beyond the day they are baked—isn’t often an option at all. Left to their own devices, some crisp cookies go soggy, chewy cookies dry out, and cakey cookies grow dry and heavy. (One exception to the rule is bar cookies containing fruit.) Cookie jars, enchanting as they are, don’t protect cookies much from these forces of nature. Still, if you’re like me and can’t imagine a kitchen without one or two cookie jars on the counter, use them for crisp shortbread-type cookies, which will do just fine there for several days in most weather.


The Cookie’s in the Mail


When people talk about E-mail, they leave me far behind, but I bow to no one when it comes to b-mail. For the uninitiated, that’s bakery mail. I speak from experience when I say that the best way to ship baked goods is in a sturdy tin lined with plain or decorative cellophane. For gifts, line the tin with a doily, then fit a piece of cellophane over the bottom and up the sides, leaving several inches extra to tuck over the top. Put your firmest, sturdiest, least gooey things on the bottom, cover them with cellophane, arrange another layer of goodies, follow with more cellophane, and continue until the tin is full but not too tightly packed.


When I send something moist, like a brownie, I usually wrap it in plastic before I put it in the tin to keep it from sticking to anything else. If there’s a gap somewhere, fill it with a crinkled piece of cellophane or tissue paper to keep things from shifting around. When all the pieces are fitted in securely, fold the excess cellophane over them to keep them snug. Close the tin and freeze it overnight.


Just before shipping, pack the tin in a heavy cardboard box that is large enough for the tin to be surrounded by Styrofoam peanuts. Popcorn (the real thing) works too as a cushion, should you happen to have some sitting around the house. Or swathe the tin in bubble wrap and pack it securely enough to keep it from moving around. If you still have extra room, wad up newspaper or parchment paper to stuff the shipping box.


Overnight mail is best, of course, but that can get expensive; two-day mail is usually fine.
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Mail Order


The best cookies for mailing are crispy or crunchy through and through: shortbreads, biscottis, and any cookies whose centers are as crisp as their edges, such as Thin Crisp Chocochips or Pecan Crisps. They will be just as fresh when they arrive as when you shipped them. Cookies with chewy centers and crispy edges, such as Rosie’s Oatmeal Cookies and Dark Brown Sugar Chocolate Chips can certainly be shipped, but they will be just a step below what they were when you sent them out—their edges will be a bit soggier and their centers a bit drier. Macaroons, such as Hazelnut Macaroons and Chocolate-Dipped Almond Macaroons, actually ship quite well because of their moist and chewy nature, which becomes only more so when stored in a container for a day or two.


I do not recommend shipping cakey cookies; they get too moist. Any cookie with a soft or gooey top or a custard center, like the Lemon Meringues or the Boston Cream Pies, should not be shipped at all (any cookie with custard or a custard-like filling should not be left at room temperature for more than a day, lest the eggs spoil).





Showing Off


I think of cookies as the chameleons of pastries, since they can take on so many different appearances, depending on their size, shape, and presentation.


Is it elegance you want? Fan delicate, lacy cookies over a flowery antique dish.


Artistic plentitude? Create a mosaic using cookies of various shapes and sizes arranged in concentric circles, a checkerboard, or alternating rows or waves. Or give Motherwell and de Kooning a run for their money and try your hand at abstract expressionism.


Barbecue-hearty or picnic-casual more what you had in mind? Plump oatmeal cookies, stuffed with raisins and heaped to overflowing in a basket lined with a gingham cloth, ought to do the trick.


Or maybe what you’re aiming for is a smorgasbord of the how-will-I-ever-choose-oh-I-guess-I’ll-just-have-to-have-one-of-each variety. A pyramid of brownies and other bars, statuesque on a stoneware plate, is a good place to start. (As an aid to the decision making, you can cut the bars into smaller pieces, so it really is possible to taste everything.)


You can doll up a display of cookies with doilies, a starched white napkin folded to create a pocket, whole flowers, petals or buds, all manner of containers and pottery (I like to use platters of varying heights and sizes together), and table coverings of different colors and textures to create a backdrop. You can cast cookies as the star of your dinner table, as the pinnacle of a buffet, or as a complement for fruit, ice cream, or puddings.


There are limits, of course. I draw the line at floating cookies, wearable cookies, and any cookie too precious to eat. The purpose of display is to tantalize the senses, not torment them. So show off your cookies to their best advantage—then sit back and watch them disappear.
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CHAPTER 2
KNOW YOUR DOUGH
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The world, some say, can be divided into two kinds of people: those who feel the need to divide it into parts and those who don’t. Baking books can also be divided into two kinds: those organized by baking methods and those organized by types of pastries. Most books fall into the first category, but never one to choose sides when I don’t have to, I’ve organized this cookie book both ways.


The recipe chapters that make up the bulk of the book are designed around texture—how a cookie feels in your mouth or yields when you bite into it—since that’s usually how we think about cookies. I mean, who sits down and says, “Gee, I’m really in the mood for a refrigerator cookie,” or, “Couldn’t you just sink your teeth into a rolled cookie right now?” Instead, when our taste buds tug at our neural circuits or hormones or whatever it is that sends feed-me messages to our brain, they say, “crunchy” or “melt on the tongue” or “make it sweet!” Gathering the recipes by texture should make it easier for you to find the right cookie for the right moment as well as a good mix of cookies for more elaborate baking projects.


Even those of us who don’t care to divvy up the world need organizing principles from time to time, so I’ve ordered this how-to chapter along the more conventional line of baking techniques. Here you’ll find mixing, baking, cutting, and storing tips for five categories of cookies: drop cookies, refrigerator cookies, rolled cookies, shortbreads, and bars.


Cookies are more forgiving than many other kinds of pastries, less fussy about the order you add the ingredients in, and flexible enough in their baking time and temperature to allow you to experiment to get the results you desire. It’s only fairly recently, anyway, that recipes were carefully quantified and cooking was raised to a science governed by charts and rules. Before that, bakers worked by feel and by instructions passed down in apprenticeships and mothers’ kitchens. I encourage you to do some of that too, finding the baking time, for instance, to give just the right crunch or butteriness that you seek in a specific cookie.
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