

			[image: 9781579658045.jpg]


	

			[image: ]


			THE


			ARTISANAL


			KITCHEN


			Holiday


			Cookies


			The Ultimate Chewy, Gooey, Crispy, Crunchy Treats


			Alice Medrich


			[image: ]


			Artisan  |  New York


	

			Also in This Series


			The Artisanal Kitchen: Perfect Pasta


			The Artisanal Kitchen: Perfect Pizza at Home


			The Artisanal Kitchen: Vegetables the Italian Way


			The Artisanal Kitchen: Holiday Cocktails


			The Artisanal Kitchen: Party Food


	

			[image: ]


			Introduction


			Cookies are easy, enticing, and fun. They invite creativity and reward experimentation—no rocket science required. An array of cookies is inherently festive—nothing says “holiday” better! Whether you’re creating­ a dessert spread for Thanksgiving, toting a hostess gift to a dinner party, or joining a cookie swap, homemade cookies are always in style. 


			These holiday cookies were handpicked from my repertoire—including familiar favorites and my own inventions—honed over the years to reflect today’s spirit of adventure and culinary sensibilities. I selected them by asking myself, “Do I still love these? Do they appeal to our tastes today?” Some have more spice than our moms and grandmas used, or new spices. Some have different leavenings, baking temperatures, or pan liners—to improve textures—than you might be used to. Some have a tad less sugar or butter or more salt to heighten flavors. Some include ingredients that we now adore but which were once considered too exotic or hard to get. 


			In an era when most people cling to the recipe on the bag of chocolate chips (or buy rather than bake cookies), you will find these recipes updated but still friendly, outrageously good, and even hip (but not too hip!). In the bargain, you’ll get my best tips and tricks for making the best cookies of your life.


			You’ll love the perfect simplicity of crunchy-but-tender butter cookies—nothing more than butter, flour, sugar, vanilla, and salt—and festive variations like Eggnog Cookies and Bourbon Pecan Butter Cookies. Let the fragrance of warm spices and molasses fill your home with holiday spirit; don’t miss My Ginger Cookies (made in one bowl and with loads of ginger!) and pretty jam-filled Linzer Cookies. Invited to a cookie swap? A gooey bar or a dramatic cookie—Robert’s Brownies My Way, Caramel Cheesecake Bars, Very Tangy Lemon Bars, or Bittersweet Decadence Cookies—will steal the show and burnish your reputation as the best cookie baker ever! Happy holidays to all.


	

			User’s Guide


			No matter what kind of cookie you choose, you will get the most from this book if you read the information in this chapter before you start with any of the recipes.


			Cookie recipes are the simplest in the baker’s repertoire: ingredient lists are brief and familiar, and instructions are few and uncomplicated. But simplicity does not mean a recipe can be executed casually, that the details are whimsical, or that the measurements are flexible. In reality, cookies are tiny pastries. As such, they are subject to all the rules of baking: mundane acts of measuring and mixing, cookie sheet preparation, oven temperature, and timing make the difference between tough and tender cookies and between ordinary and extraordinary cookies. If you’ve ever eaten ten chocolate chip cookies made by ten different bakers all using the same recipe, you know what I mean.


			The information that follows will get you into my kitchen and my head by explaining why I do what I do and why some of my methods may be different from what you are accustomed to or what you find in other books.


			Decoding Recipe Language


			A good recipe uses specific descriptive language to tell you what to do, when and for how long to do it, and with what utensil. It includes visual cues to look for so you know you are on the right track. All of this is designed to help you achieve results that resemble those that we got in my kitchen. If you change the details, you will change the results—for better or for worse!


			Phrases like just until are important. When the recipe asks you to mix just until the dry ingredients are blended, or warm the chocolate just until it is melted, or bake just until the edges are brown, you know that more mixing, warming, or baking is not better and your cookies could suffer.


			The texture of your cookie is also affected by how you mix: terms like stir, fold, beat, and whip are used to guide you. When a recipe calls for mixing, stirring, or folding, you are meant to act gently (but decisively) to incorporate ingredients without destroying or changing the texture of the batter. For beaten egg whites, the goal is to preserve as much of the air in the batter as possible—excessive or vigorous mixing or the wrong stroke will deflate these batters. For denser, richer batters (like those for chocolate chip cookies or butter cookies), excessive or vigorous mixing may add too much air or activate too much gluten.


			When a recipe calls for beating, whipping, or mixing vigorously, you are meant to aerate the mixture and/or make sure that the ingredients are emulsified. This is done with an electric mixer or by hand, depending on the recipe. Egg whites are whipped at medium to high speed with an electric mixer with the whisk attachment. Heavier, richer batters and doughs are mixed with the flat beater or paddle attachment or by hand with a spatula at a brisk pace. 


			Finally, note that measures given in ounces always refer to weights rather than volume (see here for a fuller explanation).


			FAQs


			Successful baking is all in the details. The simplest things can make the difference between a perfectly tender cookie and a doughy paperweight, between a soggy cookie and one that is sublimely crisp. Each recipe spells out the important details for that cookie, but here is the background.


			What makes cookies tough?


			Tough cookies often result from badly measured flour, the wrong kind of flour (bread flour or whole-grain flours rather than all-purpose flour), too much mixing after the flour has been added to the moist ingredients in the batter, or too much flour used to keep the dough from sticking to the rolling pin or the countertop. Other culprits include too much kneading and rerolling of scraps and baking at too high or too low a temperature or for too long.


			The fix? Use the flour called for in the recipe, measure it accurately, mix it just enough (as called for in the recipe), avoid excessive rerolling, roll out between sheets of wax paper or plastic wrap, and check your oven and timer. You may also increase tenderness with a finer granulation of sugar, either by using superfine sugar or by grinding regular sugar to a finer consistency in a food processor.


			How important is careful measuring?


			A creative approach to measuring does not always spoil cookies. You may use a liberal hand with raisins, nuts, chocolate chips, coconut, or even vanilla. Feel free to substitute dried fruits and nuts one for another and to experiment with extracts and flavors.


			But for cookies with great textures, and to avoid dry, tough, and leaden cookies, you must carefully measure the baking soda, baking powder, salt, and, most of all, flour. I cannot emphasize enough how many cookie problems can be prevented by knowing how to measure flour correctly.


			Is it better to measure with a scale?


			A cup of flour can weigh anywhere from 4 ounces to well over 6 ounces, depending on a number of factors, including whether the flour was compacted, loosened, or sifted; whether the measuring cup was dipped into the flour or the flour was spooned lightly into the cup; and, finally, whether the measure was leveled by tapping or shaking the cup or simply by sweeping a knife across the rim. Given so many variables, your results will be more consistent from batch to batch and closer to the results that I got in my kitchen if you weigh most ingredients—not just flour—instead of using measuring cups. Weighing is also faster and produces fewer dirty dishes than measuring with cups.


			If I don’t have a scale, how should I measure flour with cups?


			For 1 cup of flour, measure the flour (without sifting* it) using a 1-cup dry measure as follows: Gently loosen the flour in the sack or canister with a spoon, but avoid excessive stirring or whisking or your cup of flour will be too light. Spoon the flour lightly into the measure, without packing it, until it is heaped above the rim. Don’t shake or tap the cup. Sweep a straight-edged knife or spatula or your finger across the rim of the cup to level the measure. Your level cup should weigh about 4½ ounces.


			*Ignore the “pre-sifted” label on flour sacks. Pre-sifting eliminates stones and

foreign matter, but it cannot prevent the flour from compacting again en route to

your grocer’s shelf.


			What are dry and liquid measures, and how are they used?


			Dry measures refer to measuring cups designed to measure dry ingredients; these are meant to be filled to the rim and leveled as described above. When using dry measures, use a 1-cup measure to measure 1 cup, a ½-cup measure to measure ½ cup, and so forth.


			Liquid measures are designed to measure liquid ingredients. These are clear plastic or glass pitchers marked with measurements on the sides. To measure, set the measure on the counter—no one can hold a cup level in the air. Pour liquid up to the appropriate mark with your head lowered to read the measurement at eye level.


			Can I use the ounces printed on my liquid measuring cup instead of a scale?


			Alas, no. The ounces printed on the sides of glass measures are fluid ounces for measuring volume, not weight. One cup of anything is always 8 fluid ounces, but 8 fluid ounces of raisins does not weigh the same as 8 fluid ounces of honey or 8 fluid ounces of cornflakes. In my recipes, ounces refer to weight unless otherwise noted.


			How soft is softened butter?


			If the recipe calls for softened butter and you are mixing with an electric mixer, allow the butter to soften at room temperature (or in the microwave at 30 percent power for a few seconds at a time) until it is pliable but not completely squishy, 65° to 70°F. If you are mixing with a large spoon or a rubber spatula, soften butter to the consistency of mayonnaise, 75° to 80°F.


			What’s the best way to melt chocolate?


			Unsweetened, bittersweet, or semisweet chocolate should be coarsely chopped before melting. White and milk chocolate should be finely chopped.


			If you are melting chocolate by itself, with nothing else added to it, the goal is to heat the chocolate gently until it is warm (not hot) and perfectly fluid. To this end, the cutting board, bowl, and all utensils should be dry, as small amounts of moisture or liquid may cause the chocolate to thicken or seize instead of melting smoothly.


			While most cookbooks advise using a double boiler or a microwave for melting chocolate, I find it both safe and flexible to use an open water bath—a wide skillet of hot (see Note below for white or milk chocolate), not even simmer­ing water with a heatproof (preferably stainless-steel) bowl of chocolate set directly into it. It is easy to keep an eye on the water and turn the heat down or off if the water begins to boil, easy to watch and stir the chocolate as it melts, and easy to use a bowl that is the right size for the quantity of chocolate or the recipe. Should you prefer to use the classic double boiler instead, it is perfectly okay if the upper container touches the water below. The key to not burning chocolate has more to do with paying attention to the temperature of the chocolate and the water than whether or not the bowl touches the water! With either method, stir the chocolate frequently, dip a finger in now and then to gauge the temperature, and remove the bowl when the chocolate is melted or almost melted. Easy!


			Note: To melt white or milk chocolate (both of which are more heat sensitive than dark chocolate), bring the skillet of water to a simmer, then remove it from the burner and wait 60 seconds before setting the bowl of chocolate into it and stir frequently; the hot water will do the job safely without live heat under the pan.


			How do I toast coconut?


			Have a medium bowl ready near the stove. Spread the coconut in a wide heavy skillet over medium heat. Stir constantly until the coconut begins to color slightly. Turn the heat down (once hot, coconut burns quickly) and continue to stir until the coconut bits are mostly light golden brown flecked with some white. I often take the pan off the heat early and continue to stir, letting the residual heat of the pan finish toasting the coconut slowly and evenly. The whole process takes less than 5 minutes. Immediately scrape the coconut into the bowl.


			How do I toast nuts?


			To toast nuts, spread them in a single layer on an ungreased cookie sheet. Bake in a preheated oven (350°F for almonds and hazelnuts; 325°F for pecans and walnuts) for 10 to 20 minutes, depending on the type of nut and whether they are whole, sliced, or slivered. Check the color and flavor of the nuts frequently and stir to redistribute them on the pan. When chopped toasted nuts are called for, toast them whole or in large pieces, then chop them. Almonds and hazelnuts are done when they are golden brown when you bite or cut them in half. To rub the skins from toasted hazelnuts, cool them thoroughly, then rub them together in your hands or in a tea towel or place them in a large coarse-mesh strainer and rub them against the mesh until most of the skins flake off. Pecans and walnuts are done when fragrant and lightly colored.
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