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THE SEARCH FOR
THE PERFECT CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIE
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If it’s not chocolate, it’s not dessert!” That’s been our family motto for years, no matter how small, or how special, the occasion. And we’re surely not alone in our passion. Since its discovery centuries ago, the very word chocolate has always conjured up images and aromas of rich sauces, elegant mousses, steaming hot drinks, delectable fudges, and moist, dark cakes.


This superstar ingredient appears in dozens of favorite desserts and drinks, but one of the most universally popular is that particularly American invention, chocolate chip cookies. Warm from the oven, they’re the perfect offering to a cranky child, the supreme appeasement for a lover’s quarrel, the ideal gift to a special friend, and the ultimate bedtime snack.


In 1987, it was the bedtime snack that struck the fancy of Chester Soling, then owner of The Orchards, an inn in the Berkshires of western Massachusetts. The Orchards offered their guests fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies and cold milk by their beds every night. And these weren’t just any chocolate chip cookies. They were baked from recipes submitted to a nationwide contest sponsored by the inn. The search for the perfect chocolate chip cookie led to this book, which includes the winners and a selection of more than 100 of the 2,600 entries received from almost every state, as well as from Italy, Canada, and Mexico.




Pure Heaven


If you describe your favorite chocolate dessert as “divine,” you aren’t the first to connect chocolate to the heavens. In fact, the evergreen trees on which the cocoa bean grows come from the scientific genus Theobroma, which translates from the Latin as “food for the gods.”





The contributors to this book — the contestants — describe how their recipes are special or how they came to them. Some share family recipes brought to North America from Europe over a century ago. Others relate how their experiences influence the way they think about food: An anthropologist teaches her children to consider where ingredients are grown and how they became locally available; a wheat farmer’s daughter from Saskatchewan, Canada, remembers the magic that unrefined flour put into any recipe; a parent describes the enjoyment a batch of cookies brought to residents in a Ronald McDonald House, a facility for critically ill children and their families.


Another important contributor to this book is Orchards pastry chef Heather Andrus, whose patient advice and guidance helped educate me about the many refinements of chocolate chip cookie baking. Two of Heather’s own favorite cookie recipes appear on pages 29 and 30.


Because each chocolate chip cookie recipe included in this collection has particular significance and appeal, it wasn’t easy to choose a winner! As you bake your way through this book, you may find your own special favorite recipe, or, better still, you can take off from these tips, ideas, and recipes to create your own perfect chocolate chip cookie.




Freezer Treats


■ Sandwich your favorite ice cream between two giant-sized cookies, wrap in foil, and freeze.


■ Make chocolate chip cookie ice cream by crumbling leftover cookies and adding them to homemade vanilla or chocolate ice cream.






A Word about Chocolate



Europeans first learned about chocolate in 1502 when Columbus brought cocoa beans back to Spain from his fourth and last exploration of the New World. A few years later, the Spanish conquistador Cortez observed the Aztec emperor Montezuma and his household enjoying golden goblets full of a cold drink concocted of unsweetened chocolate, vanilla, and ground hot peppers. The Aztecs called this brew xoco-latl, meaning bitter water. Legend has it that Montezuma alone consumed 50 cups of this brew a day, while his large household downed another 2,000 cups. Small wonder it was so popular, for the Aztecs believed xoco-latl bestowed energy.


The Spanish improved the bitter chocolate drink by adding some sugar and a stick of cinnamon along with the vanilla. This culinary discovery was so special that the recipe for processing cocoa beans was a guarded secret in monasteries for nearly 100 years. An Italian traveler let loose the secret when he smuggled some chocolate to the Italian courts, and by the mid-1550s, there were large chocolate factories in many southern European cities. From there the magic spread to Austria, France, and England, where in the mid-17th century chocolate houses, like coffee houses, became favorite meeting places of the wealthy cognoscente. In France, King Louis XIV even established a position of Royal Chocolate Maker to the King. Later, Napoleon took chocolate along on his military campaigns for its quick energy value.




Who Needs Tea?


Chocolate was first manufactured in the western hemisphere in Dorchester, Massachusetts, in 1765 — relatively late considering its popularity in Europe. Only a few years after that, however, it became an important substitute for tea when colonists sought to avoid the British tea tax. Thomas Jefferson praised it as superior to both tea and coffee for health and nourishment.





Chocolate was rich material for 19th-century inventiveness. About mid-century, the British devised a method for making a bar of solid chocolate. About 25 years later, the Swiss found a way to incorporate condensed milk into chocolate, thus producing milk chocolate. These innovations, coupled with the century’s growing love affair with technology and machinery, made the large-scale production of chocolate possible and opened a realm of possibilities for the use and distribution of chocolate that could satisfy even the most ardent chocolate lovers.



The Birth of Chocolate Chip Cookies



It seems a long way from Montezuma’s heady, bitter chocolate drink to American chocolate chip cookies. The story begins at another New England inn, one in eastern Massachusetts, more than 70 years ago. In 1930, Ken and Ruth Wakefield opened a restaurant in a colonial house in Whitman, Massachusetts, on the heavily traveled road between Boston and the old whaling town of New Bedford. Known as the Toll House Inn from the early days when stagecoaches stopped there to pay a toll at the gates, the restaurant was highly regarded for its excellent food and hospitable service. But real fame came to the inn with Ruth Wakefield’s impulsive invention of a brand-new kind of cookie.


Like many serendipitous discoveries, this one was really an accident. One of Mrs. Wakefield’s favorite recipes was a colonial butter cookie called “Butter Drop-Do’s.” When she one day ran out of nuts while making them, she grabbed a Nestlé semisweet chocolate bar, broke it into bits, and mixed it into the dough, expecting the chocolate to melt into the cookies as they baked. But the result was far better than she dreamed — delightfully gooey little chunks of chocolate perfectly complemented the buttery, crunchy cookie. Her new “Chocolate Crispies,” as she called them, quickly became favorites with customers.
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Add Some Nestlé Inventiveness


Soon after Ruth Wakefield’s recipe was published in a Boston newspaper, sales of Nestlé’s semisweet chocolate bar skyrocketed in the Boston area, causing Nestlé officials to investigate the source of the success. When they learned about the new cookie, they thought, if New Englanders loved this cookie so much, why not make it easy for everyone to use Nestlé bars in this recipe? Nestlé decided to manufacture their bars scored so that they would break readily. They eventually marketed a special chopper for cutting the chocolate up into the proper-sized pieces, and in 1939, the Nestlé company began making chocolate bits in that now-so-familiar morsel form. In the 1940s, they bought the Toll House name from the Wakefields and ever since have printed the original recipe on the back of the package. (See page 6 for recipe.)






Original Nestlé Toll House Chocolate Chip Cookies
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Reprinted with permission from Nestlé.


2¼ cups flour


1 teaspoon baking soda


1 teaspoon salt


1 cup butter, softened


¾ cup granulated sugar


¾ cup brown sugar, firmly packed


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


2 eggs


12 ounces (2 cups) Nestlé Toll House semisweet chocolate morsels


1 cup chopped nuts


1. In a small bowl, combine the flour, baking soda, and salt; set aside.


2. In a large bowl, combine the butter, granulated sugar, brown sugar, and vanilla extract; beat until creamy. Beat in the eggs. Gradually add the flour mixture. Finally, stir in the Nestlé Toll House semisweet chocolate morsels and nuts.


3. Drop by level measuring tablespoonfuls onto ungreased cookie sheets. Bake at 375°F for 9 to 11 minutes.


Yield: 5 dozen
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You Get What You Put into It



Before breaking out the pans and diving into the chips, take a minute to learn a bit about the standard ingredients and how to use them. The rules to success are simple: Use the freshest, highest quality ingredients you can find, and treat them properly from the time you bring them home from the store, right through the whole baking process.


First, a bit of honesty: When you look closely at almost any chocolate chip cookie recipe, you’ll find that at its core are the simple ingredients in Ruth Wakefield’s famous Toll House Cookie. In addition to chocolate chips, you’ll find butter, sugar, one or more eggs, flour, leavening, a little flavoring, and maybe some nuts. But change the proportions and even the mixing and baking techniques here and there, add your own secret ingredients, and you get a significantly different cookie, a wholly new variation on the old theme.


The very best way to begin your own search for the perfect chocolate chip cookie is to understand what role each ingredient plays in the basic cookie dough and how to handle it properly. Then, try out the recipes in your own kitchen.


First, of course, you have to get to know the most important ingredient — the chocolate.




Running the Numbers


The United States is now the world’s leading producer of chocolate. However, Americans rank only seventh as world consumers of chocolate, eating a meager 10 pounds of chocolate each year — the average Swiss consumes 22 pounds, and in the United Kingdom, each citizen eats 15.4 pounds. It may be best not to contemplate how many pounds we put on if we consume those 10 (plus or minus) pounds of chocolate per year!





Chocolate: From the Tree to Your Kitchen


Although Columbus brought chocolate to Europe at the beginning of the 16th century, the process for producing something wonderful from those unpromising little seeds of the cacao tree was kept secret for many years. In fact, the technology of chocolate making is still considered very complex. Grown only in tropical climates, mostly in West Africa and Central and South America, the cacao tree must be eight years old before it produces a fruit, or pod, about the size and shape of a summer squash. Each tree produces 20 to 40 pods, each filled with 25 to 50 one-inch, almond-shaped, creamy violet seeds, or beans. These beans are sun-dried, fermented, cleaned, and blended. Like coffee- or winemakers, each chocolate manufacturer has a special formula for a blend of beans from different countries and different varieties of cacao trees. Once blended, beans are roasted to bring out their flavor and aroma, then hulled.
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