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for my grandkids

joseph, megan, matthew, levi, leo, victor, and johan
who bring me so much joy

—J.K.

for my boys

leo and victor
may all your christmases be sweet

—L.K.
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“If baking is any labor at all, it’s a labor of love. A love that gets passed from generation to generation.”

— REGINA BRETT
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INTRODUCTION
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“Christmas is a bridge. We need bridges as the river of time flows past. Today’s Christmas should mean creating happy hours for tomorrow and reliving those of yesterday.”

— GLADYS TABER



Part of the appeal of Christmas is the many memories we bring to the season. Attic boxes filled with tinsel, garland, and delicate glass ornaments come out once a year and remind us of the anticipation and magic of our childhoods. We have songs we only listen to in December and recipes that are especially for this time of the year. The fragrance of cinnamon baking can fill you with an intangible nostalgia that is part memories of baking with a parent or grandparent, part seeing your own child’s holiday excitement, and part thinking of how he will remember today in years to come.

I recall sitting on the kitchen counter when I was too small to see over its edge. I watched my mom mix cookie dough, sitting cross-legged by the bowl. The vision of butter, sugar, and eggs coming together and the smell of vanilla is at the root of my love of baking. At Christmastime, my mom rolled out and baked gingerbread people then set my brother and me to decorate them with paintbrushes and colored Wilton candy melts in coffee mugs placed in hot water. Now my son, Leo, loves to climb onto the counter to help make cookies almost as much as he enjoys eating them.

Even before I had a family of my own, I loved baking for the holidays. When I lived in Jersey City, my friend Allison would come for a weekend baking fest. Allison made bars and truffles while I piped designs on sugar cookies with royal icing. At the end, we divided the lot, and we each carried heavy bags on the PATH to our offices in New York to share with our colleagues.

Christmas baking is all about love and sharing—it’s filled with tradition and comfort.

My mom and I decided to write this book to celebrate that joy. We have assembled these recipes from years of baking at home for our family and friends. Whether you’re baking for colleagues, a church bake sale, a big family, or a small circle of friends, we hope you’ll find a few new favorites to incorporate into your traditions. Have fun, make memories, and enjoy a sweet Christmas!

—Laura
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LAURA’S NOTES ON INGREDIENTS
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High-quality ingredients make high-quality desserts. So always buy the best ingredients you can afford. If you can only splurge on a couple ingredients, make them chocolate and vanilla. There’s a huge difference between high-quality chocolate and vanilla and the cheaper versions.

BUTTER

Butter is the base ingredient for most desserts and is vital to baking success. Always use unsalted butter. One can never tell how much salt is in the salted variety, so the only way to control how much salt goes into a recipe is to use unsalted butter. Unsalted butter also works better when browning butter, as salted butter foams more, making it more difficult to see the moment the butter starts to brown.

Butter is best creamed with sugar at room temperature. If you need to bring butter to room temperature quickly, slice it into ½-inch slices and lay it on a plate or parchment for 10 to 15 minutes. If you do use a microwave, be careful not to let the butter melt—runny or melted butter does not work well in most recipes.

DAIRY

Always use full-fat milk and buttermilk in recipes for best results. Buying local dairy brands will get you the freshest dairy while supporting local farmers. Milk from grass-fed cows is the most natural and is my preference when I can afford it.

EGGS

We raise chickens and ducks that roam and forage in our yard and woods from dawn to dusk. Birds that live natural lives as omnivores produce the best, most vitamin-rich eggs that are perfect for baking. Not everyone has the time or inclination to raise their own birds, but eggs from local producers of pasture-raised hens in your neighborhood or at famers’ markets are the next best thing. You can also purchase naturally raised eggs in most supermarkets. Look for pasture-raised versus free range or cage free. Avoid eggs that say vegetarian-fed, as the only way to make a hen into a vegetarian is to deny her access to the outdoors. You know you have a good egg when the yolk is much closer to orange than yellow.

Recipes in this book were tested with chicken eggs. If you do happen to have duck eggs, I recommend trying them in cakes. The higher fat content in the yolk of a duck egg gives more rise and flavor to cakes. You can replace one chicken egg with one duck egg as long as it’s not too much larger than a chicken egg.

Most recipes in this book call for room-temperature eggs. If you’re like me, you never remember to take your eggs out of the refrigerator hours in advance of baking. To bring eggs to room temperature quickly, place in a bowl with warm tap water for about 10 minutes.

FLOUR

Most of the recipes in the book were tested with unbleached all-purpose flour. Many of the cakes use cake flour, which is a finer, more delicate flour that rises better and produces a finer crumb. If you don’t have cake flour in the house, you can replace cake flour with all-purpose flour. Your cake might not be quite as lofty, but it will still be delicious.

BAKING SODA AND BAKING POWDER

These ingredients don’t age well and can get clumpy with time. They aren’t super expensive, so replace often for best results.

SUGAR

Sugar is an important part of most baked recipes, so be sure to keep granulated, light and dark brown sugar, and confectioners’ sugar on hand over the holidays. Coarse sugar in a variety of colors will also come in handy when baking for Christmas.

MOLASSES

Always select unsulfured molasses. Cheaper varieties use sulfur dioxide to preserve immature sugarcane and can alter the flavor. Unsulfured molasses is produced from mature sugarcane that doesn’t require preservatives and has a richer, sweeter flavor.

MAPLE SYRUP

The most essential thing to remember with maple syrup is to only use the real stuff. Look for pure on the label. Inexpensive syrups are usually corn syrup with artificial flavors and should never be used in recipes that call for maple syrup. The real thing is pricey, but it’s worth it. Select grade B for a darker syrup with richer flavor.

COCOA POWDER

There are two readily available forms of cocoa powder: unsweetened cocoa powder and Dutch process cocoa powder. Unsweetened or natural cocoa powder is the one most of us grew up using from the Hershey’s can. If a recipe doesn’t specify which cocoa powder to use, this would be the go-to. Natural cocoa powder is acidic and bitter. Dutch process removes some of the acidity and produces a mellow flavor. Since baking soda requires acidity to raise baked goods, natural cocoa powder is the best choice when paired with baking soda. The two powders are not interchangeable in baked recipes. You can, however, swap them in frostings or hot chocolate. Flavors will also vary based on brand.

VANILLA

Vanilla is the heart of flavor in baking—the most essential extract to keep in your pantry. Pure vanilla extract is made from dried vanilla beans soaked in alcohol for months—not to be confused with imitation vanilla, which is chemically synthesized vanillin flavor—only one of vanilla’s three hundred flavors. Real vanilla is complex and adds depth to every recipe. It is the second most expensive spice (after saffron) in the world. In this book, we use three kinds of vanilla: extract, bean paste, and beans. Vanilla bean paste and beans have stronger flavor and will also add dark, tiny flecks to your baked good. Buying vanilla beans individually is very pricey. Buying in bulk is the best way to go. If you don’t bake enough to do that, use bean paste in place of vanilla beans to save money.

OTHER EXTRACTS

We use almond extract, maple extract, peppermint extract, and rose water in this book. The main thing to look for when shopping for extracts is pure on the label. Try to avoid artificial flavors.

NUTS AND NUT BUTTERS

I once destroyed a pan of Magic Bars by using pecans that had gone bad. Always check your nuts for freshness before adding them to your recipe. Purchase the freshest nuts you can find, and store them in an airtight container after opening.

Peanut butter recipes in this book were all tested with smooth peanut butter like Jif or Skippy. Though I appreciate natural nut butters, I’ve found the smooth peanut butter to be easier to work with while baking.
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WORKING WITH CHOCOLATE
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Chocolate is divine but can also be a nightmare. I’ve had my fair share of chocolate failures — microwaving just a tad too long resulting in scorched chocolate or a little water getting in the pan and the whole batch seizing. Here are a few tips to help the process go smoothly.

CHOCOLATE CHIPS

Chocolate chips are intended to hold their form in chocolate chip cookies and are not ideal for melting, especially for chocolate-dipped confections. Best practice is to use chocolate sold in bar form for melting. You can melt chocolate chips for use in batters, doughs, and party mixes. The quality of the brand will impact how well they melt. I recommend Ghirardelli and Guittard chips both for flavor and workability.

CHOCOLATE FEVES AND WAFERS

Unlike chocolate chips, these chocolate disks are meant to be melted, and they make working with chocolate much easier. Valrhona makes feves that taste amazing and melt into an easy-to-work-with consistency. Their price and limited availability make using them a little impractical. You can purchase them directly on Valrhona’s website or through Amazon. Guittard’s chocolate wafers are a little more affordable, but they’re still difficult to find in stores. You can order them directly from Guittard or through King Arthur Flour. See Resources (page 253) for more information.

CHOCOLATE BARS

Chocolate bars are probably the most practical and easy to come by. Check in the baking aisle for baking bars. Select the percentage of cacao that you like best. Many of the recipes in this book call for bittersweet chocolate with 60 to 70 percent cacao. Since there’s usually a lot of sugar elsewhere in a recipe, I find that a dark chocolate gives confections balance and richness. If you prefer semisweet or even milk chocolate, change up the recipe to your favorite. For best flavor, look for premium chocolate brands.

CANDY MELTS

Technically not chocolate, candy melts can be used instead of chocolate to make life easier. Wilton makes a wide array of candy melts you can find in craft stores. Ghirardelli now has a version in most grocery stores called chocolate-flavored melting wafers. Be sure to read the label when shopping for chocolate so you know what you’re getting. Working with candy melts is easier, but they don’t taste as good as the real thing.

MELTING CHOCOLATE

When melting chocolate, water is your enemy. Make sure your bowl or pot is completely dry before adding your chocolate. Water, even a small amount, can make chocolate seize.

You can melt chocolate in a heatproof bowl in the microwave. Set microwave at 50 percent power and start with 30 seconds. Check chocolate and stir. Continue microwaving in 15-second intervals until almost completely melted. At this point, you can continue to stir until completely melted. I like this method for chocolate that goes in batters and doughs.

Alternately, use a double boiler to melt chocolate. If you don’t have a set of pans specifically designed to be a double boiler, you can use a heatproof bowl over a saucepan. Fill the bottom pan with water; the water should not touch the top pan or bowl. Heat water over medium-low heat. Don’t bring the water to a boil. Chocolate should be melted slowly. When chocolate is three quarters melted, turn off heat and stir with a rubber spatula until completely melted. Remove the top pan and dry any condensation from the bottom with a towel. Chocolate should now be ready to coat confections. If chocolate starts to cool and become too thick to work with, return it to bottom pan, with stove set to medium low, just until chocolate is smooth again.

THINNING CHOCOLATE

Sometimes melted chocolate isn’t thin enough for easy coating. Chocolate that is too thick might come out clumpy or too thick on your finished candy. Mixing in vegetable shortening or oil will help thin chocolate. Start with 1 teaspoon. You should use the least amount necessary. Never add butter, as butter always has a small percentage of water content and could result in your chocolate seizing. Paramount crystals are another great way to thin chocolate. Add ½ teaspoon at a time until you reach a workable consistency.
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TEMPERING CHOCOLATE

Chocolate that is in temper will appear smooth and shiny and will snap when broken. Untempered chocolate may be dull, clumpy, and have white streaks. Not everyone has the time or patience for what basically amounts to an exercise in chemistry—to align cocoa butter crystals within the chocolate through temperature changes and stirring. If you don’t want to mess with tempering, follow best practices for melting chocolate. Be careful not to overheat and your confections will still taste great.

If you’re aiming for a shiny, smooth appearance on your chocolate-covered goodies, follow these steps.


1. Finely chop chocolate. Melt two thirds of chocolate with either a double boiler or microwave. Be careful not to overheat chocolate. Use an instant-read thermometer to check temperature while melting chocolate. Follow the chart below and do not exceed the high temperature listed.

2. After chocolate is melted, remove from heat and add remaining chocolate in 3 to 4 additions. Stir constantly until each addition has melted. Continue to stir and monitor temperature until it cools to the in-temper temperature on the chart below. This can take some patience, but it is important to keep stirring, as the agitation will help achieve the proper crystallization.

3. Once the chocolate has cooled to the desired temperature, it will need to be reheated slightly to a working temperature. It will not take much heat to raise the temperature, so watch carefully and do not use excessive heat. Raising the temperature above the working temperature listed in the chart may put chocolate out of temper and require starting over.

4. Work efficiently to dip chocolate. Stop periodically to stir chocolate and heat it back to working temperature if it cools too much while working.
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TIPS

[image: image] Work with a high-quality chocolate for best results and avoid chocolate chips.

[image: image] Tempering works best with a room temperature between 60 and 68°F. High humidity and high room temperatures may make tempering fail even if you follow all the other steps.

[image: image] Work with a pound of chocolate or more for best results. Pour unused chocolate onto parchment and allow to set. Store in an airtight container to use at later time. Chocolate will keep for up to a year.
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