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INTRODUCTION

If the adage that good things come in small packages is true, this book of cookies is the ultimate small package – a tribute to chocolate chip cookies, a declaration of love to oatmeal raisin, a nostalgic salute to shortbread. Cookies may be small but my love for them is mighty. If, for some unthinkably tragic reason, I was forced to make and enjoy only one type of baked good, the choice would be easy: cookies. They are the perfect bake, capable of any conceivable flavour combination and texture. They’re nostalgic, quick and easy to make, and need very little equipment. The king of the cookie world, the chocolate chip cookie, is the perfect example of why I love these fabulous little treats. A fresh-from-the-oven, still slightly warm, chocolate chip cookie gives you a crisp edge, a soft and chewy centre, notes of toffee from brown sugar, and plenty of melted chocolate in every bite. There is nothing better.

But what exactly is a cookie? It may sound ridiculous, but trying to pin down a clear definition on which we can all agree is not as easy as you might think. In the UK a cookie is seen mainly as something that resembles an American chocolate chip cookie (technically classified as a drop cookie), and everything else is a biscuit. In the US, however, cookie is much more all-encompassing: an Oreo is a cookie (a biscuit if you’re British) and you can even stretch the definition to include brownies and blondies, categorizing them as bar cookies. As the world has become smaller, the term has become muddled, stretched and transformed. The French did not call anything a cookie until relatively recently – they have biscuits, sablés and gâteaux secs (dry cakes) but have now also adopted ‘le cookie’, meaning different things depending on the context. This book will therefore be a broad church and take an international approach: cookies are individually baked small treats, which are generally flat and sweet. They can be cakey, chewy, crisp or crunchy and they can be made like a shortbread or a chocolate chip cookie.

Why small batch? Is greed an acceptable answer? Can I say it’s because I want to have my cake (cookies) and eat them? I want to be able to make what I’m craving and not have to make a huge batch, resulting in leftovers. There are plenty of times I bake to share with large groups – for birthdays, for big celebrations. But what about the small celebrations, the ‘I survived another week’ celebration that deserves a little treat? Not only do small batch recipes fit into our lives, when big elaborate baking does not, but they are also a great way to use up leftover ingredients – the last bit of cream cheese to make a filling, the egg yolks that would otherwise be thrown out. Small batch baking is also inherently cheaper and less wasteful. However, as I know I'll be asked, all recipes can be doubled without issue!


MY PERFECT COOKIE MANIFESTO

I don’t think you’ll find many people more obsessed with cookies than I am. My freezer is regularly stocked with balls of multiple cookie doughs, ready to be baked at a moment’s notice. A cookie is my comfort bake, my cheeky treat, my idea of heaven. I will take them sweet, savoury, a combo of the two, in all sizes, shapes and styles. I simply love cookies. So, I am also very picky when it comes to making the perfect cookie. After decades of cookie baking and a lifetime of cookie eating experience, this is my manifesto – my thoughts on making the most delicious cookies.

SHAPE

Does a cookie need to perfectly round? Of course not. Does it satisfy my brain and make for exceedingly pleasing cookies when they are? Yes, absolutely. I can’t help it, round cookies look better to me, more delicious, more enticing. I am sure many of you will scoff at the idea of manhandling the cookies as they come out of the oven, turning their slightly irregular shape into something perfectly round, but I can’t and won’t be stopped. This isn’t to say that you need to – I know this is silly, and you should take these recipes and follow your own path, but should you have a brain like mine, here is what to do.

Shaping

The first step for making a perfectly round cookie is to start with a ball of cookie dough. This can be achieved by using a cookie scoop, old-fashioned mechanical ice-cream scoops that are perfect for portioning out equal balls of cookie dough. You can also scoop the dough with spoons, then roll it in your hands, fashioning neat round balls. Simply put, round balls of cookie dough turn into round cookies.

Scooting

When a cookie comes out of the oven, it is soft and, importantly, still pliable. If you scoot a cookie cutter, one slightly larger than the cookie you are working with, around the outside of the cookie, it will neatly round the edges, turning what was once an irregular cookie into something perfectly round.

WEIGHTS AND SCALES

Baking by weight is better. I have heard all the arguments in the world as to why cups are more convenient, but none of them hold water with me. Scales are more efficient, create less washing up and most importantly mean there is much less wiggle room when it comes to replicating a recipe. If I call for 125g of flour, that is translated as 1 cup, but that is entirely dependent on how you measure a cup of flour – it is incredibly easy to over- or under-measure flour when using cups, causing issues with your baking. When scales are used, 125g of flour is always 125g of flour. Yes, there are cup conversions included in this book, but I implore you to bake by weight. These recipes were developed using the metric system and if you switch to using scales you’ll soon see the light and be converted to baking with scales – it is the only true way.
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INGREDIENTS

Cookies are simple things, made with little effort and very few ingredients. Because of their simplicity, it is important to use good ingredients, but mainly it is about using ingredients you love. When you add chunks of chocolate to a cookie dough, that flavour won’t magically transform in the oven, so use something you already enjoy the taste of, because it’s about to be the hero of your cookie. Similarly, butter is a significant building block of a cookie and its flavour is going to be key to the perfect bite. Here in the UK, and in Europe more broadly, we are incredibly lucky that our dairy is of great quality and good butter is very easy to come by – even standard supermarket butter will make a great cookie. Am I saying you need to go and spend a small fortune on hand-churned butter from some French mountainside? No, not at all, but a quality butter can really make your cookie shine.

SALT

You would never guess how many emails I have received, over the years, from people horrified at my use of salt, not because I use too much, because they simply HATE that a cookie has salt sprinkled on the outside. If you are one of these people, I understand your feelings, but let me explain. Cookies have lots of sugar and the salt in the dough is to balance this and, as in regular cooking, to help season the recipe, to bring out all of the flavours and to make something delicious. A cookie without salt can taste one dimensional, lacking depth. The salt on the outside of a cookie does the same job but, importantly, it also adds little pops of saltiness which, to me, are magic. They make a cookie sparkle, and give a more pronounced sweet and salty result. This works particularly well with cookies that include chocolate or anything caramel-esque. It also works wonderfully where butter is the main flavour, but:

IF THE SALT SPRINKLED ON TOP OF A COOKIE OFFENDS YOU, I GIVE YOU PERMISSION TO LEAVE IT OFF.

TO CREAM OR NOT TO CREAM

The base of most cookies is a mingling of butter and sugar together, and how that marriage is achieved can happen one of two ways: by creaming the ingredients together until light and fluffy, or melting the butter and simply mixing it together with the sugar using a spatula. While these methods can be used interchangeably, the method used will have a pronounced effect on the end texture. Creaming adds lots of air to the butter, creating a cookie that is lighter, which, depending on the other ingredients and the ratio at which they are used, can create a crumblier shortbread, a thicker, cakier drop cookie, a lighter and fluffier cake-based cookie. When the ingredients are combined after the butter is melted, the dough lacks that added air, which can lead to denser textures, chewier textures. Knowing this, you can choose your method and adapt recipes to alter their end texture.

FUN!

The above might make it seem like I take the topic of cookies entirely too seriously, and you’re probably right, but what I never forget is that at their heart, cookies, like all baking really, are meant to be joyous. Baking is, I can confidently say, entirely superfluous, well at least baking of the sweet variety. We don’t need cookies or cakes to survive, they’re not the food that sustains us, and because of this baking should be the thing that brings us joy, which puts a smile on our faces. Baking is a bonus, a treat, a celebration. Is a salad going to turn around a rubbish day? Probably not. But you know what will? A cookie, of course.
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