Giving Gifts from the Heart

It’s almost Santa time. It surprises me each year how quickly the Christmas season flies by. I hope you’re finding an opportunity to spend some time in your kitchen. There is no other time of the year when cooking can be so much fun. 

When you start planning your Christmas gifts, don’t forget the gift of food. Most people love homemade cookies and candies, but don’t have the time, confidence or patience to make them. Instead of giving your friend or co-worker a gift that you picked up at the department store, give them a tin of homemade cookies or fudge. 

Each year I make baskets that I give to friends and co-workers. The baskets contain things like homemade jellies, peanut butter fudge and the “gift in a jar” cookie mixes that were in my article week before last. There is something special about giving or receiving a gift that you know someone took the time to create for you.

Recipe number one is a variation on eggnog. I love eggnog, but many people do not. However, if you don’t care for eggnog, don’t let that stop you from trying these. The flavor is similar, but not exactly like eggnog. They will make a great gift.

I love the second recipe. I love meringue cookies and buy them or make them often. These are special because they are made with peppermint. These guys keep a long time and are so easy to make that you will make them often. 

Have you made Rice Krispie Bars lately? The next recipe is a variation on that theme. Instead of regular bars, these are made with peanut butter, which adds a great taste. These are no bake treats and so you can let the kids make them. Just keep in mind that they are sticky and the kids will be too!

The last recipe is for Haystacks. Everyone loves these. They are easy to make. You don’t bake them, but you do have to melt the chocolate in a double boiler. I don’t own a double boiler, so I create one when I need it. Just use a glass bowl over a pot of simmering (not boiling) water. For a twist on these treats, use peanut butter chips instead of chocolate or substitute pretzel sticks for the chow mein noodles. 

Remember, no matter what kind of food gifts you create for your family and friends, it’s the idea of getting something that was made for them by hand that will make these gifts special. They will remember them for years. Let the kids help create the treats or put the baskets together and you can start a tradition that you can enjoy together for years to come.

Eggnog Log
1 Cup Butter, softened

3/4-Cup Sugar

1-1/4 Teaspoons Ground Nutmeg

1 Egg

2 Teaspoons Vanilla Extract

1/2 To 1 Teaspoon Rum Extract

3 Cups All-Purpose Flour

Frosting:

1/4-Cup Butter, Softened

3 Cups Confectioners' Sugar, divided
1-Teaspoon Vanilla Extract

1/2 to 1 Teaspoon Rum Extract

2 Tablespoons Half-And-Half Cream

Ground Nutmeg

In a mixing bowl, cream butter and sugar. Add the nutmeg, egg and extracts; mix thoroughly. Stir in flour. If necessary, chill dough for easier handling. 

On a lightly floured surface, shape dough into 1/2-in.-diameter rolls; cut each into 3-in.-long pieces. Place 2 in. apart on ungreased baking sheets. Bake at 350 degrees for 15 minutes or until lightly browned. Cool on wire racks. 

For frosting, cream butter until light and fluffy. Add 2 cups sugar and extracts; mix well. Beat in cream and remaining sugar. Frost cookies. With tines of a small fork, make lines down the frosting to simulate bark. Sprinkle with nutmeg. 

Yield: 4-1/2 dozen. Recipe courtesy of  www.tasteofhome.com. 


Peppermint Meringue Kisses

2/3-Cup Sugar 
3 Ounces Red And White Peppermint Candies 
2 Large Egg Whites 
1/8-Teaspoon Cream of Tartar 
Preheat the oven to 275°. Line 2 baking sheets with parchment paper.

In a food processor, pulse the sugar until finely ground and transfer to a bowl. Pulse the peppermint candies until finely chopped; transfer to a measuring cup. Return any large pieces to the processor and pulse a few more times. (You should have a scant 1/2-cup crushed candy.)

Using an electric mixer, beat the egg whites and cream of tartar on medium-high speed until soft peaks form. Slowly add the sugar and continue beating until the whites form stiff glossy peaks. Fold in the crushed peppermints. Drop the mixture by teaspoonfuls about 1 inch apart onto the baking sheets. 

Bake the cookies for 25 minutes. Reduce the oven temperature to 250 degrees and bake for 25 minutes longer. Let cool completely on a wire rack.

Rice Krispies Peanut Butter Bars

1 10.5-ounce bag of miniature marshmallows 
1/2 stick margarine
6 cups Rice Krispies 
2 tablespoons peanut butter 


Grease a 9x13 pan and set aside. In large glass mixing bowl, place 1/2 stick of margarine and marshmallows. Microwave for 3 minutes. Stir well, and then add peanut butter stirring constantly. Add Rice Krispies coating well. Pour mixture into greased pan. Let stand for 10 minutes. Cut into squares. 

Haystacks


2 Cups Semisweet Chocolate Chips 
2 Cups Butterscotch Chips 
1 12-Ounce Can Of Cocktail Peanuts 
5 Ounces Chow Mein Noodles


Melt chocolate and butterscotch chips in the top of a double boiler over hot (not boiling) water. Stir in nuts and noodles. Drop by teaspoonfuls onto waxed paper-lined cookie sheet. Cool. Store covered in the refrigerator.
Did You Know??

Christmas Cookie Tips

TRY these tips for preparing and sharing Christmas cookies: 

Add optional ingredients to any basic shortbread cookie recipes for fun and variety. A recipe calling for 1 cup flour might include one of the following: 1/2 cup chopped pecans, 1 teaspoon of instant coffee, 2 tablespoons cocoa powder or 1 to 2 teaspoons grated orange or lemon peel. To decorate shortbread cookies, dip one end into melted chocolate (white, milk or bittersweet). 

To save time during busy pre-Christmas months, bake and freeze cookies ahead. (Remember, though, meringues and glazed or chocolate filled cookies do not freeze well.) 

When preparing several different types of cookies, first bake those calling for lower temperatures, then work up to the highest setting. 

Make Christmas cookies tiny—they look prettier, and guests have room to try them all! 

Store gingerbread and other soft cookies in a tin with an apple slice to keep them from becoming hard. 

When making bar cookies, line the baking pan with foil. After the cookies are cool, simply lift out the entire batch and freeze it whole right in the same foil (defrost cookies before cutting). There’s no cleanup! 

Store Christmas cookies as you bake them in 3-lb. coffee cans lined with waxed paper. Layer the cookies and top each layer with a square of waxed paper. Seal cover with freezer tape and label. 

Ship cookies packed in sweater boxes layered with colored “Easter grass.” Besides protecting the cookies, it makes a pretty display. 

The cookies you mail will arrive unbroken if you wrap several in small plastic bags and pack them in a 1-lb. process American cheese box. 

Save time making nut cookies by chopping several cups of nuts at once in the food processor and storing until needed.

As an economical substitute for chopped nuts in cookie recipes, use quick-cooking oats browned in a bit of butter or margarine. 

(http://www.tasteofhome.com/plus/2006/11_Nov/tips_Cookie.aspx) 
