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Memories in the Baking

By

Toni Evans

     It is 1968.  My mom is on her knees, under the kitchen table, applying paste wax to our wavy brown linoleum. Next I see her washing windows, frying chicken, hanging the wash on the line, then enjoying a coffee klatch with Martha, the neighbor.  When my grass clippings, piles of crayons, and cracker crumbs show up in her pristine home there is heck to pay.  In my memory she isn’t reading or playing paper dolls on the floor with me.  But in one area her mothering skills shine—baking.

If seeing her wax the floor is my earliest memory, baking together is my happiest childhood memory.  I still love to bake and not because I possess outstanding culinary skills. Our family recipes are not unusually delicious, unique or award-winning.  But as a child, baking was the one time my mother stopped being a housewife and simply played with me.  First I’d notice the sticks of butter left to soften on the counter.  Then she would get out her yellowed Tupperware mixing bowl, wooden spoon, and a chair for me to kneel on.   It was baking day.
     
On baking day my mom became a different kind of person.  She encouraged me to get a little messy.   We spent long, peaceful hours together as if the laundry and yard work weren’t waiting for her.  She taught me all her little secrets.  Never tamp down the flour when you are measuring. Don’t hurry when mixing the dry ingredients.  Spend a little more on the best chocolate chips. Wash the dishes as you go.  

     
We would bake at least once a week.  Chocolate chip cookies, snickerdoodles, and sandies.  Chocolate pies, banana cream, vanilla cream.  Wacky cake, lemon cake, coffeecake.  Chocolate fudge, peanut butter fudge, dream bars.  The recipes are typical fare, found in any local church cookbooks.  They were easy.  They pleased us.  The goods disappeared before bedtime the same day in our family of six.


On a regular basis my husband mourns the fact I did not inherit my mother’s compulsive cleaning gene. Crawling on the floor pretending Barbie is driving a pink convertible will never be listed on my resume under strengths.  Playing Candyland or Concentration feels vaguely like root canal. But one thing my kids learn very, very young is to bake for fun.  My oldest son is in the picture album helping me bake a birthday pie for his dad at 8 months old.  He is in his high chair licking the bowl, covered in cherry goo. About five years old they reach their peak level of enjoyment. As they’ve grown older into the pre-adolescent years, they often seem bored by the prospect of doing stuff with me.  Yet when I say, “Who wants to help me make lemon bars?” I still get a resounding “I do!” from all four of my kids.  The ten-month-old isn’t quite there yet, but give her another six months…. 

I have one rule: one bakers’ assistant per project.  Helping then remains a highly coveted position.  I don’t lose my cool as quickly.  Someday I want them to remember how good it felt to be kneeling on the kitchen stool, adding chocolate chips to a bowl of dough with their mother, not fighting with their siblings over who gets to chop the walnuts.  

Not only can they recite Mom’s top ten cookie recipes, but they also learn a little about being a House (my maiden name).  I tell how their Uncle Randy used to eat most the dough before he got the second cookie sheet in the oven.  I share some of  Grandma’s secrets for keeping the pudding from sticking to the saucepan.  By their fourth birthday they crack an egg like a pro.   When they go off to college some day, my kids won’t be making their roommates bouillabaisse or even a decent meatloaf, but they’ll be able to bake chocolate chip cookies without a recipe.

I had a panic attack recently when I discovered my copy of this recipe was missing.  My mother is gone now, and if I lose this, it is gone too.  Luckily I found it shoved backwards into the casseroles section of my recipe box:

Grandma’s Chocolate Chip Cookies

1 c. shortening

12 Tbl. Sugar

12 Tbl. Brown sugar

2 eggs, beaten

1 tsp. Baking soda

2 ¼ c. flour

1 tsp. Salt

1 c. chopped nuts

1 tsp. Vanilla

Blend shortening with sugar and brown sugar.  Add eggs.  Mix together soda, salt, flour then add.  Mix.  Add nuts, chips, and vanilla.  Grease cookie sheets.  Bake at 375 for 10-12 minutes.

  You could translate the tablespoons to cups and make it quicker.  It may be pretty close to the recipe every mom uses.  But that isn’t the point is it?  The point is to pull out the spattered card written in Grandma’s hand.  The point is to savor the moments.  Stop and appreciate how lucky you are to be standing next to your child.  Take the simple ingredients and dump, stir, beat, pour, and play.  If your cookies burn, flatten, or stick to the pan, remember the product of this isn’t a cookie.  You aren’t really making cookies; you are baking memories.  

I am passionate about baking.  I love spending time with my kids baking.  Whatever it is you love, share it with your kids.  They know when you are bored, miserable, not all there.  And they know when you are in your element, sharing the best part of yourself, doing something you love to do.  For me these moments of joy are found in baking. I am in my familiar yellow kitchen. I have a child beside me and my mother’s distant voice to guide me. Preferably, I am mixing up something with chocolate in it.  

What do feel passionate about?  For you it might be sailing, good jazz music, cross-stitch, auctions, gardening, golf, whatever you take pleasure in.  Think about it, then share it with your kids.  These moments you will treasure.  You will pull them out and polish them someday.  Your child will remember and pass the passion on to her child.

I like to picture my mother as a young girl in braids, mixing up a batch of brownies with her mother, someone I never knew.  They glance at each other with smiling eyes, then return to measuring the sugar. Their good memories shaped my best memory.  Love passes down from generation to generation through the things we love to do and take the time to share. Take time to share.  Make a memory today.  

