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For my parents,
who always made Christmas special
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TIPS ON INGREDIENTS AND TECHNIQUES

Several recipes in this cookbook call for ground nutmeg. If you can, purchase a jar of whole nutmegs and grate them with a fine grater yourself as you need them. The spice will be much fresher tasting!


Rosewater and orange flower water (sometimes called orange blossom water) can be found online or in specialty markets like Whole Foods and sometimes the international section of supermarkets. I usually use Al wadi brand (Cortas and Sadaf are other brands).


Citron was a common ingredient in many Gilded Age Christmas desserts and is included in a few recipes in this cookbook. Diced candied citron can be found in the baking section of many grocery stores or online. Paradise is a brand commonly used.


Superfine granulated sugar is included in a couple of recipes in this cookbook. It can be found in many grocery stores under the Domino brand, but if you can’t find it, simply process granulated sugar for one minute in a food processor or blender.



WHIPPING EGG WHITES

Room-temperature eggs will whip easier, so for best results separate eggs when they are cold and then let them come to room temperature, about thirty minutes. Always use a clean mixing bowl made from glass, stainless steel, or copper (not plastic). when whipping egg whites with an electric mixer, start on a low speed and then increase speed when they start to look foamy. The length of time depends on the stage you need for the recipe as well as other factors including the age of the eggs and the temperature and humidity of your kitchen. Use this sight guide to help:



	FOAMY The egg whites will look foamy with small bubbles. At this point, some recipes call for cream of tartar or another acidic ingredient to help boost volume.

	SOFT PEAKS The egg whites hold their shape and droop over to the side when the beater is lifted up. If making a meringue or another sweet recipe, this is the stage to add the sugar.

	FIRM PEAKS The egg whites will keep their shape when the beater is lifted up.

	STIFF PEAKS The tips of the egg whites will look smooth and glossy and stand straight up both on the beater(s) and on the surface.



For those leery of using raw egg whites in any of the icing recipes, you can substitute ¼ cup meringue powder and ½ cup cold water for the fresh egg whites. To substitute for 1 egg white, you can mix 2 teaspoons meringue powder with 2 tablespoons water.





MAKING WHIPPED CREAM

A chilled bowl and beater(s) will make whipping cream quicker and more efficient, so when making whipped cream, it’s best to put the mixing bowl and beater(s) in the freezer for at least fifteen minutes.





PIE CRUSTS

The recipes in this book are for all-butter pie crusts. Feel free to use your own favorite pie crust recipe or purchase premade pie crusts instead.





RECREATING RECIPES

In order to be authentic to the Gilded Age, dozens of cookbooks, newspapers, magazines, and personal accounts from the era were consulted to produce this cookbook. The end result is a series of recipes that have been recreated to reflect modern ingredients and equipment and are not overly complicated for home cooks to replicate in their own kitchens.
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HOSTING YOUR OWN GILDED AGE–THEMED HOLIDAY CELEBRATION

Don’t worry if you don’t have access to authentic Gilded Age dishes, glassware, and serving pieces. Mix and match family heirlooms and vintage items from yard sales, thrift stores, etc., or simply use whatever you have and make it your own! Just like the phrase “’tis the season,” holiday gatherings are all about spreading good cheer among family and friends.
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INTRODUCTION


The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions of sugar-plums danced in their heads.




These two lines from Clement Clarke Moore’s famous poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas” perfectly capture the magical charm and special treats associated with Christmas. Although most Americans have heard of sugar plums thanks to this often-recited holiday favorite, many have likely never have had the pleasure of tasting one of these luxuries or even know what they really are (hint: they are not sugar-dusted plums).


This is because sugar plums are one of the Gilded Age–era holiday sweets that got eclipsed as America moved into the twentieth century. But The Gilded Age Christmas Cookbook bridges the past and present, bringing back sugar plums and other confections not typically found in modern cookbooks, while revisiting some beloved favorites. Whisking readers back in time to this fanciful era, the treats will delight the inner child in everyone.


During the Gilded Age (1868–1900), many of the Christmas traditions still celebrated today in America began to become mainstream. People from countries all over the world brought their various customs with them to America. As a result, the celebration of Christmas in the United States ended up being a mix of different traditions from several nations. The biggest influence stemmed from the influx of immigrants who came from places in Europe such as Germany, England, the Netherlands, Central Europe, and Scandinavia, who brought their Christmas rituals and celebrations with them. This included putting up and decorating a Christmas tree, hanging up stockings so they could be filled with treats, the legend of gift giver St. Nicholas (who became Santa Claus in America), and of course baking and enjoying Christmas cookies and other sweets.


The concept of eating tasty sugary foods to mark significant occasions can actually be traced back to ancient times. Cultures from all over the world enjoyed sweet treats such as cakes, cookies, and candies as part of festive holiday rituals long before people began celebrating Christmas. Many of these recipes and their ingredients, such as cinnamon, ginger, black pepper, almonds, and dried fruits, were introduced to Europe in the Middle Ages. Highly valued, they were quickly incorporated into European baked goods and subsequently made their way to America.


These spices and dried fruits found their way into a variety of Christmas cookies, which were very much a part of Gilded Age holiday celebrations. Abundant amounts of Christmas cookies were baked to give as gifts, hang up as decorations to adorn windows and Christmas trees, or just to have on hand as a hospitable treat when company called. Cookie cutters and decorative molds (such as those used for New Year’s cookies and springerle) were introduced to America by Dutch and German settlers.


Mincemeat pies and plum pudding were other popular Christmas treats that incorporated many of these spices and dried fruits. Traditional British desserts, they were the highlight of Gilded Age holiday tables in America. In fact, many Christmas menus (especially those from earlier in the era) listed only these two items as desserts. But by the latter part of the nineteenth century, other festive desserts began to crop up, especially on holiday menus that were multi-course, perhaps to mirror the excess that was so common during the period. These included indulgences such as cakes, puddings, tarts, and candies.


During the Gilded Age it was popular for holiday celebrations to continue through New Year’s Day and even into Twelfth Night (January 6). So although the focus of this cookbook is on Christmas desserts and treats, a sampling of sweet dishes enjoyed in the week or two after Christmas is also featured, as well as an example of treats served to commemorate the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah, also celebrated in December.
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With origins that date back to the nineteenth century and even earlier, the recipes in The Gilded Age Christmas Cookbook have been adapted for today’s ingredients and appliances, allowing cooks to recreate them in their own modern kitchens. Each recipe provides a colorful glimpse into the Gilded Age era, featuring the fascinating history behind each sweet treat, its ingredients, and baking methods. I hope you enjoy this festive taste of the Gilded Age!



MARK TWAIN’S CHRISTMAS STORIES

Author and satirist Mark Twain will be forever identified with the Gilded Age, a tongue-in-cheek expression he coined in his 1873 novel of the same name. Never one to mince words, Twain did not shy away from writing and lecturing about the era’s political, economic, and social issues with his distinctive comedic edge. Twain is also associated with the Christmas season through his writings, many of which provide firsthand accounts of how the holiday season was viewed and celebrated during the Gilded Age.


For example, one of Twain’s early stories, “The Christmas Fireside: The Story of the Bad Little Boy That Bore a Charmed Life,” was published in the newly launched literary weekly The Californian on December 23, 1865. Its main character, Jim, is familiar to readers of Twain: a mischievous, Tom Sawyer type of boy who grows up to be a man with few morals. The acerbic theme conveyed by Twain in this piece aligns with the era’s mindset of permitting (and even rewarding) cheating and corruption in business and politics.


Twain continued to mock Gilded Age excesses in other holiday-themed writings, exemplified by this quote from his 1897 travelogue, Following the Equator: “The approach of Christmas brings harassment and dread to many excellent people. They have to buy a cart-load of presents, and they never know what to buy to hit the various tastes; they put in three weeks of hard and anxious work, and when Christmas morning comes they are so dissatisfied with the result, and so disappointed that they want to sit down and cry. Then they give thanks that Christmas comes but once a year.”


But Twain actually succumbed to the season and its charms, bringing his personal feelings of the holiday into his writing, especially the many joyful Christmases he spent with his family. As Carlo DeVito notes in A Mark Twain Christmas, “Twain loved the Christmas season, and reveled in its luxuries as much as its obvious foibles.” He adored his wife Livy, and both of them were generous with each other and their children, especially at Christmas. They were also charitable with the poor, keeping gift baskets near the foyer to be given out on Christmas Eve.


The entire Twain house was festive with holiday décor, with boughs of pine-scented greenery adorning the fireplace mantle and framing doorways. Their Christmas tree was decked out with sparkling tinsel and paper ornaments; crocheted snowflakes; and strings of popcorn and cranberries handmade by the couple’s three daughters, Susy, Clara, and Jean. The family loved to sit around the piano and sing Christmas carols and hymns. Twain’s daughter Clara recalled hanging up stockings on Christmas Eve and listening to her mother read “A Visit from St. Nicholas.” Sometimes Twain would even delight the girls by dressing up as Santa Claus and recounting his journeys around the world delivering gifts. It was a warm and cozy holiday setting.


Twain’s love for his family and the Christmas season was probably best demonstrated in “A Letter from Santa Claus,” penned in 1875 for his young daughter, Susy, to find on her pillow on Christmas morning. referencing the Christmas gift wish lists sent to Santa by Susy and Clara, it is written in a delightful, playful tone accompanied by Twain’s signature wit. Signed “Your loving Santa Claus,” it was a comforting reminder that Santa is a kind and joyful presence—not only at Christmastime, but throughout the year.
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