The Tasting Shortbread
bow | test every extract | moKe

Adapted from Martha Stewart - Homestead Wife Life

This is a tool, not a treat. Shortbread is the cleanest flavor canvas in baking: butter, flour, a little
sugar, a pinch of salt. No eggs, no leavening, nothing to hide behind. When an extract goes into
this cookie, you taste exactly what you made, which is how I've quality-tested every extractin my

pantry for years. One batch of dough, divided four ways, four extracts answered in a single bake.
The Tasting Batch saktes 4 test portions

4 cups all-purpose flour (520g)

112 teaspoons fine salt

1 pound unsalted European-style butter (4 sticks), room temperature

1 cup confectioners’ sugar (120g), store-bought or homemade (below)

4 extracts to test, 1 teaspoon each

Homemade Contectioners Sugor
Blitz 1 cup granulated sugar with 1 tablespoon cornstarch in a blender until fine and powdery,
about a minute. Let the sugar dust settle before opening the lid.

Why bother? It keeps the canvas identical batch to batch: no anti-caking additives, no brand drift,

just sugar. When there’s time to tinker, I make it. When life is full, I buy it. Both are right.

A note on the dose

The original recipe calls for 1 teaspoon of extract across two sticks of butter. For testing, each one-
stick portion gets a full teaspoon, double strength on purpose. A flaw you can shrug off at normal
strength will announce itself at double. If an extract tastes right here, it will be beautiful in a real

recipe.
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The Method
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Make the base, blank. Whisk the flour and salt together. In a mixer with the paddle, beat the
butter until fluffy, 3 to 5 minutes. Add the confectioners’ sugar and beat until pale and fluffy,
about 2 minutes, scraping the bowl as needed. Add the flour mixture and mix on low just until the

dough comes together and holds when squeezed. No extract goes in yet. The base stays blank.

Divide into four. Split the dough into 4 equal portions, about 290g each. A scale keeps the tests

fair.

Dose and label. Work 1 teaspoon of extract into each portion until evenly distributed, a minute of
folding and pressing by hand. Label each one the moment it’s flavored. The doughs look identical,

and you will not remember which is which.
Chill. Pat each portion into a disk, wrap, and refrigerate atleast 1 hour, until firm.

Roll, cut, dock, chill again. Roll each disk to ¥4 inch. Cut into squares with a bench scraper. No
fancy cutter, no rerolling: a clean square cut is fast, even, and leaves no scraps. That matters more
than it sounds, because rerolled dough is worked harder than the first roll and bakes a little
differently, and when the bake itself is part of the test you want every cookie identical. Then dock
each cookie all over with a fork. Shortbread is not a light and airy cookie, and the holes let steam
escape so it bakes flat and dense instead of puffing. Set the cookies on parchment-lined sheets,

one extract per labeled zone, and chill 30 minutes.
Bake. 325°F for 13 to 15 minutes, until firm and just golden at the edges. Cool completely on a rack.

Wait for cool. This one is firm: warm shortbread lies. Butter dominates until the cookie fully sets.

Taste only atroom temperature.

How I Taste

I taste labeled, not blind. I want to know what flavor I should be tasting, because the question isn’t

“what is this?” It’s “is this what it should be?” Knowing the answer in advance is how something off

shows up immediately.

Between extracts: a sip of water to clear the palate. If a flavor lands strong, a plain cracker resets

everything before the next one.
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The Five Questions w/at each cooKie is telling you

Strength. Did I add enough of the main flavor? Remember this cookie is double dose, so bold here is

right. Faint here means the jar needs more material or more time on the shelf.

Balance. I build extracts in layers, and the layers should hold together. One flavor should never be

screaming over the others. If something is shouting, the blend needs rebalancing.

Color. Did it bake true, or did it turn? Some extracts look beautiful in the jar and go gray once they are
through butter and heat. Purple and blue are the usual culprits: blueberry, blackberry, elderberry,
lavender. That pigment is fragile, it breaks down in the oven, and a little acid like lemon holds it bright.
Gray reads as spoiled no matter how good it tastes, and you cannot see it coming until it bakes. But a
gray-baking extract is not a failure, it is a no-bake keeper: beautiful in whipped cream, custard, or

anything cold.

The concept. Did I think a flavor combination would be delicious, and it is just... not? It happens, and

the cookie tells you honestly. Back to the drawing board is a real verdict, and a useful one.

The spirit. Was the combination good but the spirit a bad choice? The spirit is not a neutral carrier, it is
one of the flavor layers. I match dark rum’s caramel notes with vanilla and banana because those three

flavors are lovely together. I tested the same combination on vodka and it was flat. Same flavors, wrong
foundation. And one maturity check: a harsh alcohol edge means the extract is not finished. Back on the

shelf it goes.

One more thing: raw extracts straight from the jar will not tell you any of this. From the jar you taste alcohol

and a promise. Baked into this cookie, you taste the truth.

The Extract Bar +4¢ spirit is the First Flowor (ayer

Vodka: the blank canvas. No notes of its own, so the main flavor stands completely alone. Right for clean

single-note extracts; can leave a layered combination flat.

Dark rum: caramel and molasses warmth. The foundation under vanilla, banana, and anything that

loves brown sugar.
Bourbon: vanilla and oak built right in. Deepens warm flavors and brings a toasted edge.
Brandy: dried fruit and a gentle floral warmth. Beautiful under orchard fruits and stone fruits.

Spiced rum: the baking spices come pre-installed, cinnamon, clove, vanilla. A head start on anything

cozy.

Malibu rum: coconut and sweetness. The tropical foundation, and a flavor layer all by itself.
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Tasting Notes
One row per extract. Score what the cookie tells you, not what you hoped it would say.

Extract Spirit Used Strength Balance Color Concept Verdict

Verdicts that count: ready - needs more time - rebalance the layers - wrong spirit - beautiful cold, not for the

oven - back to the drawing board

From the kitchen at Homestead Wife Life. Test everything. Trust your tongue.
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