HERB BREADS WITH A MEANING

Chocolate Mint Muffins

1½ cups all-purpose flour

½ cup granulated sugar

¼ cup cocoa powder

1 Tbs. baking powder

¼ tsp. salt

1 egg, beaten

1 cup milk

¼ cup (1/2 stick) butter, melted

28 crème de menthe thins, chopped

Preheat the oven to 375( F.  Lightly grease 12 muffin cups.  In a medium size bowl, sift together flour, sugar, cocoa powder, baking powder, and salt.  In a separate bowl, beat the egg with the milk and the melted butter.  Pour the liquid mixture into the dry ingredients and blend until the dry ingredients are just moistened; do not over mix.  Gently fold in the chopped mints.  Pour about ¼ cup of batter into each cup of lightly greased tins (you can also use paper liners).  Bake for 15 to 18 minutes (it may be slightly longer with paper liners), or until tops of muffins are slightly firm (the “toothpick-inserted-in-the-center” test doesn’t always work, because of the melted chocolate in the center).  Remove from oven and cool in the pan for about 5 minutes before removing to a wire rack to cool completely.

Notes

---Mint is the herb of refreshment, so these chocolate mint muffins are a perfect gift for a friend or co-worker who’s having a rough week.  Or use them as a way to say “Congratulations!” to a family member who’s just finished a big job, like cleaning out the attic or painting the garage.  When served warm from the oven, these minty muffins cry out for cold milk or good coffee. 

---If you have other kinds of chocolate mints on hand, use about a cup of chopped pieces.  The pieces should be about the size of regular chocolate chips.

HOUSEWARMING ROLLS

1 batch of any basic roll dough, enough for 12 – 16 rolls 

¼ cup (½ stick) butter, melted

1 Tbs. dried parsley (for merriment and hospitality) 

1 tsp. dried marjoram (for joy)
½ tsp. dried rubbed sage (for health and long life)
½ tsp. dried powdered rosemary (for good memories)
Prepare Single Loaf White Bread dough through first rise.  Punch down and knead briefly to work out the larger air bubbles.  Combine melted butter and herbs in a small bowl.  Divide dough into 16 walnut-sized balls.  Dip each ball of dough into butter mixture and arrange in a single layer in an ungreased 2-quart casserole dish.  Pour remaining butter mixture over rolls.  Cover with plastic wrap and allow to rise for 30 minutes or until doubled.  Remove plastic and place in a pre-heated 350( F oven.  If desired, just before placing the pan in the oven, you may brush the top with milk and sprinkle with sesame seeds.  Bake for 20 to 25 minutes or until browned on top and rolls begin to pull slightly away from the sides of the dish.  Allow to sit for 10 minutes before removing from dish, then place on wire rack to cool.

Notes

---Nothing says, “Welcome to the neighborhood” like a loaf of freshly baked bread or a pan of homemade rolls.  These rolls are flavored with herbs which symbolize some of the qualities of a happy home, so bake them for a new neighbor or for an old friend settling into a new house.

---I’m not sure how the other herbs obtained their meanings, but parsley was served between courses at Roman feasts---chewing the leaves helped “cleanse the palate” for the next dish, and helped to sweeten the breath.  So it came to be associated with hospitality and partying.

---For the sake of convenience, I have used dried herbs for this recipe.  If you use fresh herbs, use double the amount of parsley and marjoram, but only ¾ of a teaspoon each of fresh minced sage and rosemary. 
---If you think the rolls are browning too quickly, loosely cover the top with aluminum foil, but remove it for the last 5 or 10 minutes of baking.  The sesame seeds really do add to the appearance, so if you have them on hand, by all means use them.
Herbal Encouragement Bread

¼ cup warm water (100( to 110( F)

1 pkg. Active Dry Yeast

1 cup sour cream

1 egg

1 Tbs. vegetable oil

2 tsp. honey

¼ tsp. baking soda

1 tsp. salt

¼ cup minced onion

½ tsp. dried thyme

4 to 4½ cups all-purpose unbleached flour

Dissolve yeast in warm water and allow to develop until foamy.  Heat sour cream to 110( to 120( F and pour into a medium size mixing bowl.  Add egg, oil, honey, soda, salt, onion, and thyme, and stir until thoroughly mixed.  Add yeast and stir until combined.   Add 4 cups flour, one cup at a time, mixing thoroughly after each cup.  Turn dough out onto a lightly floured surface and knead gently for 1 minute.  Allow dough to rest for 10 minutes (this resting period helps the dough to “firm up”).  Knead for another four minutes, adding small amounts of flour as needed to keep the dough manageable---dough will be elastic but slightly sticky.  Lightly oil the surface of the dough and place in the rinsed mixing bowl.  Cover with a dish towel and let rise in a warm, draft-free place about 1 hour, or until doubled.  Punch dough down and knead briefly to expel the larger air bubbles.  Divide dough into three equal portions.  Roll each portion into a rope 18” long.  Braid ropes to form a loaf, tucking the ends underneath.  Place on a lightly greased baking sheet.  Cover and let rise until doubled, about 30 minutes.  Bake in a pre-heated 350( oven for 25 to 30 minutes, or until golden brown and bread sounds hollow when tapped.  Cool on rack for 15 minutes, then brush the top and sides of the loaf with butter if desired.

Notes

---I developed this recipe as a bread to share with a friend who is going through a difficult time, as several of the ingredients have a symbolic meaning.  The sour cream symbolizes making the best of something that has gone bad.  The onions of course represent tears, and the thyme is the herb of perseverance and courage, as this hardy plant thrives in the rockiest and harshest of environments.  The loaf is braided to suggest that although things in the person’s life may look tangled and confused, stepping back and reflecting may reveal both a pattern and a purpose.  A fresh loaf bread with a hand-written note explaining its message would mean far more than any store-bought card.
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