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The Cookie Crumbles 
The makers of that American cultural icon—the Oreo—are planning to make their product healthier. Our columnist carries out his own taste experiment.
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May 2 - It was Saturday at 8 a.m. and time to bake the biscuits. I don’t usually give up my Saturday mornings to work in a cramped restaurant kitchen, but last week’s Big Announcement forced me to juggle my schedule.
The Oreo cookie was going on a diet. After nearly 100 years of polluting our arteries, Kraft Foods announced that the Oreo would soon be fabricated without trans fats.
This was a huge story for several reasons. For one, the elimination of trans fats—which are so good at clogging blood vessels that food producers are rushing to get them off their ingredient list before federal labeling requirements kick in next year—will make Oreos marginally healthier.
But there was a bigger issue at stake here: By removing the trans fats from the Oreo—a beloved, mass-produced Frankencookie assembled in laboratories rather than bakeries— will be the latest edible product to move closer to actually being food.
(Full disclosure: If you think I’m being too harsh towards the supposedly chocolate Oreo, here are its ingredients: “Sugar, flour, partially hydrogenated soybean oil, cocoa, high fructose corn syrup, baking soda, cornstarch, salt, soy lecithin, vanillin [an artificial flavor], chocolate.” Chocolate is the last ingredient in an Oreo!)

There are two kinds of people in the world: People who believe that food should spoil at some point and people who believe that food should be engineered so that it will taste and crunch the same whether it is eaten tomorrow or in two years. For that, you need trans fats.

Trans fats like partially hydrogenated vegetable oil are the call girls of the food supply: they’re cheap, they’re easy, they’re everywhere, they’ll do whatever you want, and they’ll leave you feeling lousy afterwards. The detrimental effects of trans fats have been known for years, but food producers have been unwilling to cut down on trans fats because of their remarkable ability to turn a fragile baked good like an Oreo into a product that can be labeled, “Best if eaten before August, 2008.” That’s not a food; that’s something that should be on the space station!

And that’s why I called pastry chef Michael Hyman to bake biscuits with him on Saturday morning. Hyman works at Applewood, a Brooklyn restaurant that serves delicious real food, free of additives or stabilizers or preservatives. I wanted to see if Hyman would allow me to replace the butter he typically uses in his biscuits with America’s best-loved trans fat, Crisco.

Of course, he didn’t have any in the larder. Hyman said he hasn’t used Crisco since his “dark days” when he was a catering chef and had to crank out hundreds of cupcakes for parties. “Crisco allowed us to make icing that would look exactly the same six hours later,” he said. “But it tasted like c—p. It’s greasy instead of creamy. It sticks to the roof of your mouth.” (Just so you know: Crisco was invented in 1911 by William Proctor and James Gamble, who were originally trying to invent a candle that could be made without expensive animal fats. They later sold the product as Crisco.)

I bought a tub of Crisco and joined Hyman in the kitchen. And we made biscuits following this recipe:
Basic Buttermilk Biscuit
Michael Hyman (channeling Martha Stewart)
4 cups, flour
4 teaspoons, baking powder
1 teaspoon, baking soda
1 1/2 teaspoons, salt
1 teaspoon, sugar
½ pound, butter
2 cups, buttermilk
Place dry ingredients in an industrial mixer with large blade. Drop in clumps of butter as mixer whirs. Do not allow butter to become fully blended. Pour in buttermilk, making sure to squeeze the carton to get all the good fatty stuff off the sides. Roll dough onto cold counter. Complain bitterly about the American consumer’s complete lack of taste and culture (optional, but fun). Use a two-inch biscuit form to cut raw biscuits. Bake at 350 degrees for 20-25 minutes.

I then made up a batch using the Crisco instead of butter. The difference was noticeable even before we baked them. Butter remains in clumps rather than spreading out in a thin layer like an oil slick on an Alaska bay, as Crisco does. When they were finished, we could see the difference between the real biscuits and the trans-fat express biscuits by the color, of course, but also by the taste. The Crisco biscuits were flaky (flakiness is, after all, trans-fat’s greatest calling card, food scientists tell me), but that flakiness came at the expense of taste. In fact, the Criscuits had no taste at all. The butter biscuits were a little less flaky, but they actually had a taste: buttery, nutty and luxurious. 

“I couldn’t serve these,” Hyman said, of the Crisco biscuits. “I mean, so many customers wouldn’t know the difference, but so many people eat Oreos instead of real cookies, too.” So many people, Hyman was too polite to say, have no taste. We have allowed the Frankenfood manufacturers to define deliciousness down.

Kraft Foods says it took their scientists two years—and tens of millions of dollars—to figure out how to make Oreos without trans fats. In some versions, the “creamy” center would be too liquid-y to hold the “chocolate” cookies in place during the long shipping process. In other versions, the cookie didn’t have the right crunch. Some people complained that it didn’t “taste like an Oreo.”

My guess is that it probably tasted better, but most of our tongues are too dumb to know it. I make that claim based on my own experience. Last year, the Au Bon Pain bakery chain eliminated trans fat from all its cookies. Almost immediately, I found myself having an Au Bon Pain chocolate chip cookie every afternoon at 4:30. Before last year, I never even looked twice at an Au Bon Pain chocolate chip cookie—and now I’m having what amounts to a daily affair. It’s not the fact that the cookie is marginally healthier that has me cheating on my local baker—it’s the elimination of the cloying greasiness of trans-fats.

“It took us two years to get the recipe right,” says R.J. Dourney, an Au Bon Pain vice president. “We were eating cookies three times a day trying to figure it out.” (I was somewhat annoyed that I had not been consulted, but I let it go.) It took so long because the company was locked in to making a cookie that tasted exactly like the existing cookie. And if Au Bon Pain felt the pressure to create a mirror-image of its existing cookie, imagine the pressure Kraft felt trying to revise a cultural touchstone like the Oreo.

“This is the problem we deal with,” says Jim Fisher, an Au Bon Pain marketing vice president. “As marketers, we have to deal with people’s perceptions. They buy an Oreo to satisfy their precise expectation of what an Oreo is. It’s true for our cookies, too. And the best example, perhaps, is Wonder Bread. If you grew up on Wonder Bread, you think that’s what bread is. If they change that—even if they make it better—you’re not going to buy it anymore.”

So why make any changes at all, then? In the case of the cookies, of course, food manufacturers got bitten by their own golden-egg-laying goose. Consumers, thanks to food watchdogs like the Center for Science in the Public Interest, started getting wise to the horror of trans fats. Not only do trans fats add small amounts of metals into your food, but the hydrogenation process also eliminates “good” fats like Omega-3 fatty acids because such unsaturated fats cause food to turn rancid. That’s why a candy bar without hydrogenated oils would have a shelf-life of 30 days, as opposed to 18 months with trans fats.

But you’re not a cosmonaut stuck on the Mir space station for two years. You’re a human being on Earth. You can get fresh food. Why not take advantage of it?
Gersh Kuntzman is also a reporter for The New York Post. Check out his rudimentary website at http://www.gersh.tv.
