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The Pie Preface


So you love baking pies and are ready to explore a wider world beyond apple, pumpkin, and pecan. Or you want to learn how to bake a pie from scratch and you don’t know where to begin. Or you know where to begin and do so with the best of intentions, but your pies keep throwing you curve balls. Your dough cracks and falls apart. It sticks to your counter like superglue. Your pies are too ugly to bring out in public. This and more. I feel your pain. And you’ve come to the right place, because I can help.

By way of introduction, I’ve been writing cookbooks for nearly 40 years — 15 of them, in fact, including two collections of sweet pies and one of savory pies. This book is an updated, revised, and — if I may say so — totally awesome-ized edition of my outsize book, Pie, originally published in 2004.

I caught the pie-making bug early on from my dad, a regular weekend pie maker, and my mom, his loving pie partner. Even as a young child, it was clear to me that there was special magic happening in those shared moments. Whether the pie making enhanced their relationship or their relationship brought special joy to their pie making, I could not be sure. But I was lucky to be an observer of that Sunday tradition.

When I started making my own way in the world, I naturally gravitated toward the kitchen. Somewhere along the line I started cooking for a living, writing magazine articles and cookbooks, and teaching baking classes. After a number of years of this, I woke up one day and realized I had become the de facto Dear Abby for pie makers. Home cooks from around the globe were leaving their pie baggage in my email inbox, a heavy burden of pie woe. I’d unpack it and write back, trying to help sort out their issues.

So I started a website — ThePieAcademy.com — to expand my reach, help even more home bakers, and become a cheerleader for home pie baking. I created pie-making videos and online pie courses to help and encourage folks to find contentment and achieve mastery in our chosen craft.

Offline, The Pie Academy holds pie getaways in different parts of the country where our members come to hone their skills and enjoy the community of fellow pie makers. I hope you’ll join us someday.

As the “dean” of The Pie Academy I’ve become acutely aware of the questions and quandaries that you have or will have as a pie maker. You may be frustrated, and understandably so. We’ve all been told that pie making is easy — as easy as pie, right? — but I can tell you for a fact that most home cooks encounter plenty of speed bumps and fender benders on the road to pie mastery. And I have about 10,000 emails to prove it.

I field questions from pie makers who want to know whether they should use butter, lard, or vegetable shortening for their crust; how to know when they’ve added enough water; if they have to refrigerate the dough; why the dough always sticks or falls apart on the way to the pan; why the berry pie is runny, the apples aren’t tender, or the pastry cream didn’t set up; why the pie shell shrunk — and I’m just getting warmed up. You will find the answers to all those questions, and many more, in the pages that follow.


One thing you won’t find here are detailed instructions on creating labor-intensive pastry still lifes, the sort of pies that become Instagram starlets. I admire anyone who has the patience and talent to turn their top crusts into geometric masterpieces and stunning artwork. I’ll even confess to a smidgen of jealousy; I’m more of a stick-figure artist myself. But this is pie we’re talking about, the province of home cooks, and I’m afraid these fancy pies sometimes scare more people away from pie making than they attract.


That said, you will find instructions on making decorative lattice tops, attractive crimped edges, peekaboo crusts, and a good many other pastry flourishes, plus virtually everything else you need to know to make fabulous sweet pies in every category imaginable.

There are no shortcuts to learning how to make good pie. Pie making is part science, part “feel” or baker’s intuition. Recipes alone can only take you so far. Beyond that, pie making requires practice and cultivated instincts for all the little nuances. You’ve got to roll up your sleeves and get into the flour. The fact that you’re here tells me you’re ready to go down this path. You’ve probably had a taste of the real deal — the flaky texture of a homemade crust, the creamy goodness of a velvety custard pie, or the sweet satisfaction of a fresh peach crumb pie in August — and you’re unwilling to settle for anything less.

I’m excited to join you on your pie journey; thanks for choosing me as your guide. I hope you’ll be patient with yourself and enjoy the trip. Nobody learns to make great pies in a couple of weekends; I sure didn’t. Don’t rush toward mastery. Take your time, observe, make notes in the margins, try stuff that makes you a little nervous, and don’t be afraid to make mistakes or ugly pies. Enjoy the process, have a laugh, and share everything you make. One day you’ll wake up and realize you’ve nailed this pie thing.

If I can make one more suggestion: unless you’re an experienced pie maker, don’t skip part one, where I walk you through the nuances of making pie dough from scratch. This mini baking class will teach you many of the fine points of making pie dough and assembling a pie, and steer you clear of the usual obstacles. I think you’ll get a lot out of it.

From there, I hope you’ll dive right into the recipes and get baking. Keep me in the loop, send me an email at The Pie Academy, and let me know how you’re doing. I look forward to hearing from you.

—Ken Haedrich, dean of The Pie Academy
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Part OneBehind the Scenes
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1The Pie Maker’s Tools: Pins, Pans, Pastry Blenders, and More 
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Making a good pie doesn’t require a lot of stuff you probably don’t already have. During my first years as a pie maker, I pretty much relied on a few dinged-up old pie pans, a rolling pin I picked up on the cheap, and a pastry blender whose wires bent at the mere sight of cold butter.

But I was having so much fun I hardly noticed how challenged my tools were.

I’m not recommending that you outfit yourself with substandard gear; decent tools make the job more enjoyable and easier to accomplish. But you don’t have to spend a fortune on them, either. Here are the items to put on your wish list if you don’t already have them. Let’s start with the big stuff.


Rolling Pins


You may have heard the urban legend about the clever cook who used a bottle of wine to roll a perfect crust one snowy night in the Tetons — or in the Adirondacks or in Brooklyn — when the cupboard was bare, save for the exact ingredients needed to make an apple pie. No doubt it happened somewhere at least once. But you can be sure that for every baker who pulled off that trick, there are a thousand others who tried, threw in the towel, and polished off the wine instead.

So you need a rolling pin, not a wine bottle, and the first thing you should know is that not all of them are created equal. There are silly ones, like the kind you fill with ice cubes that sweat all over your dough. Or flimsy ones with handles that stick into the pin like an afterthought and break off the first time you exert pressure.

I have quite a collection of pins, but if I had to narrow it down to the two I use 99 percent of the time, it would be pretty easy: an American-style pin with a 12-inch barrel and handles and a tapered, single-piece French-style pin.

The former is hefty, which allows the pin to do some of the work for you; it’s not necessary to push so hard. And the barrel glides smoothly over the dough, thanks to the ball bearing design. If you’re serious about making pies, this is the one to get.

The solid French-style pin is 20 inches long and especially useful when you’re just starting to roll the dough and it’s firm from sitting in the fridge. This pin allows you to exert direct pressure on the dough during the first phase of your rolling and work it into a pliable consistency. And the pin’s taper gives you the ability to sort of “steer” the dough if it starts to get out of round.

The other advantage of the narrower pin is that it allows you to better see what you’re doing when you’re rolling smaller circles of dough for mini pies or hand pies.

Plan on getting both styles.
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Pie Pans

I could write an entire book about pie pans — I own about 50 of them, no kidding — but I’ll take mercy on you since you’re here to make pie, not listen to me ramble about the nuances of the perfect pie pan. Here’s the straight skinny in as few paragraphs as possible.

Pie pans come in a variety of sizes, but the most common one is 9 to 91⁄2 inches in diameter, measured from inside rim to outside rim. The “standard” ones referred to in this book are about 1 inch deep, while deep-dish pie pans are closer to 11⁄4 to 11⁄2 inches deep. (Bear in mind that those are actual sizes. The functional size, and thus the pan’s capacity, is often considerably greater, taking into account that the upstanding edge of the piecrust can add an additional 1⁄2 inch of height.)


Pie pans can be made of glass, various metals, ceramic, and clay.

Glass. It’s hard to beat a basic tempered-glass pie pan, like the ones made by Pyrex or Anchor Hocking. They typically cost less than 10 dollars, and I have found some real beauties in thrift stores and at yard sales for a buck or two. I’m partial to the colorful vintage Pyrex pans you find on sites like eBay.

The best Pyrex pans have a wide rim or built-out handles so you can grab the pie securely when you remove it from the oven. Unless you drop them on a hard surface, these pans are pretty indestructible.

Metal. Metal pie pans are all over the map, material-wise. I like the old-fashioned stamped-tin ones you find at flea markets and antiques shops — Table Talk is one brand. They’re rugged, and I love the well-used patina. Just avoid the rusty ones.
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If I had to choose my favorite metal pan, however, I’d vote for one of the 91⁄2-inch aluminized steel pie pans made by USA Pan. Their pans are tough and built to withstand years of heavy use. They have a release finish and a wafflelike bottom that help prevent pies from sticking.

Ceramic. There are all sorts of ceramic pie pans out there, and most do a great job. Many are attractive enough to bring to the table — something to consider for special-occasion pies. Two of the best brands are Le Creuset and Emile Henry. My one beef with heavy ceramic or stoneware pans is that they’re often so thick that the crust doesn’t brown quickly enough, resulting in a less-than-crisp bottom crust. If you’re using that type of pan, you might want to start with a slightly hotter oven than usual. Preheat the oven to 425°F (220°C) when you bake a fruit pie, then reduce the heat to 400°F (200°C) when you put the pie in the oven. That will give the bottom crust a helpful blast of heat to brown it.


Clay. If you’re looking for a special, top-notch clay pan, check out the ones handmade by Tom Hess of Hess Pottery. His pans are pieces of art. All things considered, it’s my favorite higher-end pie pan.

And even disposable. Finally, in the humble pie department, I used to be pretty vocal about my distaste for disposable aluminum pie pans. I called them things like “cheap” and “flimsy,” but I’ve come around in recent years. Because I like to give pies away, I needed a way to do so without constantly worrying about getting my pans back. So I learned how to get the best out of these pans by putting the pie near the bottom of the oven, on a dark baking sheet, and leaving it there for about two-thirds of the bake. I’ve been amazed at how well this works.



How to Mail a Pie

Everyone loves receiving homemade cookies or brownies in the mail, so imagine the joy that a whole pie would bring. Believe it or not, it’s possible to send a pie to a loved one, but you have to pick the right recipe. Firm, cookie-type pies are obvious candidates, and many nut pies also ship well. Because they’re small and can be tightly wrapped, hand pies and tarts travel well, too. I’ve shipped small individual crumb-topped fruit pies with success, but large fruit pies with a pastry top crust don’t hold up too well.

Follow these tips for successful pie packaging.


	Use a disposable aluminum pie pan, for obvious reasons. These pans can be a little tricky to remove from the oven, so lift the forward edge of the pie with a metal spatula. As you do, quickly slide a rimless cookie sheet under the pie. Swap the spatula for a potholder and steady the pie while you slide the sheet all the way under the pie.

	Freeze the pie overnight.

	Wrap it well in plastic wrap, then in aluminum foil, and pack it in a sturdy, well-padded box. Write FRAGILE and PERISHABLE about 100 times all over the box.

	Use one of the faster forms of delivery so the package arrives in 2 or 3 days and be extra nice to the postal clerk when you mail it.




Pies That Handle Shipping Well



	

	Canadian Butter Tarts

	Chocolate Brownie–Pecan Pie

	Chocolate Chip Cookie Pie

	Fancy Chocolate Chess Pie

	Oatmeal–Butterscotch Chip Cookie Pie




	


	Oatmeal-Butterscotch Pie

	Oatmeal-Raisin Pie

	Race Day Chocolate-Pecan Pie

	Roasted Virginia Peanut Pie

	Sawdust Pie











Pastry Blender and Fork


A pastry blender is used to literally cut the fat into the dry ingredients. It’s basically just a grip handle with blunted, curved blades or wires. You simply grasp the handle and push the wires or blades repeatedly into the dry mixture.

Over the years, I’ve seen a variety of pastry blenders come along with a new bell or whistle or the promise of making the process go faster and smoother. There’s one with a little doohickey that you slide back and forth to push the pastry mixture through the blades as it builds up, and others with extrabeefy grips, fat blades, or a little platform for your thumb, for better leverage.

I’ve tried them all, and the one I still like best is simple and lightweight, with a grippy handle and curved wires that get the job done. I know some old-school pie makers who like to use two knives — you wield them like scissors, crisscross fashion, to cut in the fat — but I never could get the hang of that method.
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A pastry or blending fork is the perfect tool for mixing pie dough by hand. It rakes through the mixture and redistributes the moisture, whereas a big spoon just shovels everything around. I must reach for this thing half a dozen times a day, using it for everything from making an omelet to carving meat to mixing up veggie burgers.

Something about the blending fork, made by Endurance, works beautifully for pastry. Perhaps it’s the larger grip, the width of and spacing between the tines, or the graceful arc of the business end. I haven’t found anything else that’s half as good for the job, but you can certainly use any large fork.


Food Processor

Not everyone is as big a fan of the food processor for mixing up pie dough as I am. Detractors will tell you that it doesn’t make as flaky of a crust as hand mixing, which is a bunch of hooey, or that you can overmix the dough, which is true, but overall it has been a boon for home pie bakers. Using the machine speeds up the mixing of dough quite a bit, no small consideration for someone who makes a lot of pies. For those who have arthritis or limited hand and arm mobility, it does much of the hard mixing work for you.

The caveat, as mentioned, is that it’s easy to mix the dough too much and overwork it, resulting in a less tender crust. But if you pay close attention as you mix, you’ll do just fine.


What Size?

I occasionally take flack for saying this, but even though you’ll find recipes here for double-crust processor doughs, I would rather use the processor to make two single-crust recipes than mix a double batch. Why? Because you still get better results with a smaller, single-crust batch of dough than you would even using a large food processor — say, one with a 12- to 14-cup capacity. Larger batches of dough tend to compact in the machine and get cramped, so the dough is not as evenly mixed. Smaller batches don’t have that problem.

That said, I know some cooks prefer mixing a double-crust batch all at once to save a little time, so most of the doughs in the crust section have double-crust versions. In any event, the minimum-size food processor I recommend for pie dough is 10 cups, but I prefer one in the 12- to 14-cup range.


Nearly all food processors come with a plastic “dough blade.” Though it sounds like you could, don’t use this blade to make pie dough. You probably won’t even use it for mixing bread dough, its actual purpose, because the metal blade does a better job.

It’s worth mentioning that if you don’t already own one, you should do some serious research before you plunk down good money for a new food processor. They aren’t cheap, and it’s easy to under- or overbuy for your particular needs. If you plan to use it for bread dough as well as pie dough, you definitely want all the capacity and power you can get. If you’re still not sure which one is best for you, buy one that offers a little more oomph and versatility than you think you need. It’s better to have a machine you can grow into than to be stuck with one that turns out to be inadequate.


Electric Mixers

Even though I’m partial to the food processor, a stand mixer is a perfectly good tool for mixing pie dough. A good stand mixer (KitchenAid is nearly synonymous with the term) is an almost indispensable tool for anyone who likes to bake. It frees up your hands so you can take care of other tasks, and it’s all but required for making the Swiss Meringue that people love on cream pies. I’ve had my own KitchenAid mixer for more than 30 years. It’s gotten a bit noisy in its old age, but it shows no signs of slowing down. When I finally do replace it, I’ll get one with a tilting head instead of the type with a bowl that is raised and lowered with a hand crank.

There are many small pie-related jobs (blending fillings or beating a few egg whites) that can be done quickly and don’t require the power of a stand mixer, and for those occasions I use a basic electric handheld mixer.
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Other Necessities and Niceties

Measuring cups. You’ll need both a set of graduated dry measuring cups, the kind you fill to the top and then level off, as well as a set of glass liquid measuring cups. You’ll use the 1- and 2-cup measures most often, but I regularly use my 8-cup measure when I’m cutting up or measuring out fruit.

Pastry brush. A small bristle pastry brush gets a lot of use in the pie maker’s kitchen. You’ll use it to brush excess flour off dough. You’ll use it to moisten the rim of the shell when attaching a top pastry. And it’s indispensable for brushing an egg wash or milk glaze on a top crust. The ideal size is about 1 inch wide. Get two of them, one for wet work and one for dry.



Food Processor Tips


Safety first: all food processor blades are extremely sharp. I once warned a large crowd watching me at a pie-making demonstration to never reach carelessly into the bowl of the food processor to check the dough, then proceeded to do exactly that and sliced my hand open. It was like a scene from a horror flick. Bottom line: be careful.


	As with dough made by hand, chill the dry mixture, water, and fat for 10 to 15 minutes before mixing the dough.

	Unless otherwise instructed, use short pulses to mix the dough. A short pulse is about 1 second long. Pulsing tosses the mixture around inside the bowl; the result is a more even distribution of fat without the dough compacting under the blade.

	That said, it’s inevitable that the dough mixture will compact a bit when you start adding the water, especially if you’re mixing up a double-crust batch. When that happens, stop the machine, remove the lid, and loosen the ingredients with a large fork. I sometimes do this after I cut in the fat and before I add the water.

	If you do reach into the processor bowl to check the consistency of the dough, carefully remove a bit of dough from the top of the mixture. Or use a spoon to scoop a sample out. Don’t reach down where the cutting blade is.

	If you’re mixing consecutive batches of dough (as I often do, so I can put extra pie shells in the freezer), there’s no need to wash the processor bowl between batches. A little pastry debris from a previous batch is not a problem.
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A ruler. I have a couple of standard 12-inch rulers and one 16 inches long made from a sawed-off yardstick. Whenever I make a pie, I keep at least one within reach to measure pans, circles of dough for hand pies, oblongs for crostatas, and a hundred other little things.


Pastry wheel or cutter. There’s little difference between a pastry wheel and a ravioli cutter. In many kitchens, they’re one and the same — a short, straight handle with a fluted wheel at the end, almost like a tall unicycle. Use it to even up the edges of rolled dough and cut strips for a lattice top. You can do both of these things with an everyday paring knife, but that could cut a silicone mat, if you use one, and may well scratch your work surface. A knife also pulls on the dough, rather than shearing it evenly.

Flour shaker or duster. Often called a powdered sugar shaker, this looks like a mug, often handled, with some sort of screen or perforated screw-on lid. It’s typically made of plastic or stainless steel and costs just a few bucks. I use it to sprinkle flour on my rolling surface, dough, and pin to keep things from sticking as I roll. A great little tool.
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Parchment paper. If there’s any one thing that’s made life easier for pie bakers, it’s parchment paper. In my preparchment days, I spent countless hours soaking and scrubbing baking sheets to remove baked-on fruit goo. Now I just ball up the parchment and throw away the mess. I also use parchment to roll out dough and underneath virtually all of my prep work. I also use it on top of my rolling mat (see more on that.)

Forget about those rolls of parchment paper you find in the supermarket. It’s more expensive buying it that way, but even more irritating, the blessed stuff won’t lie flat when you unroll it. Parchment paper that comes in sheets sized to fit full- and half-sheet pans is available from baking and restaurant supply stores.

Oven liner. Especially if you don’t bake pies on a baking sheet, consider using an oven liner, a handy item that keeps the oven floor clean when pie filling — or anything else — misbehaves and spills over. Liners have a nonstick, wipe-clean surface: once the oven cools, you simply slide out the liner and rinse it off. You can find these liners in kitchenware shops for about 20 bucks. There are less expensive ones, but in my experience it’s worth paying a little extra for the durability. Read the packaging and consult the owner’s manual for your oven before using a liner; many liners aren’t compatible with gas ovens.

Tip: If you make a point of baking fruit pies on a parchment-lined baking sheet, the way I recommend, your oven won’t get dirty, at least not from your pies.

Cooling racks. One of the best gifts my wife ever bought me was a pair of cooling racks. They’re large enough to hold a sheet pan, but my favorite feature is the folding legs: when unfolded, they hoist the racks about 4 inches above the surface they stand on. This gives your hot pies plenty of ventilation space when they’re cooling and prevents moisture build-up underneath the rack, which could damage the table or other surface. If you can find racks like these, grab ’em.



Weights and Measures


Nowadays, many cookbooks provide weight measurements for ingredients in addition to traditional measures like cups and tablespoons, but back when I started my food writing career, weight measurements were uncommon. None of my early mentors and cookbook heroes — James Beard, Marion Cunningham, even Julia Child — did it, and their recipes taught generations of home cooks how to excel in the kitchen.

I think weight measurements got a foot in the door of home kitchens when professional chefs and bakers starting writing cookbooks for home cooks. Because professional bakers work in such large batches, weights are essential for them; you can’t bake 100 loaves of bread using a measuring cup.

Having taught baking skills to home cooks for years, I realize how important it is not to throw up obstacles for bakers, and I’m afraid that weight measures often do that. They send the unwritten message that successful home cooking and baking requires them; it doesn’t. And they can make cooking seem less accessible for those who don’t own a kitchen scale.

That said, I do own a small digital kitchen scale that I use to weigh vegetable shortening from a bulk container and butter from 1-pound blocks. However, I only purchased it a few years ago, and I’d written a dozen cookbooks by then. If I didn’t have a scale today, I could get along fine using measuring spoons and cups to measure bulk fats.

If you prefer to weigh flour rather than use a dry measuring cup, that’s fine. But keep in mind that there is a wide discrepancy, even among reputable sources, about how much a cup of all-purpose flour weighs. Some say as it’s as little as 41⁄4 ounces, others as much as 5 ounces. That’s a considerable spread, and it only compounds the confusion home bakers often experience when baking by weight.

For what it’s worth, 1 cup of flour, measured the way I do it, pretty consistently weighs 41⁄2 ounces, so that’s my point of reference.
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1 cup = 41⁄2 ounces







2In the Pantry: Flours, Fats, and Fillings
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One of the things I’ve always liked about making piecrust is that it doesn’t involve anything exotic or hard to find. All you need is fat, flour, salt, and sometimes sugar. With the exception of butter, which seems to keep going up in cost, nothing is too expensive, either.

Consequently, a good homemade piecrust is never more than a few minutes away. Indeed, mixing up a batch of pie dough is a lot quicker than making a trip to your local supermarket to buy packaged pie dough. So homemade pie dough is not only more convenient than a convenience one, it’s more economical.

Let’s consider our basic piecrust ingredients, the ingredients you’ll want on hand so you can make a pie at a moment’s notice.


Flour


Everyday all-purpose flour makes a wonderful piecrust. Of the major brands out there, I’m partial to Gold Medal, but others work great, too. I use bleached all-purpose flour, as much out of habit than anything else. Many bakers today prefer unbleached flour, and that’s fine. Use whichever one you’re partial to.

Do not substitute any kind of bread flour, coarse whole-grain flours, or self-rising flour for all-purpose flour. Those products aren’t designed for making piecrust, and you simply won’t get the results you’re hoping for.

Please note that I do use whole-wheat pastry flour in my Whole-Wheat Pie Dough, but it is a specific brand — the Whole Foods Market house brand — that is finely textured and makes a fabulous crust. I recommend it highly and hope you try the recipe.

Storage. My preferred way of storing all-purpose flour is to transfer it from the bag into a plastic or Lucite storage container with a tight-fitting lid. Mine is rectangular and measures about 14 by 8 by 5 inches, the perfect size for holding a 5-pound bag of flour. I store it in a lower cabinet, in a relatively cool location.

A large container like this allows me to measure flour easily and correctly: I hold the cup over the bin with one hand and “fluff” the flour with my other hand. Then I pick up flour by the handful, drop it in until the cup overflows, and level off the top with a knife or a finger. That’s how you measure flour. I often see new pie makers push the cup into the flour and cram it full, but that method results in too much flour. (See Weights and Measures, for a discussion of weighing flour.)
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Fats

The most common fats for pie dough are butter, solid vegetable shortening, and lard. Lard used to be the fat of choice for pie makers, and it’s making a comeback in some circles; it’s hard to beat lard’s flakiness in a crust. Let’s have a look at all of these options.

Butter. The butter of choice for pie makers is unsalted butter. Not only does unsalted butter have a cleaner, more natural flavor than salted butter, but it allows us to accurately regulate the salt content in our crust. Use whatever brand you prefer. As the price of butter has climbed, I’ve discovered that house brands can offer very good quality at about half the price.

In recent years, expensive European brands have gained in popularity. They’re slightly higher in fat than traditional butter and make a delicious crust; it’s fun to experiment with them. But I make a lot of pies and have a hard time justifying the expense.
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Vegetable shortening. Fats lubricate the flour — that’s what “cutting in the fat” is all about — and make piecrust tender and flaky. But there are major differences between butter and vegetable shortening (Crisco being the iconic brand). Butter is an all-natural product that adds a delicate buttery flavor to crusts; vegetable shortening is flavorless. It’s produced by treating cooking oil with a process that solidifies the oil and makes it stable across a wide temperature range.


In other words, unlike butter — which hardens in the fridge and softens at room temperature — vegetable shortening maintains much the same solid consistency regardless of the ambient temperature.

One reason for Crisco’s popularity is the fact that it’s been around for a long time and is part of the American pie-making tradition. In spite of the fact that vegetable shortening has none of butter’s flavor, a Crisco crust has a pleasant, almost nutty taste. For a great many of us, that flavor is synonymous with the pies our moms or grandmas used to make. A butter crust wants us to notice its lovely flavor; a Crisco crust is happy to be a supporting cast member in service of the filling.

In my day-to-day pie making, I almost always add a couple of tablespoons Crisco to my otherwise all-butter crust. Not only does the shortening soften the dough and make it easier to roll, it has a conditioning effect on the crust and renders it more tender than an all-butter crust. In that respect, a butter-shortening crust offers the best of both worlds.

Lard. Americans have a conflicted relationship with lard. It was a beloved staple in our ancestors’ farm kitchens, but it earned a reputation as being bad for our health. More recently, animal fats have begun to enjoy a renaissance of sorts. I’m a cook, not a health cop, so if you have concerns about lard — or any other fat, for that matter — I encourage you to do your homework. Let me suggest The Fat Kitchen: How to Render, Cure & Cook with Lard, Tallow & Poultry Fat by Andrea Chesman.

But from a purely pie-making perspective, lard enjoys an enviable reputation for creating the flakiest of piecrusts. Lard’s flavor is generally neutral, but many experienced pie makers will tell you that using butter and lard in more or less equal proportions creates the best piecrust you’ll ever taste.

Like any other ingredient, it helps to know your source. Lard is available in supermarkets, but many home bakers prefer to seek out local farmers or other sources for top-quality lard. A dedicated few are rendering their own lard, a process of slow-melting pig fat on a pot on the stovetop.


Salt, Sugar, and Cornstarch


Plain old table salt comprises just a fraction of the total ingredients in a pie dough, but it plays an important role. Without it, piecrust will taste flat. So unless you’re on a strict salt-limited diet, don’t leave it out.

Sugar is usually considered an optional ingredient in a piecrust. If you’re making a sweet pie, you really don’t need it; the filling should provide all the sweetness that’s required. And if you’re making a savory pie, like a quiche, it’s simply not necessary.

Sugar does help to brown the crust, but this is often a disadvantage for pies that take a while to bake, which most pies usually do, and results in an overbrowned edge. So pie bakers typically leave the sugar out of the crust. However, if you want to add a teaspoon or two of sugar to any of the basic pie dough recipes here, feel free to do so.

As for cornstarch, I use a spoonful or two in many of my pie dough recipes to make the crust a little more tender. A lot of pie makers don’t bother with it, but I think it makes a small but worthwhile contribution.


Water and Other Liquids

You need just enough fresh water in piecrust to make the dough come together. Any water that’s fit to drink is fine. Pie makers sometimes disagree on how to add the water — a little at a time, all at once, or somewhere in between. I have my own thoughts, which you’ll read about in chapter 3, about how it should be done for both the hand method and food processor doughs.

You will find pie dough recipes here that include other types of liquid, like milk, one with puréed cottage cheese, and in other cases an egg or egg yolk for tenderness.

There is also a buttermilk pie dough in the piecrust chapter. Buttermilk is an acidic liquid that helps tenderize dough, much the way vinegar does, which is why I often add vinegar to my pie doughs.


Ingredients for Fillings

As I’ve mentioned, something that’s always appealed to me about pie making is the fact that pie recipes rarely require exotic or hard-to-find ingredients. You can find virtually everything you need at your local supermarket or farm stand. Let’s consider some pie filling staples.


Fruit

Americans have grown accustomed to finding any sort of fresh produce virtually year-round on our supermarket shelves — strawberries in the dead of winter, peaches in April, and so on. There’s a measure of comfort in knowing that the goods are always there, even if they come from halfway across the globe. But experienced pie makers know to set their calendars and baking schedule by what’s happening closer to home.

When you think about making a fruit pie, the first thing to ask yourself is, “What’s in season locally?” You can doctor the fruit all you want, but there’s no substitute for the flavor and juiciness of ripe local berries, peaches and other stone fruits, and apples. Using good fruit will get you halfway to a great pie. (The other 50 percent is what this book is all about.)

When you crave a fruit pie in the middle of winter, however, consider frozen fruit. The bags of frozen fruit at your supermarket are known as IQF (individually quick frozen) fruit, and the name should give you a clue as to why the quality of the fruit is generally very good: the ripe fruit is quickly processed and frozen, capturing most of the juice and flavor. I watch for sales at my local supermarket and stock up when the price is right.

Be advised that whenever I specify frozen fruit in a recipe, I’m talking about frozen fruit in a bag, not frozen fruit packed in syrup.
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Learn how to make a fancy (but simple) lattice topping.




Eggs and Dairy Products


Where eggs are called for in this book, I use large ones. I keep a couple of dozen on hand at all times because I bake a lot of pies and quiches. I don’t always buy cage-free eggs, but I try to because I think happy chickens make better-tasting eggs. Unless I’m separating eggs, which is easier to
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Sugars and Spice
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Keep Those Pie Spices Fresh




	Rule of thumb: Only buy enough of a given spice that you’ll use in 6 to 9 months.

	Buy smaller quantities from a bulk dealer, whose supplies typically are fresher.

	Give the spices the sniff test. If they don’t tantalize your senses, throw them out and get fresh ones.

	Keep them away from the heat. The biggest mistake cooks make is storing spices too near the stove. Heat destroys the volatile oils that give spices their flavor.

	Don’t store them in the sunlight. Direct sunlight will wreak havoc on their flavor. Find a dark, low-humidity cabinet to store them.

	If you really want your pies to sparkle, get a spice grinder and use whole spices.





Thickeners














Pie through the Ages




	The Oxford English Dictionary notes that the word pie was “evidently a well-known popular word in 1362,” although it most likely referred to meat and fowl pies, not dessert pies.

	In 1475, the Italian writer Platina offered a recipe for a squash pie sprinkled with sugar and rose water. Could this have been an early ancestor of our pumpkin pie?

	Fruit pies likely did not exist much before the 1500s. In Tudor and Stuart times, English pies were made with pears, apples, and quinces.

	Pie came to America with the English settlers, who baked their pies in pans known as “coffyns.” Pastry crust was not their forte. It was typically meant only to contain the filling, not to be eaten.

	Apple pie for breakfast is an old New England tradition. The 1877 diary of a Vermont housewife counts her annual output of pies at 427 — and this without refrigerated pie pastry!

	Pie is still America’s favorite dessert, with apple leading the pack.
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