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​PREFACE
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I suppose that a book like this requires something of an explanation.  I mean, a book from me is no stretch.  I've written plenty of them.  It's just that none of them were cookbooks.  None of them were even non-fiction, though I've written plenty of that.  I cut my teeth on fantasy, horror, science fiction, and thrillers.  So why a book about pie?

The simple fact is, I saw a need for a book that didn't exist, and I decided I would write it.  Pie is important to me, and not just because I like to eat it.  It's part of my past, my history, my family, and in some ways it's important to our heritage, and our country.  At least, it used to be important.  Now what serves as pie in most cases is a 9" cardboard box with something inside that is more like a fat toaster pastry than a pie, pre-cooked and heated up to be half-eaten and catch flies in the kitchen after holiday meals.  These, I am happy to say, are not the pies of my childhood, or my memory.  I needed to bring it back full circle.  I needed to find the pies that I remembered, to learn how to make them and bake them and serve them up to my family.  In a world where things grow more generic and cookie-cutter by the day, I needed to make a stand.

When Thanksgiving rolls around this year, we'll be baking a fresh pumpkin pie.  And an apple.  And a cherry.  I hope my family loves them like I did when I was a boy.  Most of them aren't as much into pie as I am.  They like cake, and frozen chocolate pies, and a million sweet and tasty things, but pie – that's mostly me.  My daughter Stephanie joins me, and if the pie is right (sometimes topped with ice cream) everyone joins in.  The Honey-Crisp Apple Pie I made a few weeks ago disappeared like magic.  The Strawberry Pie was declared one of the best things ever.  It's a start.

I will win my youngest daughter Katie over when I make the pumpkin pie.  That is her personal favorite, and I'm pretty comfortable in my new-found baking skills.  I bet I can make one fatter and better than anything she's ever seen.  I know I'll do my best. I also know that the cardboard boxed competition will make it easy for me.

When I was young, my mom and my grandmother always wanted to know what kind of cake I wanted for my birthday.  Early on, I went with a wonderful strawberry cake my grandma made with Jell-o inside it...but later, things changed.  I started asking for blueberry pie instead of cake.  I got the meal of my choice, and it was pork chops, mashed potatoes, and blueberry pie.  I suppose that I was a weird kid, which led to the weird adult I've become, but I don't care.  I just like pie.

I blame most of this on grandmothers.  My other grandmother, on my father's side, Grace Wilson, baked an apple pie that was to die for.  She sugar-coated the crust...it was one of the happiest foods of my childhood.  I have yet to recreate that crust, though I am on the trail of it and have come close a couple of times now.  Makes me wonder if her mother taught her how to do it, or if it was just the product of years and practice.

The point is, when all is said and done, that I don't want my kids, whether they appreciate my efforts or not, to grow up in a world where pie means snack cakes or a thin, pasty fruit-thing in a cardboard box that you bake twice a year.  Maybe it won't be my family, or my kids, who pick up on what I'm saying and pass it on.  That's why I'm writing a book, after all.  To pass it on, and share it.  Maybe – since you are reading this – it will be you.

I'm going to start with a little history of pies.  No reason, except that when I set out to write this, I started searching, and reading, and now I know more about pies than I need to.  I don't think I should be the only one.  It's out there to be found, searched, and researched, but since you already plunked down your money for this book, you might as well trust me to tell it.  Believe me – pie has been around a lot longer than you might think.  The good news?  Sweet, sugary fruit pie is pretty much an American invention.  The saying is not far off the mark: As American as apple pie.

Onward!
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The Grand and Glorious History of Pie

There is evidence of food that could be called pie as far back as 9500 BC.  Granted, all they found was that some ground up oats or other grains were wrapped around honey to make a treat.  Still, it was a start.  According to my research, there was a recipe for a very basic chicken pie found in ancient Sumer.  For those of you who don't know, the Sumerians are one of the oldest civilized peoples to have inhabited our planet.  Again, we have taken what they started, tucked it in a shaped foil pan, wrapped it in a box, and made it so generic it tastes like canned soup in a crust.  This is a theme I will return to over and over again.  Pie, like everything else in the world, should evolve and get better – or at the very least, not prove us inferior to ancient Sumerian chefs.

Just as is the case with most great inventions, necessity is the mother of all pie.  In the very, very olden days, if an army, or a group of explorers, or even hunter gatherers went on a journey, they had to bring fresh food, find it, or kill it.  There were no preservatives, and even though they had begun to understand the concepts of canning and using salt to preserve meat and fish, the mobility of food was a problem.  Another problem was that, in a big place like a castle, or a Lord's house, the amount of cookware and pottery that would be necessary to create meals of the size and complexity desired was prohibitive.  With several meals a day, just the clean up would have kept an entire staff busy 24/7.

In all of these cases, the answer was a variety of pies.  It was discovered that crusts – very basic in the beginning – could be made extremely tough and versatile.  A stew could be made in a pot made of hardened crust, served, and then the servants – who also had to be fed – could tear away strips of the broth soaked pastry for their own meal.  Meat and other foods were wrapped in protective coatings of crust and carried on journeys.

It was the Roman Empire that spread the use of pies far and wide.  They were more advanced than other civilizations of their time in the art of using salt and oils to preserve their meat and other perishable food.  Among the recipes of theirs that remain today is a pie called Librum that was, basically, a type of cheesecake.  Thanks to those intrepid Romans, pie spread far and wide, invading Europe and taking over the world more thoroughly than any Viking crew or Pictish army could have managed.  After all – pie is good.

The fate of the pie was to remain in the hands of the poor for quite a long time.  In Europe, variations on meat pies became one of the staples of the workingman's diet.  The crust and the filling varied, dependent on the area where the pies were created, and the availability of different grains and meats.  An early variation of the pie was really more of a stew-pot of crust called a "Trap".  In ancient Europe they were called Pyes.

Who hasn't heard the nursery rhyme about four and twenty blackbirds being baked into a pie?  Songbirds and other exotic feathered critters were a delicacy among the royals of Europe.  They were common fillings for the pies in castles and fine houses, and no doubt it was one such dinner that inspired the poem.  For myself, crow pie holds little fascination.  I'm more of a blueberry man.

When the colonists brought the art of the pie to America, a sort of open-topped concoction emulating the pots made of crust, and the "traps" of the old country, they found new tastes and recipes in the fruits and vegetables of the new world.  It's pretty unlikely there was any pumpkin pie there when the pilgrims celebrated the first Thanksgiving, but there would have been meat pies – and it probably wasn't long after that that they came to try squash, and other new fillings.

The very first examples known of America's favorite, the apple pie, consisted mostly of apples steaming in a basically inedible crust meant to protect them from the fire.  Journals and history books show, though, that even in those days, the scent of baking apples and pies was considered a pleasure.  We all know and love that scent, and the addition of cinnamon, sugar, and other spices only serves to increase the allure.  In any case, that's more than enough babbling about the history of pies.

One last thing I'll mention.  Many types of pies exist.  There are tarts, turnovers, fruit-pastries, etc. by the dozens, and a lot of them are very good.  Those are not the pies of this book.  The three most common types are filled pies – pies with a single crust and some sort of fruit, cream, or other filling – cobbler, which is a pie with only a top crust – and the pies that I love.  Two-crusted pies, fruit-filled and baked.  I may do other books after this one and diverge into other types of pie – but for the purpose of American Pies, we will deal with only those that have a top and a bottom crust, fruit-filling, and are baked – not chilled.  Until the end of the book we'll also avoid mixing and matching fruit.  Sometimes simple is better.
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