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		Ingredients

		My great-aunt Mabel—I’ll make a few references to her in this book—lived in the house that was built by my great-grandfather, affectionately known as Big Daddy. It was a very large, older house that I’m sure was (or is) haunted, with a large pantry off the kitchen. As kids, when we were in trouble, we were sent there to sit and think about how our actions have consequences. This was supposed to be punishment, but I loved it, pretending I was some queen locked away in a tower, held hostage by jars of legumes and bags of cornstarch. I’d take the time to read the labels on food products and count how many different colored beans were in the jars until my eyes crossed. Once, when my granny came to let me out of my pantry prison, she asked if I’d learned anything. I answered by telling her that I found four cans of expired milk behind the peanut butter.

		You’ll need quite a few items out of the pantry and fridge to bake and cook your way through this book, and none of them are expired milk. Here are the basics.

		Flour

		My introduction to flour came in the form of a warning to be sure to moisturize so I did not go to school looking like I’d been crawling through it. In other words, don’t be ashy. Luckily, the hundred pounds of Vaseline and blue Bergamot grease my mother doused me in as a kid allowed me to achieve this to some degree of success. Yet, I’ve ultimately failed as an adult. Because while I don’t crawl through flour, at least not on good days, I spend a great deal of time rolling in it.

		Flour can be made from grinding a variety of raw grains, nuts, seeds, roots, and beans. It is also what you will need to bake everything in this book, so let us dive a little deeper into the different variations of the main character of this cookbook. Wheat flour is categorized by its protein content, and higher-protein flours, mostly made from hard wheat, are used to develop gluten for breads. By contrast, low-protein flours are used to make tender, flaky biscuits, cakes, and pie crusts.

		All-Purpose Flour: As the name suggests, this is a versatile, general-use wheat flour, milled from hard red wheat or a blend of hard and soft wheats, depending on the brand. All-purpose flour is available commercially as bleached and unbleached, which tells you how the flour was aged. Technically, all flour is bleached, but the process varies. Bleached flour is treated with chemicals such as chlorine dioxide and benzoyl peroxide to speed up the aging process. This results in a whiter, finer-grain flour that produces quick breads, muffins, and pancakes with a softer texture. However, when you’re looking to make a biscuit sturdy enough to hold layers of fried chicken, or crispy bacon, eggs, and cheese piled high, without crumbling as soon as you bite into it, my preference is to use unbleached flour.

		Unbleached flour is aged naturally, with a more off-white tint and dense grain. The denser grain adds more structure to baked goods like yeast breads.

		At Bomb Biscuit Co. we use King Arthur brand flour, and all the recipes in this book were made with it unless otherwise specified. But let’s be clear, for most of history, there was no brand-specific flour when it came to making biscuits. They were made with whatever was on hand.

		A few recipes call for other types of flour, so let’s break those down.

		Self-Rising Flour: Hands down the most popular flour of choice when it comes to biscuit making in the South, with White Lily brand being the most referenced. Self-rising flour is just that: it will rise by itself due to the baking powder and salt already added. White Lily self-rising flour is the leading actress in a lot of the biscuit recipes I’ve seen. While I agree she makes the flakiest biscuits, White Lily can be hard to find if you live outside the South, so I’ll also provide a quick method for making your own self-rising flour if you’re unable to find it.

		Whole Wheat Flour: It’s not what you would automatically think to grab when making biscuits. The bran and germ of the wheat grain make this flour more nutrient rich and give it a slightly darker color. Also because the bran absorbs more water, any recipe using whole wheat flour requires an increase in liquid volume as well. Whole wheat flour has a shorter shelf life, so I recommend storing it in the fridge or freezer.

		Gluten-Free Flour: Hats off to every baker, chef, home cook, and alien life force that has perfected the art of gluten-free baking. It is not to be trifled with. Xanthan gum, arrowroot starch, potato flour, and thoughts and prayers have become staple items we keep on hand for our gluten-free biscuits. I use Cup4Cup Gluten Free Multipurpose Flour, which works the best with the recipes I’ve developed. There are a lot of gluten-free mixes and flours on the market, and I’m fairly sure I have tried them all, with varying degrees of success.

		Graham Flour: When I started on this biscuit cookbook journey, I wanted to make sure that most of the ingredients were easily accessible. While it is possible that butter churned by golden fairies who live off the coast of France might make the best biscuits, I also think it is important to note that Big Mama and all the church ladies with the blue-ribbon recipes used what they had and produced some of the best baked goods you’ll ever find. That being said, I’ve got a kick-ass biscuit recipe that calls for graham flour that we get from Anson Mills. So there is a bit of fancy in this book that will absolutely have my mother throwing me the biggest side-eye when she reads this.

		Cornmeal: Of course! While people might say that biscuits are my thing, cornbread is inarguably my absolute favorite quick bread. Cornmeal is dried and ground field corn. In this book, the recipes call for fine- to medium-ground cornmeal. Not self-rising or Jiffy—please put that back. As a side note: My great-aunt Mabel made the best cornbread in the world. I said if I ever wrote a cookbook, I’d fit that note in somewhere. May she rest in eternal peace knowing that I now add a ridiculous amount of sugar to my cornbread in her honor.

		Fats

		Fats come in both liquid and solid forms and add richness and moisture to biscuits. They work to coat the proteins in flour, creating a boundary between the water and the proteins. This shortens and weakens the gluten strands, creating delicate cakes and tender breads. Throughout this book, you will use several types of fat to achieve biscuit greatness.

		Butter: Fat made by churning the cream from cows’ milk. Used generously throughout this book, butter is inherently tasty. We’ll use both unsalted and salted butter.

		Vegetable Shortening: One important feature of a southern kitchen, at least the ones I have had the pleasure of dining in, is the blue jar of Crisco that sits on the counter or above the stove. My aunt would tell you that is how you can gauge whether someone could cook. There was never actual shortening in that jar, just congealed bacon drippings that got redistributed liberally in about everything from green beans to cornbread, but we will get to the gospel of bacon fat later. Let us talk about shortening. Crisco, specifically, is a mash-up of palm, soy, and canola oils. In most older cookbooks, the fat used for biscuit making was lard, but with the commercial introduction of Crisco, which was much cheaper, the lard was replaced with shortening. Unlike lard, which can carry the flavor of the hog into your baked goods, shortening has a neutral taste—and a much longer shelf life than butter. It also has a high smoke point for frying. So much versatility in one blue jar, it truly is King Crisco. We’ll use shortening in several biscuits throughout the book as well.

		Bacon Grease: After removing those sizzling bacon strips from the stove, you must drain the leftover grease into a jar for later use because it is a sin to be wasteful, and those turnip greens need a touch of bacon fat to taste right according to the handbook of great cooks. Bacon fat was also used in pies and biscuits. I’ll say, bacon fat (and lard) is my favorite fat to use to make biscuits. Perhaps this is because it was the fat of choice in the biscuits of my childhood, and the nostalgia has a tight grip on my flavor profile. Or as my mother said once, we are from North Carolina, so we’re inclined to have a fondness for pork.

		Lard: Historically, biscuits were more commonly made with lard than butter. Lard can come in rendered and unrendered forms. Unrendered lard is just trimmed pig fat. I would not recommend this for baking, but if you ask a dear friend who is one of the best pitmasters around for a few pints of lard, this is what he might hand you. True story. So let us be precise with our request going forward. Rendered lard is what you use in baking. It’s still pork fat, but it’s been melted and filtered, then chilled. This helps remove some of the lingering pork flavor that you may not want to permeate your pie crust. Lard comes from the fatty parts of the pig, like the belly, shoulder, and butt. The superior version is leaf lard. It is derived from the leaf-shaped fat around the kidneys and abdomen. Its texture is ultrasmooth, and it produces the creamiest biscuits you have ever tasted. If you, like one of my closest friends, are anti-meat anything—especially pork—I realize this all sounds gross to you, and I apologize. There are lots of biscuits in this book just for y’all, so don’t close the book just yet!

		Duck Fat: This creates a flaky and tender texture in baked goods. In the recipe for Duck Fat Biscuits on this page, it’s used in place of lard.

		Peanut Butter: The peanuts that are roasted and then ground to create the peanut butter spread we buy in the store are full of fat and can be used in baked goods, like the Peanut Butter and Cane Syrup Biscuits on this page.

		Liquids

		Liquids add moisture, flavor, and in some instances, acidity to activate the leavening agents in your dry mix. Not adding enough liquid leads to dry and crumbly biscuits, and, friends, we’re not going to have any of that. Let’s take a look at the different types of liquids you’ll use throughout this book.

		Buttermilk: Traditionally, this is the liquid byproduct left over from churning butter. Prior to the emergence of homogenization, the milk was left out to permit the cream and milk to separate, allowing bacteria to form and naturally fermenting the milk. Unlike this byproduct of yesteryear, the buttermilk we purchase now is cultured, made by reintroducing lactic-acid bacteria to pasteurized skim or low-fat milk. The consistency will vary depending on the brand. All this is to say, if you have a recipe that calls for 1 cup of buttermilk, there is a chance that when that recipe was developed, the buttermilk they used could’ve been thicker or thinner than what you have in your fridge, causing you to add too much or too little liquid. Both lead to mild frustration and annoyance, and I don’t want y’all to be in the kitchen mad at me. So, for the recipes in this book that call for it, use full-fat buttermilk. If you can only find low-fat buttermilk, decrease the amount called for by ¼ cup and add back a tablespoon at a time as needed.

		Whole Milk: This is sometimes referred to as regular milk and contains around 3.25 percent milk fat. The creaminess, fat, sugar, and protein content make it an ideal liquid for whipping up delectable baked goods. Whole milk also supports browning and keeps the texture of your baked goods light. Therefore, I will sometimes brush a little whole milk on the biscuits before putting them in the oven. Many years ago, while living in a small town in South Carolina, I met a woman who made biscuits using whole milk with a tablespoon or two of cornstarch whisked in a bowl. She proceeded to mash cooked rice into the milk slurry before mixing it into the dry ingredients. The technique and the biscuits blew me away. When I asked where she learned it, she let me know that her family never used buttermilk for biscuits. Whole or canned milk was all they had. And rice, plenty of rice. So that is what they used. Many of the biscuit recipes that I’ve found in older African American–authored cookbooks list “milk” or “a can of milk” as the liquid needed.

		Evaporated Canned Milk: A shelf-stable product that’s made by removing water from fresh milk and then heating it, which gives it a slightly cooked taste and darker color. It’s also the secret ingredient in many church ladies’ mac and cheese recipes.

		Yogurt and Kefir: Both are made with cows’ milk, much like buttermilk. However, yogurt is made with cultured bacteria, while kefir—“drinkable yogurt” as my husband calls it—is made with kefir grain. We will use both in this book in place of buttermilk.

		Heavy Cream: This has one of the highest fat contents among dairy products. Also called heavy whipping cream, it is the thickest part of the milk that rises to the top. All that fat keeps heavy cream in constant rotation in biscuit recipes.

		Sour Cream: Another fermented dairy product that adds moisture to baked goods. Sour cream also has a high fat content and plenty of acidity to activate baking soda and help those biscuits rise to great heights.

		
			
				Leavening agents are essential in the art of baking. They produce gases that form little air bubbles in your dough or batter, causing it to inflate, which gives your baked goods a tall rise and a light texture. In this book we'll use these agents (separately, not all together!) to achieve great biscuits.

				Baking soda (NaHCO3), or sodium bicarbonate, is a dry powder that reacts to acid, causing carbon dioxide gas to form, which produces little bubbles, which produces the rise we want to see in biscuits. The acids most often used in biscuit baking include buttermilk, yogurt, and sour cream. It is widely written that if you don’t have buttermilk, vinegar or lemon juice may be added to whole milk to “form” buttermilk. This works but will not get you buttermilk flavor. Please know this and believe me when I tell you my grandma is frowning at y’all adding vinegar to your milk and calling it buttermilk. Still, the acid you have added will make those soda biscuits rise like nobody’s business, so I will not judge you, at least not today. (However, we will revisit this topic in the recipe for Whole Milk Biscuits on this page, and I’ll judge y’all there.)

				Baking powder is a mixture of baking soda, a dry acid (traditionally, cream of tartar), and cornstarch. It contains both baking soda and the acid needed to create the carbon dioxide reaction, but they don’t react while dry.

				Baking powder is often called “double-acting” because the magic happens in two acts. First, leavening occurs when the baking powder gets wet and the baking soda and acid react to each other. When this is dissolved in water and heated, more CO2, or carbon dioxide gas, is released.

				This is why most recipes (including the ones in this book) will tell you to mix the dry ingredients together before adding the liquid. It keeps the chemical leaveners from reacting until just before you heat them to preserve that lifting action. It’s also why I’ll instruct you to mix just until the ingredients are moistened, to minimize the escape of carbon dioxide gas from your batter.

				Yeast, active dry yeast to be exact, is a dried, granulated form of baker’s yeast. Yeast is a biological—rather than chemical—leavener. It’s alive, it eats the sugar in your dough, and it releases carbon dioxide gas, which your dough or batter will trap as it rises.

				Steam is created when a liquid in a recipe heats up in the oven and it tries to escape, lifting the dough. This steam could also come from the water that is naturally inside butter; as the butterfat melts into the dough, the water turns to steam and pushes up on the dough.

			

		

		Sugars

		A little sweetness makes everything better, but sugars play multiple roles when it comes to biscuits. In addition to adding flavor, sugars increase browning and tenderize the crumb. Also, sugar acts as the food for yeasted biscuits, like the Angel Biscuits on this page, increasing rising times. Here is a dive into the sweet side of the ingredients used in this book.

		Granulated Sugar: Also called white sugar, granulated sugar is most used in baking. Refined from sugar beets or cane, the fine crystals dissolve easily in your baked goods. However, to achieve that bright white color, granulated sugar made from sugar cane requires bone char, making this sugar unsuitable for vegan baked goods.

		Brown Sugar: Available in light and dark forms. Another refined sugar, brown sugar gets its distinctive brown color and caramel flavor from the addition of molasses. The difference between light and dark brown sugar is simply the amount of molasses it contains.

		Cane Syrup: One of the South’s most treasured sweeteners. It is made by extracting the “juice” from the sugarcane plant and boiling it down to a golden-brown syrup. It’s a bit sweeter than molasses and without the bitterness.

		Maple Syrup: The golden syrup we drench our pancakes in. With hints of caramel, vanilla, and prune, it’s much lighter in color and sweeter than cane syrup. It’s sometimes used as a substitute for sugar in recipes.

		Honey: This is my liquid sweetener of choice for biscuits. Made from the nectar of flowering plants, honey is a golden liquid produced by bees. Since it is a humectant, honey retains moisture, which makes it great for biscuits.

		Salt

		Kosher Salt: The recipes in this book use kosher salt, specifically Diamond Crystal. Shine bright like a diamond and put that iodized salt back in the cabinet. If you only have Morton (the other popular brand), reduce the amount of salt in the recipe by one-third. If you only have regular table salt, reduce the amount by half.
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		Tools

		When my husband and I first started dating, I remember visiting his apartment, thinking how empty the kitchen counters were. Mind you, other than a blender and a toaster, there wasn’t really anything else to go on his counter, but even those items were stored in the cabinets. He told me how he really didn’t like to have a lot of “stuff” out on the counters. My mom was sure this was a sign of a serial killer, but my granny reassured me it was just that he’s from “Up North.” Luckily it was neither; he’s just very neat. I think about that all these years later as our countertops are full of absolute chaos, albeit neatly organized chaos, but chaos nonetheless. From the convection toaster oven to a small toaster for Pop-Tarts, knife racks, two stand mixers, a Keurig, and lunch boxes, the list is endless. Yes, we have cabinets, but those are full. He truly has the patience of a saint. One evening, I mentioned to him how I was trying to keep the number of tools and equipment needed for this cookbook to a minimum. He laughed hysterically for a good fifteen minutes.

		So, here’s a list of the tools you’ll need to cook your way through this book.

		Mixing Bowls: Pyrex, stainless steel, plastic. All will work. A range of small, medium, and large mixing bowls should be in every biscuit baker’s kitchen.

		Measuring Cups/Spoons: Used to measure the amount of solid substance or liquid volume.

		Biscuit Cutter: The size of the biscuits in this book varies from 2 inches to 3½ inches for sandwich-sized biscuits. Each recipe yield is based on the biscuit cutter size. Of course, if you use a larger or smaller size than what is stated in the recipe, you will get a different number of biscuits.

		Bench Scraper: Sometimes called a bench knife

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
		

		Techniques

		
		Let’s Roll On

		
		Just Drop It

		
		Cut It Out
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		The Basics of Making Biscuits

		
		
		The Bomb Buttermilk Biscuit
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		Storing Your Biscuits
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COUNCIL

Chef/Owner
Bomb Biscuit Co.
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