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 Introduction

The Romance of Biscuits

As if it were just yesterday, I can still see my great-aunt in North Carolina making a fresh batch of buttermilk biscuits for breakfast. On the counter was a big wooden bowl into which she'd dumped an entire five-pound sack of flour a day or so earlier and kept covered with a towel. When she was ready Aunt Toots would simply make a well in the center with her fingers, add unmeasured quantities of baking powder, baking soda, and salt to the indention, whish it all around with just the right eyeful of flour collected from the sides of the bowl, and quickly rub small scoops of lard into the mixture till it was mealy. Next, she'd add just enough buttermilk from a jug to make a sticky dough, pat out perfect rounds with her floured hands, arrange them almost touching one another on a heavy, slightly battered baking sheet, and stick them in the hot oven.

She'd then re-cover the utterly dry remaining flour intended for more biscuits at suppertime and proceed to fry bacon while the biscuits were baking. The entire 
mixing and patting procedure took maybe five minutes. Aunt Toots never once looked at a clock or even peeked in the oven, and when she knew instinctively the biscuits were ready, she'd simply hand me a dish cloth while she stirred a pot of grits and direct, "Take 'em out honey—now!" As always, the biscuits were high and fluffy, the tops golden brown and slightly knobby, and, when I broke one open to butter the halves, the soft, moist inside released a tangy aroma that almost made me salivate. The flavor was indescribable.

Since those childhood days, I've watched my own mother turn out thousands of amazing biscuits, I've made countless batches myself, and sampled every style imaginable from coast to coast, but, for whatever sentimental or psychological reasons, I don't think I've ever tasted biscuits quite like those flaky, sapid wonders that Aunt Toots concocted—and it's for sure I've never again seen anybody duplicate her amazing method of dealing so deftly with all that flour. Like most Southerners, of course, I've been obsessed with biscuits my entire life, a passion no doubt inherited from generations of family and relatives like Aunt Toots and one that serves as the major inspiration for this book. Since biscuits have been prepared and loved throughout America ever since the country was founded, I'm not about to insinuate that Rebels have a monopoly on the bread. But it is true that, historically and gastronomically, biscuits have been as much part of the South's cultural backbone as pork barbecue and fruit cobblers, and that just the idea of going two or three days without some form of biscuit is literally inconceivable to me when I'm home.



 Biscuit Bonus

Always use vegetable shortening or lard to grease a baking sheet for biscuits. Butter tends to make them stick and the bottoms overbrown.




Southerners certainly didn't invent biscuits, but we do claim them atavistically as a major component of our natural birthright. Actually the term biscuit derives from the Latin bis ("twice") plus coctus ("cooked") and refers most likely to a crude Roman bread made in the first century A.D. During the Middle Ages, the English developed their first savory bysquytes and the Scots their closely related sweetened and unsweetened skonns (scones), and by the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in France there had evolved a pain biscuit ("twice-baked bread"), which, like the British examples, was probably an unleavened, dry, hard flatbread or cracker cooked first on a griddle, then baked and used as a spoilage-resistant ration for military troops on the move. No doubt it was these rudimentary, long-lasting styles of biscuit (or "ship's biscuit") that were part of the provisions on both ships headed for colonial America and the first whaling boats of New England. In 1828, Webster defined biscuit as "a composition of flour and butter, made and baked in private families," but it was not till a few years later, with the introduction of baking soda, that the small, leavened, puffy, American-style "soda biscuit" (in contrast to the unleavened cracker type) began to resemble the biscuits we know today. All that was needed next was commercial baking powder and yeast, which made their first appearances in 1856 and 1868 respectively and revolutionized a 
bread that would take America—and especially the South—by storm.

Of course, much of the history of American biscuits is shrouded in mystery and conjecture, one puzzle being the origins of a "beaten biscuit," which was probably the American original and which seems to have been popular throughout the Eastern states long before baking soda, baking powder, and yeast came along. Unleavened biscuits made with flour, lard, and milk that were beaten repeatedly with a pestle, heavy mallet, or skillet to soften and smooth them might well have been a common staple in home kitchens as far back as the mid-eighteenth century. Essentially, the biscuits were continuously layered and pounded to introduce air into the dough and give them a lift in the oven, but so laborious and time-consuming was the practice that eventually it was up to a woman in Vineland, New Jersey (a Yankee!), to come up with a rather primitive dough-kneading machine through which the dough could be passed over and over till it was light and smooth. Then, later on in the nineteenth century, a manufacturer in Missouri invented a beaten biscuit brake with two nickel-plated rollers that made the job even easier and the biscuits even more popular. With all the advantages of both biological and chemical leavenings to producing fluffy raised biscuits, the tradition of making firm, dry, smooth beaten biscuits (or, as they curiously also came to be called, Maryland biscuits) was gradually relegated to a few Southern states, and while today the old art has almost disappeared, there are still enthusiasts (especially in Kentucky) who own biscuit brakes and wouldn't dream of making biscuits any other way.



 Biscuit Bonus

When rubbing chilled fat into biscuit dough, work quickly so that the heat from your fingers doesn't melt the fat and produce an undesirable oily, flakeless biscuit.




Whether twentieth-century cooks chose to beat their biscuits the old-fashioned way or utilize the more practical leavenings, it's for sure that with the advent of commercial biscuit mixes like Bisquick in the 1930s and canned biscuits in the 1940s, a century-old art that had been the province of kitchens all over America was changed forever in favor of facility and with little regard for distinctive flavor and texture. Soon these bogus products filled the cases of every supermarket. Some were used as a foundation for everything from frozen meat pies to pizzas to fried "dogs on a stick," and it wasn't long before modern fast-food outlets everywhere were touting standardized biscuits in every guise possible on their menus. Little wonder that by the present age, fresh home-baked biscuits have virtually disappeared from most kitchens outside the South, and even in that region, which has fostered tradition like none other, biscuit making is hardly the same widespread ritual it was when I was growing up in North Carolina.

The irony, of course, is not only that I've never met a human soul who didn't relish, indeed rave about, freshly baked biscuits, but that no bread is simpler, quicker, and more downright fun to make. As this book is intended to illustrate, the regional diversity of biscuits (and scones) is both fascinating and revealing 
of our rich heritage; the flexibility of ingredients and techniques is enough to reassure even the most nervous cook; and so long as you respect a few basic time-tested rules (e.g., adding the right amount of baking powder in proportion to the style of flour used, rubbing or cutting fats quickly into the flour mixtures, using the right equipment, and, above all, never overmixing the dough), there's really no reason why biscuit making can't add a whole new dimension to cozy breakfasts and elaborate weekend brunches, to stylish afternoon teas and cocktail parties, to informal cookouts and picnics, and even to the snazziest suppers. Then, once you've mastered the knack of turning out great biscuits and scones for almost every occasion imaginable, there's also a chapter devoted to the many clever and lip-smacking ways that biscuits and biscuit doughs can be utilized to make or enhance all sorts of main-course dishes and sumptuous desserts.



 Biscuit Bonus

The amount of liquid needed to produce ideal biscuit dough is always variable and can depend on the style of flour used. Generally, add enough liquid to make the dough very soft, often wet and sticky, unless the recipe directions indicate otherwise.




Although the exact origins and much of the lore surrounding American biscuits remain obscure, I have every reason to believe that this simple, distinctive, and delectable bread has played an important role in virtually every step of the country's development. Subjected to numerous transformations by the original European settlers, no doubt one style of biscuit or another nourished our colonial ancestors, the explorers and fishermen who depended on such practical staples for survival in the wilderness and at sea, and, to be sure, the early pioneers and cowboys who baked their sourdough biscuits three times a day in chuck-wagon Dutch ovens over open fires. As the nation developed, every region, exploiting its own flours, meals, fats, leavenings, and indigenous secondary ingredients, evolved different ways of making biscuits, resulting in a repertory that is as eclectic today as it was a century ago.



Most of these diverse ingredients and cooking techniques are represented in the book, explanation enough of why some recipes utilize certain flours and fats, others call for different quantities of baking powder and liquid to make specific types of dough, and still others indicate oven temperatures and baking times that are not consistent with the norm. Quite frankly, I don't think I've ever once made a batch of biscuits the exact same way, and once you've mastered the basic techniques and determined your personal likes and dislikes, I strongly encourage you, within reason, to give full rein to your instincts. Try all sorts of flours, fats, and liquids, experiment with dough textures, vary the sizes and shapes of the biscuits, test alternate baking procedures, and, of course, never stop thinking of sensible ingredients and flavorings that might enhance your biscuits—and, consequently, make the recipes your own. That's what the romance of biscuits is all about, and that's what links us to a long, bold, proud regional tradition that must never be allowed to disappear.


 Biscuit Basics

No cooking activity is easier and more fun than baking a successful batch of biscuits, so long, that is, as you respect the ingredients, use the right equipment, and observe a few basic procedures that are as valid today as a century ago. Take a moment to carefully review the following fundamentals before measuring ingredients, sticking your hands in the dough, cutting out rounds, and placing the baking sheet in the oven. It could make all the difference in the way your biscuits come out.


INGREDIENTS

The three basic ingredients of biscuits couldn't be simpler, but since each can have a dramatic effect on baking success, special attention should be paid.


Flours

Wheat flours can be unbleached or bleached, meaning that, during the milling process, either the whole grain (including the germ) is ground (unbleached) or both the outer coat and germ of the grain are removed (bleached) to facilitate processing and assure longer shelf life for the flour. The main difference between the two is that unbleached flour has higher nutritional value and, some believe, better taste. To restore nutrients to bleached flours, millers "enrich" them with various vitamins and minerals. In general, all-purpose flour, bleached or unbleached, is enriched and can be used interchangeably when making biscuits and most other breads.

Although you can certainly make delectable biscuits with ordinary all-purpose flour (a blend of soft and hard wheats), one of the undebatable truths of this world is that nothing produces more wondrous biscuits than soft winter wheat Southern flour. (To test the notion, all you have to do is make two batches of biscuits side by side using the separate flours and observe the differences in height and fluffiness.) The main reason is that Southern flour contains less gluten-forming proteins than the hard-wheat flours found in most other areas of the country 
and the different ways the flours react with baking powder. Hard-wheat flours might be ideal for yeastleavened breads, but for biscuits, which depend on quick-acting chemical leaveners, nothing guarantees ideal results like soft Southern flour.

Reducing the gluten-forming protein in all-purpose flour by substituting in part some soft cake flour is often one acceptable option for certain biscuits, but if you're really serious about biscuit making, you'll seek out such superior Southern flours as White Lily, Martha White, Red Band, and Melrose. Few of these flours are widely available outside the South (White Lily is marketed nationwide in most Williams-Sonoma shops), but two can now be ordered in five-pound bags directly from the producers, and a very good soft-wheat pastry flour suitable for biscuits is available from a third source in the North. Check the mail-order source section at the back of the book.

Self-rising flour is simply enriched all-purpose flour to which baking powder and salt have been added. Although most of today's self-rising flours can be effectively substituted for regular all-purpose flour (minus, of course, any baking powder and salt asked for in your recipe), many cooks don't trust them since, during delays in merchandizing or storing, the leavening can lose some of its potency. I always have both types of flour on hand for making biscuits and think all serious biscuit makers should too. Just make sure you check the expiration date stamped on the bags of self-rising flour. Frankly, my biscuits turn out just as well with self-rising as with all-purpose flour—and no doubt the former is quicker when you're in a hurry.



 Biscuit Bonus

To make your own self-rising flour (enough for about a dozen biscuits), sift together into a bowl 1¼ cups bleached all-purpose flour, ¾ cup cake flour (or use only all-purpose flour), 4 teaspoons baking powder, and 1 teaspoon salt. Store larger amounts in an airtight canister up to two months.






Leavenings

American Indians in the eighteenth century learned to use pearl ash to lighten their crude breads, but it was not till the mid-nineteenth century, when commercial baking soda (1840), commercial baking powder (1856), and commercial yeast (1868) were introduced, that cooks began to leaven their biscuits into the fluffy wonders they became in the twentieth century. Today, there are a few styles of biscuit leavened with slow-acting yeast or cream of tartar (a powdered, fast-acting acid salt), but by far the two most standard agents are chemical baking powders and baking soda, both of which are alkaline compounds used in conjunction with acidic ingredients to quickly produce the carbon dioxide gas necessary to make biscuits porous and light and to coax them to rise highly when baked.

Baking soda can be the sole leavening for biscuits if the dough is acidic enough to react with it and generate carbon dioxide, but most biscuits depend primarily on baking powders for fast rising and lightness. Although there are single-acting baking powders, which are ideal for fine-textured cakes and other delicate baked goods, biscuits always call for the double-acting 
type, which produces an initial set of gas bubbles when the powder comes into contact with the liquid, then a second set during the baking process. Using too little baking powder will prevent biscuits from rising properly, but too much can not only produce a chemical aftertaste but also make the biscuits too dry. I usually try to gauge the quantity of baking powder according to the style of flour being used and the amount of acidic ingredients in the recipe, but rarely do I use more than a full tablespoon of baking powder per 2 cups of flour.

Always check the expiration date on a can of baking powder. To test whether the powder has lost all or part of its potency drop ½ teaspoon of it into a glass of warm water. If it foams vigorously the powder is still fully active. If it is over the hill and you're caught in a dilemma, remember that you can always make your own baking powder by combining roughly equal amounts of baking soda and cream of tartar. And never forget that if you dip a wet spoon into a baking powder can, you'll deactivate the entire can.

Although baking soda by itself has no leavening properties and must be used in combination with acid ingredients such as buttermilk or molasses to be effective, it can produce very tender biscuits. The proportion of baking soda to liquid is about 1 teaspoon soda to 1 cup of liquid, the reaction being basically the same as when the acid and alkaline in baking powder come in contact with liquid to produce carbon dioxide. For this reason, be sure to first mix baking soda with dry ingredients before adding any liquid.

Active dry yeast (proofed in warm water or not proofed) can be used with or without other leavenings to produce biscuits that are particularly light and fluffy, but I think it's misleading to suggest that yeast automatically guarantees a feathery biscuit or necessarily a superior one—just too many other important factors are involved. I rarely resort to yeast in biscuit cookery since I much prefer the sturdy but light textures produced by baking powder and baking soda. I can't deny, on the other hand, that a double-leavened angel biscuit can be one of the best breads on earth when made properly, and classic Jewish yeast biscuits just wouldn't be the same leavened with other agents. Do be sure to buy baker's active dry yeast (in ¼-ounce packets or 4-ounce jars) and not brewer's yeast, which is not a leavener but used mainly for brewing beer. Kept in a cool, dry area, active dry yeast maintains its potency at least three months.



 Biscuit Bonus

To avoid any chemical aftertaste of commercial baking powder, you can make your own by combining equal amounts of baking soda and cream of tartar. Store the mixture in a tightly sealed container up to two months.






Fats

Lard (the rendered fat of hogs), vegetable shortening, butter, and margarine are the principal fats used to make biscuits and each has its own distinctive properties. Their function is not only to impart flavor, but, most important, to grease the proteins present in the flour so that the liquids cannot activate the gluten; to 
separate the flakes in doughs by melting between the starchy layers during baking; and to thus tenderize (shorten) the overall texture of the biscuits.

There can be no doubt that lard, which is 100 percent fat, produces the fleeciest, most tender biscuits since it has the greatest shortening power and maintains the biscuit's crisp texture at all temperatures. (Curiously enough, however, pure lard contains considerably less cholesterol than butter.) Next best for fluffiness is vegetable shortening, constituted of both animal and vegetable oils and today the most popular fat for making biscuits. Butter and margarine are both richer in flavor, but since they are only 80 percent fat, they have less shortening power than lard or vegetable shortening and thus yield a heavier texture (especially butter, because of its milk solids).

The ultimate biscuit, of course, would have the combined flaky tenderness produced by lard, the fluffiness from vegetable shortening, and the rich flavor of butter. Mixing fats is always an option, but be warned that it can be risky if you're not familiar (through experience) with how each behaves. Just a little flavorful butter, for example, can reduce the flakiness of biscuits made primarily with lard or vegetable shortening, and although combining butter and margarine will lower a butter biscuit's cholesterol, both the flavor and possibly the texture will be noticeably affected. The best idea is simply to experiment, recording your amounts and results each time.

Note also that, because of its high butterfat content, heavy cream by itself can be used to moisten and shorten some biscuits without the help of another fat. (Light cream or half-and-half will not do the job properly.) As for substituting a cooking oil for a fat, I have included one recipe in this book that utilizes olive oil (with somewhat questionable results), but, generally, I advise strongly against the practice unless you're willing to risk ending up with oily, tough biscuits.

I always store lard, like butter and margarine, in the refrigerator since it can become rancid. I've heard or read somewhere that vegetable shortening tends to break down if it's kept chilled, but I've never once had that problem. Perhaps it's because I use only Crisco.



 Biscuit Bonus

For the flakiest biscuits, chill the butter, shortening, or lard and quickly rub it (or cut it with a pastry cutter) into the flour before adding the other ingredients.







BISCUIT-BAKING EQUIPMENT

Biscuit making requires only the most rudimentary, relatively inexpensive cooking equipment, but every item is important and rarely should substitutions be made if optimum results are expected. To mix the dough, a large, deep bowl with plenty of wide surface area is obligatory for rapid whisking of the dry ingredients, cutting in the fat, and easy stirring of the dough. I use three different mixing bowls, one heavy wooden, another stainless steel, and the third a sturdy ceramic produced by Arm & Hammer exclusively for making biscuits. Since aluminum can give acidic ingredients a 
metallic taste unless it is well anodized, I shy away from these bowls.

Nothing is more strategic in biscuit making than baking sheets and pans, the color, size, and gauge of which must be right for ideal results. Shiny baking sheets are preferred by far to dark ones since dark surfaces absorb heat more quickly and could cause overbrowning of the bottoms. All my baking sheets for biscuits measure 13 to 15 inches by 10 inches and, for even heat distribution, all are rimless lengthwise, with only a slight lip on each end. (Be warned that, for some reason, rimless baking sheets are increasingly difficult to find even in the finest shops and hardware stores.) A thin, light, flimsy baking sheet is worthless for baking biscuits intended to have uniform color and texture, so buy the heaviest gauge you can find (the sheet should not bend in the least). As for nonstick sheets and pans, experiment carefully till you determine how quickly and evenly they bake. And for biscuits to be baked in a cast-iron skillet, just make sure to use only skillets that are kept well seasoned by being periodically heated with a little oil on the surface in a preheated 300°F oven for about 30 minutes.

A half-moon-shaped stainless-steel pastry cutter is essential for cutting fats evenly into flour mixtures and for stirring doughs, I use only heavy wooden spoons or a large, heavy fork. For me, it would be inconceivable to make biscuits without legitimate sharp, metal, smallhandled biscuit cutters, and my prized collection ranges in sizes from 1½ to 3 ½ inches. Since these cutters almost guarantee even biscuits, promote rising by not sealing the edges, and are not expensive, I can't understand why anybody would use a dull juice glass, rough tin can, or any other inferior substitute to cut out biscuits.



"Let's talk about biscuits. Southern biscuits. Buttermilk biscuits so hot that you can grab one but not hold it longer than it takes to move from tray to plate. The top is a perfect circle, burnished gold, oven-crisp. The bottom is a darker disk, thicker from contact with the baking sheet. And the columnar side is snow white, as tender as sifted flour. Give a gentle tug, and it pulls apart like a warm cloud. Now quickly grab pats of butter, ease them on, ever so meekly, and watch the cleaved biscuits drink in the fast-melting yellow emulsion. Honey? Jam? Sorghum molasses? Redeye gravy? Yes, yes, yes, yes. Everything is good on biscuits."

—JANE AND MICHAEL STERN, A Taste of America, 1988






 BISCUIT PERFECTION

While there are certain principles governing the correct preparation of beaten biscuits, drop biscuits, tea biscuits, and other styles (enumerated where applicable throughout this book), special attention should be paid here to perfecting traditional baking powder biscuits since these are by far the most popular throughout America and the ones you're most likely to serve on a regular basis. In general, perfect baking powder biscuits should be at least one inch high with even or slightly 
craggy tops, light golden brown outside, flaky and slightly moist and fluffy inside, light and tender in texture, and clean tasting. Of course, the rules for making such biscuits successfully can vary from region to region and from cook to cook, but I do have my own strong convictions about a number of points.


	 I don't think there's any procedure in cooking I loathe more or consider less necessary than sifting flour. Particularly in the case of biscuits, there's simply no reason to ever sift when a whisk can be used more quickly and efficiently to mix the ingredients evenly and break up any lumps.

	One of the worst mistakes you can make with biscuits is to premix all the ingredients and allow the dough to stand for even a short amount of time—even in the refrigerator—before baking. It is indeed perfectly safe to premix the dry ingredients, but since the first action of the double-acting baking powder occurs the moment liquid is added (the second is when it's exposed to high heat), you want to maximize the leavening by getting the mixed and cut biscuits in the oven as quickly as possible. For high, fluffy biscuits, never mix the dough completely and let it sit and, likewise, never cut out biscuits till you're ready to pop them into the hot oven.

	Perhaps the most important rule in biscuit making is that the dough should be handled as little as possible to prevent toughness—minimum stirring of ingredients, kneading the dough no more than a few strokes, and gentle rolling or patting out.

	The ideal biscuit dough should be slightly wet and sticky after mixing. It might seem awfully messy, but it is this consistency of dough that produces the crispiest and fluffiest biscuits. When working with such a dough, I keep my fingers (or rolling pin) very lightly floured to minimize the stickiness.

	Rolling out dough might produce a smoother surface on biscuits, but since the natural tendency is to over-roll, I almost always simply pat mine out as gently as possible. It's quicker, easier, and, besides, I actually prefer biscuits that are a bit craggy on top. Without exception, biscuits that are patted instead of rolled out also seem more tender.

	Cutting out biscuits is very important, and nobody should be without a sturdy, sharp, metal biscuit cutter. A small juice glass can be used in emergencies, but remember that since this does not allow air to escape during the cutting, the biscuit can be overly compressed. To avoid jagged edges on biscuits (and uneven baking of the sides), never twist the cutter—simply cut straight down in one quick stroke.

	The best baking sheets for biscuits are heavy, sturdy, metal ones with no lips except for on one side (often difficult to find today for some strange reason). If the sheet is too 
thin and flimsy, the bottoms of the biscuits can burn, and if it has lips on all sides, the biscuits might not bake evenly. So long as there's adequate fat in the biscuit dough, there's no need to grease the baking sheet.

	If you like your biscuits browned all over, bake them about 1 inch apart on the baking sheet. Personally, I prefer the sides of most biscuits to be rather soft, so to keep the sides from overbrowning, I generally space the biscuits about ½ inch apart.

	Biscuits must be baked only in a preheated oven so that the high heat forces the baking powder to act immediately. I either preheat the oven to 450°F and bake the biscuits 10 to 12 minutes, or to 425°F for 12 to 14 minutes—depending on exactly what texture I want. Do remember, however, that the calibration of ovens can differ radically and that often a bit of experimentation is necessary before you can establish the right temperature and baking time.

	Leftover biscuits, for me, are not very good reheated, but when they're split (never cut open with a knife!), buttered, and toasted, they're utterly delicious for breakfast and almost as good as freshly baked ones. Biscuits stored in airtight plastic bags will keep well when refrigerated about four days, and they can be frozen for up to a month without losing much of their moisture.





 Biscuit Bonus

Unbaked biscuits can be frozen successfully up to one month without losing their texture. Freeze the rounds immediately after cutting them out in a single layer on a baking sheet, then wrap in aluminum foil, and transfer to freezer bags. When ready to bake, do not thaw; simply double the cooking time of fresh biscuits.






BISCUIT TROUBLE-SHOOTING





	Problem
	Possible Cause



	Didn't rise high enough
	

	Not enough baking powder

	Overmixing of dough

	Oven too hot







	Not flaky
	

	Not enough fat in dough

	Too much butter and not enough shortening or lard

	Overmixing of dough







	Not light and fluffy
	

	Dough was not wet and sticky enough

	Overmixing of dough

	Used blunt biscuit cutter







	Too dry
	

	Too much baking powder

	Baked too long







	Tough
	

	Not enough baking powder or baking soda

	Placed biscuits too close together on baking sheet

	Overmixing of dough







	Not even and smooth
	

	Used blunt biscuit cutter

	Biscuit cutter twisted while cutting







	Hard bottoms
	

	Baking sheet too thin or dark

	Baking sheet greased with butter

	Oven rack set too low







	Chemical taste
	

	Too much baking powder















 PLAIN RAISED BISCUITS

Traditional Baking Powder Biscuits [>]

Three-Fat Baking Powder Biscuits [>]

Mother's Buttermilk Biscuits [>]

Food Processor Beaten Biscuits [>]

Maryland Beaten Biscuits [>]

Zephyrinas [>]

Angel Biscuits [>]

Sam's Cloud Biscuits [>]

Sour Milk Biscuits [>]

Cathead Biscuits [>]

Clabber Biscuits [>]

Shirley's Touch of Grace Biscuits [>]

Butter-Yogurt Biscuits [>]

Old-Fashioned Stovetop Biscuits [>]

Ranch Fried Soda Biscuits [>]

Yankee Rye Biscuits [>]

Missouri Bran Biscuits [>]

Indian Cornmeal Biscuits [>]

Jewish Yeast Biscuits [>]

Biscuit Muffins [>]

Buttermilk Biscuit Yeast Rolls [>]

Olive Oil Biscuits [>]

Chuck-Wagon Sourdough Biscuits [>]

 


Another name for these plain raised biscuits could be Everyday Biscuits, meaning the ones that cooks throughout America have been making on a fairly regular basis for the past two centuries. These are the simple biscuits that, in one form or another, have served as part of the foundation of classic American cookery, the ones on which our ancestors were nourished, and the ones that continue to grace tables in homes (and restaurants) all across the regions. Some are the light, fluffy, tender wonders that have come to typify the ideal American biscuit; others are the denser examples that go so well with full-flavored soups, stews, and other hearty dishes; and a few are the relatively dry, crunchy rascals that many prefer at backyard cookouts and picnics and that seem to keep forever.

Essentially, most of these raised biscuits are made from a traditional flour or meal dough that is leavened with baking powder, shortened with fat, and moistened with some type of liquid. After that, all rules go out the window as biscuit aficionados from all over assert their authority: they demand certain flours, fats, and liquids; insist upon different ingredient proportions; debate mixing techniques; and defend stances on baking temperature, exactly where the biscuits should be placed in the oven, and, of course, how long they should be baked. Needless to say, I, like any crusty Southerner, have my own staunch theories on every aspect of biscuit making, but I do at least try to keep an open mind and experiment as much as possible. You'll therefore notice many slight recipe variants in this chapter, all illustrating different regional concepts and practices, but all, as I see it, only adding to the wide diversity and overall excitement of making good biscuits.


 Traditional Baking Powder Biscuits

This has been my (and my Southern mother's) basic way of making everyday biscuits for as long as I can remember. Soft Southern flour milled from winter wheat, of course, produces the highest, fluffiest biscuit, but I certainly have no objections to making these biscuits with either ordinary white all-purpose or very fresh self-rising flour (minus the baking powder and part of the salt) when I run out of White Lily, Red Band, or Martha White. What's most important is to add just enough milk to make a slightly sticky dough, and not to stir or knead the dough too much. If the biscuits do not rise at least one inch after baking, check to make sure the date stamped on the baking powder tin has not passed. I also love these biscuits split, buttered, and toasted for breakfast.

 


Makes about 16 biscuits

 






	2
	cups all-purpose flour



	1
	tablespoon baking powder



	1
	teaspoon salt



	¼
	cup chilled vegetable shortening



	¾

to

1
	cup whole milk, as needed







	Preheat the oven to 425°F.

	In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, and salt. Add the shortening and cut it in with a pastry cutter or rub with your fingertips till the mixture is mealy. Gradually add the milk, stirring with a fork, just till the dough holds together and is still sticky.

	Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface, knead about 8 times, pat out ½ inch thick, and cut out rounds with a 2-inch biscuit cutter. Pat the scraps together and cut out more rounds.

	Arrange the rounds on a baking sheet about 1 inch apart and bake in the upper third of the oven till golden brown, about 15 minutes.





Biscuit Bonus

Never substitute bread flour for all-purpose flour when making biscuits since the high percentage of gluten-forming protein in bread flour causes biscuits to toughen.





 Three-Fat Baking Powder Biscuits

In many respects, this is the ideal baking powder biscuit since the lard yields a delightfully brittle texture, the shortening a delicate fluffiness, and the butter a rich flavor. Just make sure that the lard is not rancid and that all the fats are slightly chilled before cutting or rubbing them into the flour.

 


Makes about 16 biscuits

 






	2
	cups all-purpose flour



	1
	tablespoons baking powder



	1
	teaspoons salt



	2
	tablespoons chilled lard



	2
	tablespoons chilled vegetable shortening



	1
	tablespoon chilled butter



	1
	cup whole milk







	Preheat the oven to 425°F.

	In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, and salt. Add the lard, shortening, and butter and cut them in with a pastry cutter or rub with your fingertips till the mixture is mealy. Make a well in the center, add the milk, and stir briskly with a fork just till the dough holds together.

	Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface, knead about 8 times, pat out ½ inch thick, and cut out rounds with a 2-inch biscuit cutter. Pat the scraps together and cut out more rounds.

	Arrange the rounds on a baking sheet 1 inch apart for crusty-sided biscuits or almost touching for soft ones and bake in the upper third of the oven till golden brown, about 15 minutes.





Homemade Biscuit Mix

Long before various baking mixes were packaged and placed on supermarket shelves, our ancestors concocted their own convenience mixtures of flour, baking powder, salt, and fat, which were stored for long periods and used to make biscuits every day, as well as muffins, pancakes, coffee cakes, and virtually any other quick bread product that today might call for a commercial mix. I've taken up this habit and suggest you do the same in preparation for having to make biscuits at the last minute and not wanting to fool with measuring ingredients. As a safeguard against bugs and rancid shortening, be sure to store the mixture in an airtight canister in the refrigerator, where it keeps for weeks and weeks. When the time comes to make quick biscuits, all you have to do is add liquid to the measured mixture, pat out the dough, form or cut out biscuits, and bake away.

 






	12
	cups all-purpose flour



	6
	tablespoon baking powder



	6
	teaspoon salt



	3
	cup chilled vegetable shortening







	In a very large mixing bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, and salt. Add the shortening and cut with a pastry cutter till the mixture is mealy, almost granular.

	Transfer to an airtight canister and store in the refrigerator till you're ready to make biscuits.



Makes about 4 quarts of mix





 Mother's Buttermilk Biscuits

For many Southerners, this is the queen of all biscuits, and my North Carolina mother is no exception. These are the light, fluffy, tangy wonders that nurtured me as a child, the ones featured at barbecues, church suppers, and political rallies throughout the South, and the ones I still make on a fairly regular basis. Needless to say, Mother couldn't imagine making these biscuits with anything but soft, low-gluten, winter Southern flour and Crisco shortening, and to watch her fix a batch following no "receipt" except the one in her head and fingers is a unique experience I've yet to duplicate with total success. By no means should you handle this dough too much, and since the nature of all ovens can vary enormously, begin watching the biscuits very carefully after about 12 minutes to make sure the tops don't overbrown.

 


Makes about 16 biscuits

 






	2
	cups all-purpose flour



	1
	tablespoon baking powder



	½
	teaspoon baking soda



	½
	teaspoon salt



	¼
	cup chilled vegetable shortening



	1
	cup buttermilk







	Preheat the oven to 450°F.

	In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, baking soda, and salt. Add the shortening and cut it in with a pastry cutter or rub with your fingertips till the mixture is mealy. Gradually add the buttermilk, stirring with a wooden spoon just till the dough is soft and slightly sticky.

	Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface and, using a light touch, turn the edges toward the middle, pressing with your hands. Press the dough out ½ inch thick and cut straight down into even rounds with a 2-inch biscuit cutter. Pat the scraps together and cut out more rounds.

	Arrange the rounds on a baking sheet no more than ½ inch apart and bake in the upper third of the oven till lightly browned on top, about 12 minutes.





Biscuit Bonus

If soft, low-protein Southern flour is unavailable for making biscuits, an acceptable substitute can be made by combining parts all-purpose flour with part cake flour.





 Food Processor Beaten Biscuits

Although I've always believed that using a food processor takes the fun out of making most biscuits, I had to admit that my old friend and colleague Jeanne Voltz's method of shortening the lengthy procedure normally involved in producing beaten biscuits made lots of sense. Do notice that the dough is "tenderized" in a plastic bag for two hours before being beaten in the food processor, and that it is made even more supple by being rolled in layers repeatedly.

 


Makes about 1½ dozen biscuits

 






	2
	cups all-purpose flour



	1
	tablespoon sugar



	½
	teaspoon baking powder



	½
	teaspoon salt



	¼
	cup chilled lard



	½
	cup half-and-half







	In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt. Add the lard and rub it in with your fingertips till the mixture is mealy. Add the half-and-half and stir just till a loose dough forms. Gather up the dough into a ball, place in a plastic bag, and let stand for about 2 hours.

	Preheat the oven to 325°F.

	Divide the ball of dough into 2 portions and, using a food processor fitted with a plastic dough blade, process each portion for 2 minutes. Gather both portions together, place on a lightly floured work surface, and roll out ¼ inch thick. Fold over, roll out again, and continue folding and rolling till the dough is silky smooth, 4 to 6 times. After folding the final time, do not roll out. Cut out rounds with a 1½-inch biscuit cutter, refold the scraps, and cut out more rounds.

	Arrange the rounds on a baking sheet about ½ inch apart and prick each round with a fork. Bake in the center of the oven till very pale brown and the insides are dry and flaky, about 25 minutes. Serve immediately or let cool completely and store in a tightly covered tin up to 1 week.





"My Mississippi mother, a Southern belle if ever there was one, loved beaten biscuits and served them often when she had friends over for afternoon coffee or tea. Outside the room in which I slept, there was the sawed-off, wide circular stump of a walnut tree, and it was there, early in the morning, that I could hear the beating of that biscuit dough, whack after whack after whack."

—CRAIG CLAIBORNE, Southern Cooking, 1987







End of sample
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