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Sarahs Dedication

For my mother, Karen Billingsley; my Grandma Nyla; and my Great-Grandma Berthathree amazing women with a special skill for pie baking. I baked at their hips, and they passed along their tips, the touch, and the conviction that lard makes the finest pie crust. And for Margot, my tiny daughter, who I hope has inherited the pie gene, to carry our family gift into the future.

Rachels Dedication

For my mother, Linda; my father, Lane; and my sister, Rebekahall of whom inspired me to follow my passion to write about food and supported me when I left a perfectly fine job to do so, but who must now patiently put up with my near-constant obsession about what well eat next and when.
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Thinking about why we wrote this book, and committing those intentions to the page, we both looked back over lives rich with pies. We could have told the story here of the rambling white farmhouse where Sarahs great-grandmother baked a dozen pies a day for her family, pies for breakfast, lunch, and dinner that fueled the work on a Pennsylvania dairy farm. Or of Rachels quest for the perfect spicy beef patty, a flaky golden-crusted turnover carried to Jamaica by the British and from Jamaica to the Caribbean neighborhoods of Brooklyn, where she now lives.

But instead, we implore you: Bake pie.

We know that crust gets a bad rap. Bakers who end up with overbrowned edges and soggy bottoms routinely lament that making pastry is too difficult, too messy. Friends have confessed that they fear their rolling pin, that they nurture a special loathing of wiping up flour with a wet sponge, that their thick, clumsy fingers will never be able to handle dough. To these people, we respond softly, encouragingly: all you need is a wee bit of patience and a little time and youll be rolling, folding, and fluting like a bake-off champion. You can do it! The folks at Grand Traverse Pie Company, now a Michigan empire, started with nothing: no farm, no family pie history, no pie-making lessons. In fact, they may have never even made a pie before they started down the pie-making path. Today, their cherry creations are ranked number-one statewide in a state that knows something about cherry pies.

There is little in this revved-up, complex, ultra-connected world that is more satisfying than pie. And we dont mean just eating it. We mean baking it, too. Making a pie can be as simple as a mix of butter and flour wrapped around a bit of sweetened fruit that gives up its juices, which thicken and caramelize in the heat of the oven. The rewards are bountiful and immediate. Your kitchen smells amazing. Your friends and family feel cared for. You earn the pride of a job well done. And, served warm, drizzled with a bit of cold cream and paired with a cup of steaming coffee, a slice of pie makes the world feel safe, warm, and complete.

Although we like pie in all forms, we believe our focus here, handheld pies, fulfills two more elemental pleasures: both small things and eating with your hands make you happy. Take them to a picnic or a bake sale. Stick them in your freezer and pull them out for lunch, a snack, or dessert. Carry a batch to a friend who has just had a baby and wait for her grateful call.

We want to teach you, or at least to inspire you, with tales of yumminess. In the spirit of encouragement, we have arranged this book for ultimate usability and convenience. The first three chapters are technique-driven, outlining a few different ways to bake small pies, with some specific recipes for our favorites. We provide you step-by-step instructions on how to make homemade pop tarts filled with chocolate, how to bake a dozen little pumpkin pies in a muffin tin, and how to build a miniature lemon meringue pie in a half-pint jar.

The fourth chapter, Nuts and Bolts, is devoted to our favorite crusts and everyday fillings. These are perfect for mixing and matching; any of the crusts can be combined with any of the fillings to make a fabulous pie. But if you decide you want to master just one crust, go ahead and make it your staple, using it over and over with different fillings until youre ready for a change. You can also buy a top-notch ready-made pie crust (see Using Prepared Dough and contribute a homemade filling. And, yes, you can still call it a homemade pie.

The pie universe is immense, creative, and delicious, so we had to think long and hard about what to include here. Sarah is obsessed with cream pies and cant quite decide if the coconut cream  or the banana cream  is her favorite in the book. But then again, fillings such as spicy-sweet apple is forever classic, and apricot and peach are two of the best ways to capture the taste of the summer sun in every bite. Rachel, who grew up in North Carolina, brought a sweet Southern charm to the mix through Buttermilk-Whiskey Pie  and Pecan Pie. She thought up the brilliant Peanut Butter and Jelly Pop Tarts, too.

We also had to make room for some of the great recipes from our friends the pie experts: the irresistible Chicken Chile Relleno Pie with spicy gravy from Oh my! Pocket Pies in Houston, Texas, and the sophisticated Farmer Cheese Pie from sisters Emily and Melissa Elsen of Four & Twenty Blackbirds in Brooklyn, New York, who learned their pie-making skills from their South Dakota grandmother. Redolent of thyme and honey, these little cheese packages may become your go-to appetizer.

Before we go any further, we want to explain how this book got written: We met in New York City and bonded over our curiosity about the world of food, whose magnetic pull weve both felt throughout our lives. Even though we live on different coasts nowSarah in California, Rachel in New Yorkwe share a love for small pies, and we knew our complementary talents made us natural partners for a book about them that strives not only to teach, but also to inspire. Sarah is the baker; Rachel is the journalist. Rachel researched and contacted some of the best small-pie makers in the United States and wrote the profiles of these fascinating folks that youll find throughout this book. The recipes were all developed by Sarah, who also wrote their headnotes and all of the instructive text, in which she shares what she has learned over two decades of baking. Going forward, the I in the headnotes and text in the recipe chapters refers to Sarah.

This brings us to the ultimate truth about pies: they take time. All of the stepspreparing the dough, chilling it properly, making the filling, and shaping and baking your piesadd up to several hours. That said, you will spend these hours engaged in a sensual, delicious process with a rich, edible finish. A food processor produces excellent dough quickly, but you should give yourself time to make it by hand, working the firm butter into the silky flour with your warm fingers. The textures of the ingredients feel good. The movement is meditative. And there is no better way to develop a true feel for pie and to experience the satisfaction of handmade food.

So pick a pie and get baking! The sooner you do, the sooner youll have pie in hand, pie in mouth. And in our experience, theres no better way to be.


EQUIPMENT, INGREDIENTS, AND TECHNIQUES



Handheld pies are surprisingly easy to make.

But you will need some tools, ingredients, and techniques to smooth the way.
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EQUIPMENT



You need only the basics to turn out little pies: measuring cups and spoons, a rolling pin, a large bowl, a spatula, and a baking sheet (a few are even better). It is hard to make pies without these everyday tools (though, in a pinchread dorm roomSarah has rolled out dough with a wine bottle). Other pieces of equipment that simplify or prettify your pies are listed here, along with advice on choosing some of the basics.

Baking rack

When your pies come out of the oven, youll want to transfer them to a wire baking rack so air can circulate around them, cooling them evenly.

Baking sheet

Free-form pies are typically baked on rimmed baking sheets. If you are making jar pies, the easiest way to transport them to the oven and bake them is on a rimmed baking sheet. Youll get them into the oven all at once, and they wont tilt on the bars of the rack. Sheet pans are also nice for catching the occasional leak from a bubbling filling, ensuring it doesnt run onto the oven floor and burn.

Cookie or biscuit cutters

These are handy for cutting out crust shapes. They can have a straight or scalloped edge and be circles, hearts, squares, or stars. Resist using shapes that have cutouts or narrow parts, such as trees, gingerbread people, or snowflakes. They are difficult to fill and some wont contain a filling.

Dough scraper

This handy tool consists of a straight-edged, broad metal blade attached to a wood, rolled metal, or hard plastic handle. It is used for cleaning sticky dough bits from work surfaces and for lifting, turning, and transferring dough.

Food processor

This proven time-saver makes short work of cutting butter into dry ingredients, of grating apples, and of pureing fruits when a smooth, rather than chunky, filling is desired.

Frying pan or saut pan

When frying small pies, you want at least 1 in/4 cm of oil in the pan and enough space to fry three or four pies at the same time. A heavy, deep 10- or 12-in/25- or 30-cm frying pan or saut pan with 4-in/10-cm sides works nicely.

Jars

The Jar Pies chapter explains how to make little pies in -pint/240-ml jars. You want jars that are wider at the mouth than at the base or are at least straight sided. It seems obvious, but this is a common mistake: you cannot pop your baked pies out of the jar if the mouth is smaller than the base. Old-fashioned canning jars are perfect and can be used over and over; just discard them if they are cracked, as they may break when filled or baked.

Muffin tin

Many of the structured pies in this book are baked in a standard muffin tin, with cups that measure 2 to 3 in/6 to 7.5 cm in diameter. Tins made from sturdy, nonreflective metal work best. Sarahs are at least forty years old, quite dinged up, and perfectly great. Tins with twelve cups are easy to transfer in and out of the oven and rest nicely on the oven rack. Tins with six cups are easier to fit in the refrigerator. If you dont fill every cup in the tin, stagger your pies throughout the tin, leaving empty cups between pies, rather than loading all of the cups on half of the tin and leaving the other half empty. This ensures even baking.

Parchment or baking paper

Useful for rolling, wrapping, and baking dough, moisture-resistant, grease-resistant parchment paper also protects baking sheets from sticky pie-filling spills.

Pastry blender

This looks like a weapon but works like a charm. Essentially a short-handled masher with a series of rounded cutters, the pastry blender, also known as a pastry cutter, makes short work of cutting butter evenly into dry ingredients when making dough by hand. We both prefer a blade cutter to a wire cutter; blade cutters are sturdier and easier to clean.

Pastry wheel and pizza wheel

The pastry wheel consists of a fluted wheel attached to a handle. It cuts dough neatly and crimps the edges, creating a pretty finish. Youll also find that it is easier to roll a straight line than it is to cut one with a knife. A pizza wheel, which has a plain roller, works equally well for cutting straight edges. You should have both wheels in your tool kit. Or, look for a pastry wheel with a fluted wheel at one end of the handle and a plain wheel at the other.

Pie molds

Found at flea markets, antique stores, and in some kitchenware shops (Williams-Sonoma carries a good selection), pocket-sized pie molds do all the work of shaping a little pie: you use them to cut out the top and bottom crusts, to hold the crusts as you fill them, and to crimp the edges. Various shapes are available, such as apples or other fruit, hearts, circles, and bars. Some molds include a decorative cutout in the top crust that acts as a steam vent. Pie molds vary wildly in quality. Look for ones with a sturdy hinge, a minimum of nooks and crannies for dough to lodge, and sharpnot bluntcutting edges.

Pie weights

When making pies in jars or in muffin tins and for pies with creamy unbaked fillings (such as Banana Cream Pie), youll need to weight down the crust when you blind bake it). If you dont have pie weights, which are small, heavy ceramic or metal rounds that look like large beads, substitute dried beans.

Rolling pin

Heavy, wooden rolling pins are the best option for their weight and finesse. We find marble a bit too heavy, and also stickier. But you should use what you have or what you feel the most comfortable using. We have found that wood or marble rollers are more effective than plastic or silicone rollersor a wine bottle!



INGREDIENTS

The general rule is simple: The better your ingredients, the more flavorful they are. The more flavorful your ingredients, the tastier your pies are. The tastier your pies, the happier youll be!

Butter

All of the recipes in this book were tested with good-quality unsalted butter from an ordinary grocery store. Many excellent Irish, French, Danish, and other European butters are available in well-stocked supermarkets, and some farmers markets and cheese shops carry locally made European-style butters. These naturally cultured butters are a treat to bake with and contribute beautiful flavor to your crusts. They are richer and softer than regular grocery-store butter, however, so if you use them in our recipes, you may need to scale down the amount by about 2 tbsp.

Flour

Our recipes call for all-purpose flour, but you can experiment with whole-grain flours and with pastry flour if you want to vary the texture and flavor of your crust (see Using Locally Milled Flours).

Fruit

Use fruit in season or high-quality frozen fruit. Of course, the finest frozen fruit will be fruit you freeze yourself. Its a good idea to buy a flat of peaches or berries at the peak of the season and bag the sliced fruit or whole berries in doubled resealable plastic bags or in airtight plastic containers. They keep well for several months in the freezer, carrying their bright flavors from the peak of summer well into winters chill.

Short on freezer space or time? Youll find some good frozen-fruit brands in the Sources.

Lard

The rendered fat from a pig, lard contributes extraordinary flavor and tenderness to pie crusts. No, your crust wont taste bacon-y, but it will taste slightly richer and have a softer, more luxurious mouthfeel than a butter crust. And, should you fear the lard, know that it contains 45 percent monosaturated fat (the good stuff) and less saturated fat than butter.

Like all pork products, the best-quality lard comes from smaller farms and top-notch larger producers. Many supermarkets carry lard that has been hydrogenated to extend its shelf life, which you should pass up. Instead, you want to look for leaf lard, which is rendered from the fat around the pigs kidneys and is the highest grade. Sarah buys leaf lard with a gorgeous flavor at the Prather Ranch store in the San Francisco Ferry Building. It usually comes in a little pail and will keep in your refrigerator for several weeks or in the freezer for up to 3 months. Rachel buys leaf lard frozen in plastic pouches from Flying Pigs Farm at the New York City Greenmarket. (Flying Pigs also sells an excellent frozen butter-lard pie crust, which brings up the point that a blend of the two fats is also excellent, should you care to try it.) Prairie Pride Farm, located in Minnesota, sells a good organic leaf lard that can be ordered online from their Web site (see Sources).

Sugar

Many of the recipes in this book call for light or dark brown sugar. We believe it contributes a fuller, richer flavor. But if you like, you can substitute granulated sugar. You can also experiment with the richly flavored and textured natural sugars now available in most grocery stores, such as Demerara or muscovado. Because the crystals are often larger, these sugars are especially good for sprinkling, adding a bit of sparkle and crunch to your finished pies. You can use a colored sanding sugar, too, especially if youre making themed or holiday pies. Sarahs great-grandmother swore by superfine sugar, which dissolves more quickly in liquids and can be substituted for granulated sugar if you want to avoid a sugary crunch.


A Short Rant on Shortening

We do not use shortening. We know this is an affront to many of youespecially to Southerners who grew up loving the easy-to-handle dough it yields and its smooth taste in flaky baked crusts. But we simply dont think it tastes anywhere near as good as butter, lard, or cream cheese. Yes, it yields malleable dough and flaky crusts, but flaky yet flavorless is not what we enjoy.




Using Locally Milled Flours

A few seasons ago at San Franciscos Ferry Plaza Farmers Market, Sarah noticed a curious sight: a giant, hand-cranked mill set up next to one of the booths. She watched for several minutes as an older woman worked herself into a lather grinding enough flour to fill a modest-sized bag. Then Sarah stepped up to the machine and ground out her own bag (it took 15 minutes, the bag was equally small). Sarah took her precious freshly milled flour home and immediately began baking.

Nowadays, more and more home bakers can get their hands on locally milled flours. In some cases, these flours are made from regionally grown heritage grains on a small scale, which means they have a flavor that is distinctsometimes nuttier, earthier, sweeter, downright grainierfrom mass-produced flours. They are also typically free of additives and preservatives. The milling process is usually different, too. The flours are often stone-ground, which gives them a unique texture that can be detected in baked goods. These flours are fun to experiment with and are often more nutritious.

Sarah experimented with several small-mill flours when testing the recipes for this book and discovered that there is no precise formula for using them. She found that she could not trade out 2 cups/255 g all-purpose flour for the same amount of small-mill flour. Instead, she had to play with the proportions to get a good result, and the amounts diverged in each case. Although we cannot provide hard-and-fast rules for using these cool small-mill flours, we encourage you, once you are brave, to experiment with them. Full Belly Farm, Butterworks Farm, and Daisy Flour are three good suppliers (see Sources). You will probably need to do some sleuthing to find small-scale milled flours in your area. Start your search by asking at local bakeries, farmers markets, and food co-ops.





TECHNIQUES

We champion homemade pies. We are convinced that anyone can bake them. That said, a good pie is the product of centuries of pastry-making methodologies and wisdom, so here weve outlined some basic rules, tips, and techniques.

If you line up ten baking books and review the pastry techniques they contain, theyll all diverge and differ from one another on various points. The experience of cooking from a cookbook is learning one persons way of doing things. This section outlines what works for us. As your skill increases, you may develop your own tricks. You may consult other books. Go forth and do so, we say. Go with what works for you.

To start

Wipe down your work area and make space in your refrigerator to accommodate chilling dough and trays of pies. Rip or cut a few sheets of parchment paper. Measure out your ingredients, and make sure theyre at the proper temperature (butter chilled, ice water prepared, egg cracked into a small bowl). Lay out your equipment, too. Rummaging around in drawers and cupboards with sticky, floury hands is a messy endeavor.

Measuring

The dry volume measurements in this book are based on scooping the dry ingredients into the measuring cup with a spoon, then leveling off the top with a flat edge. Using the measuring cup as a scoop or pouring directly from the bag into the measuring cup may result in different volumes of flour or sugar. In most cases, the brown sugar measurement is specified as firmly packed. This means you press the sugar into the cup with your palm or a spoon, tamping it down as you add it in until it is level with the top of the cup. Measurements of fruits and nuts for fillings do not need to be this precise; if you have slightly more (because you want to use the whole basket of berries) or less (because you snacked on a handful of the pecans), just make a few less pies rather than stretch your filling.

Rolling

When rolling out dough, keep a small bowl or scoop of flour within easy reach for sprinkling on the dough, the work surface, your hands, and the rolling pin as necessary. Rolling can be a sticky business, especially if its a warm day or your kitchen is hot. If this is the case, try to work quickly, use the dough straight from the refrigerator, and refrigerate the portion of dough youre not using at the moment. Also, make sure your equipment and work surface are cool and dry. When dough sticks to the rolling pin, wipe it off immediately with a dry, clean cloth or rub it off with your floury palm. And if you have a dough scraper, use it for cleaning the work surface and for moving the rolled-out dough around on the surface or to another surface.

You can also place the dough between sheets of parchment paper or plastic wrap for rolling (it is a good idea to sprinkle either one with flour, too). Know that getting the rolling started is the hardest part; after youve given the dough a few presses, the action can be meditative, or even fun. Youll develop a feel for dough at the perfect temperature for rolling. It will be neither too soft (and sticky) nor too hard (likely to crack and crumble). What youre looking for is dough at cool room temperature. It has a bit of give to it when you press it with your fingertips, and when you make your first few passes with the rolling pin, it is pliable and yields evenly to the pressure.

Roll the dough in all directions. You can move the dough around or rotate it after every few strokes of the pin. Start by rolling three strokes away from your body. Then slide the dough scraper under the disk, give it a quarter-turn clockwise, and roll away from your body three more times. Lift, turn, and repeat again and again. The dough will be gradually flattening and widening more or less evenly on all sides.

Always roll in one direction, that is, not back and forth over the dough, but continually away from your body. You can start at the edge of the dough closest to you and roll edge to edge, but it is usually more effective to roll outward from the center (where the critical mass of dough is) to the edge.

You can also flip the dough over as you roll it out, to work it evenly from both sides. This helps to keep it from sticking. And if your dough develops wrinkles and rips, dont worry. Wrinkles or folds can be smoothed and will bake into the pie. Rips can be patched easily by pressing bits of leftover dough into them.

Shaping and Filling

For specifics on shaping and filling free-form pies, structured pies, and jar pies, see the master recipes for FreeForm Pie Recipe, Structured Master Pie Recipe, and DoubleCrust Jar Pie Master Recipe, respectively.

Because freeform pies and fried pies are not supported in a jar or muffin tin in the oven, they must be well constructed. If the edges are not securely sealed, the filling will leak out during baking. Brush the edges with egg wash, cream, or water and theyll adhere better when you press them together. Crimping the edges with a fork is extra insurance that they will hold.

You also need to cut vents in free-form pies before baking. Otherwise, the filling will steam, and because the steam is trapped inside, the top crust will lift away from the bottom, causing a leak. Use the tip of a sharp knife to cut little slashes or poke holes in the top of each pie.

Fillings

Only a handful of the fillings in this book are heated during assembly. Warm fillings will turn any pie dough into a soggy mess, making it hard to handle. So if you do make a warm filling, be sure to let it cool before you fill the pastry. Fillings for freeform pies should not be too wet, because this will result in leaky pies. Relatively juicy fillings are fine for structured pies or jar pies because the juice will be trapped in the container instead of running all over your baking sheet, plus the dough has the extra support of the tin or jar during baking.

Finely chopped fillings work nicely in hand pies because they cook uniformly. Large slices of fruit cook unevenly, and are often difficult to cover with dough, which must be stretched to accommodate chunky pieces. For fillings where the fruit is sliced, cut thin slices and make them as uniform as possible.

Cooking

All assembled pies should be refrigerated for at least 30 minutes before they go into the oven or into hot oil. This helps keep the pastry flaky and intact (warm pastry tends to shift and leak). Most pies are donewhether baked or friedwhen their crusts are golden.

You can fully blind bake the crusts for structured pies or jar pies. Preheat the oven to 375F/190C/gas 5 unless otherwise directed. Line each pastry-lined jar or muffin-tin cup with parchment paper, extending it beyond the rim, and fill with pie weights. Bake for 10 minutes. Remove from the oven, and carefully lift out the paper and the weights (these should lift easily from the pastry, without sticking). Return the jars or muffin tin to the oven and continue baking until the pastry looks dry and is golden, about 5 minutes. Crusts baked in muffin-tin cups will usually bake 2 to 3 minutes faster overall than jar-baked crusts. Remove from the oven and let cool completely on a baking rack before filling. Cooled blind-baked crusts can be carefully removed from their baking containers and kept in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 2 days before filling. Some pies call for a partially baked crust, such as  Pumpkin Pie. In this case, the crust is ready for filling after the parchment and weights have been removed and the crust has cooled completely. Once the crust is filled, it is returned to the oven to finish baking.

Visual cues have been included in the recipes to avoid over- or underbaking. Times are provided too, of course, but because your oven may run hotter or colder than the test oven, the times should be regarded as guides only. Your eyes, nose, and sometimes touch are the surest tools to judge doneness.

Freezing

You can freeze your pies before you bake them and the crust will still come out flaky and the filling juicy. Wrap them individually in plastic wrap, place in a resealable plastic bag, and freeze for up to 3 months. Jar pies can be frozen in the jar, baked or unbaked; simply screw on the lid. (Some of the jar pies in this book cannot be frozen, which is indicated in the relevant recipes.) They will keep for up to 2 months. Free-form, structured, and jar pies (remember to remove the lid) can go straight from the freezer into a hot oven, usually preheated to 375F/190C/gas 5, unless otherwise indicated in individual recipes.



Using Prepared Dough

We all need a shortcut sometimes, especially when we want to avoid a floury mess on a busy weeknight. Luckily, a number of prepared doughs on the market work well for handheld pies.

Many excellent crusts, including those with lard, are available from bakeries and other purveyors. For example, both Flying Pigs Farm, a regular at the New York City Greenmarket, and Prather Ranch, a shop in the San Francisco Ferry Building, sell excellent ready-made lard pie crusts. Ask at farm stands, Amish markets, and gourmet shops and you may be surprised by how many great crust options youll find. Local pizza parlors will also often sell lumps of pizza dough that can be used for amazing sweet or savory small pies. (A pizza-crust pocket filled with Nutella and baked at 500F/260C is transcendent!)

We have also experimented with lots of different brands of prepared dough available at our local supermarkets, some of which are good. You should do the same to find the best ones in your area. Pepperidge Farm makes a good puff pastry, and Dufour produces a superb product. (It also sells a chocolate puff pastry dough, if you can find it!) To date, we have not found a widely available prepared pie crust that tastes as good as homemade.

If you buy frozen dough from a supermarket or other source, it will need at least 2 hours at room temperature or at least 4 hours in the refrigerator to thaw. No matter how tempted you might be to try it, do not microwave frozen dough so it is ready sooner. Youll end up with some sticky, partially baked goo.

Working with Pizza Dough

Pizza dough is naturally springy and spongy, which means you cannot roll it out or gather up and reroll the scraps as you can with pastry dough. It cannot be cut with cookie cutters, either. The good news is, pizza dough is very forgiving stuff. Tear it? Pinch it back together. Need a little stretch to contain a mound of filling? When gently handled, it will stretch without ripping.

The easiest way to roll out pizza dough is to pick it up and stretch it with well-floured knuckles and the backs of your hands, moving your hands in a counterclockwise motion, the same way youve seen pizza makers do it in the movies. You can also roll it with a rolling pin, but it will constantly shrink back at the edges, so be prepared for it to be slow going if you opt for the pin.

Remember to use a little cornmeal on your baking sheet for an authentic pizza flavor for your savory pies.



How to Fry Pies

I was skeptical about fried pies because frying is messy. An oily haze hangs in the air of your kitchen. I dont like to clean the stove top or the frying pan afterward, and I inevitably struggle over how to dispose of the dirty oil. So when Rachel insisted that we had to fry pies for this book, I reluctantly agreed, then procrastinated endlessly.

Finally, I had no choice: the manuscript was due. Up against the deadline, I was forced to fry pies. I dragged my cast-iron frying pan from a low cupboard, glugged in some oil, and set my burner to high.

For my first batch, Id built my pies from Flaky Butter Crust and Peach Filling. Thinking Id much rather be loading a baking tray into my oven, I lowered three pies into the hot oil. They were seized immediately by bubbling fat; they hissed and browned in less than a minute. I turned them quickly and carefully, and the second side browned in equal time. Using a slotted spoon, I scooped them from the oil onto a plate lined with several layers of paper towels, where they glistened, golden and crisp.

I allowed the steam to subside, then I raised one to my lips. And, whoa! The crust shattered pleasingly against my teeth. The filling, hot and sweet, oozed just enough that I had to lick warm fruit from my lips. These were amazing! I quickly devoured all three and realized I was converted.


The Way

Line a plate or rimmed baking sheet with paper towels. Pour oil to a depth of 1 to 2 in/4 to 5 cm in a large, deep, heavy frying pan (at least 10 in/25 cm in diameter). Set the pan over high heat and heat the oil until it registers 365F/185C on a deep-frying thermometer. This may take up to 10 minutes. If you dont have a thermometer, shake a few drops of water or drop a bead or two of dough into the oil. If they sizzle on contact, the oil is ready.

Add three or four pies to the hot oil and fry, turning them once, until golden, about 1 minute on each side. If the oil gets too hotyou will know if this happens because the pies will darken too quicklylower the heat to medium-high. Using a slotted spoon or wire skimmer, transfer the pies to the paper towellined plate to drain. Serve the pies warm. Fried pies dont keep well, so eat them the day you fry them.



Choosing a crust

Use the Flaky Butter Crust, Sturdy Cream Cheese Crust, or Luscious Lard Crust. The Versatile Cornmeal Crust is more fragile than the others, and if you fry the pies a few seconds too long, the crust takes on an acrid flavor.

Choosing a filling

One rule applies: Because you dont want leakage or flavorlessness, your filling should not be too wet or too dry. With the exception of the custards, mousses, and mashed potato fillings in the jar pies chapter, any filling in this book will make a fine fried pie. Dried apple and raisin is traditional, as are raspberry, apricot or peach, or pecan fillings. The mozzarella, tomato, and prosciutto filling is absolutely sublime when frieda tangy, salty, gooey tangle in a fried shell.

Shaping, filling, and sealing the pies

Keep the shape of your pies simple, such as half-moons or triangles. Dont try to load too much filling into each pie. You dont want to have to stretch the dough over the filling. Instead, the dough should fold easily, with the filling neatly encased inside. A folded edge is much stronger than a sealed edge, so you need to seal the open edges securely. Brush the pastry edges with water or beaten egg, pinch them together firmly, and then crimp them with a fork for added strength, if you like.

Choosing an oil

Use a clean-tasting vegetable oil, such as canola, corn, or grapeseed. Olive oil will work, too, but it contributes a specific flavor that may work beautifully with some fillings (savory, peach, apricot) but clash with or overpower others (apple, berry). It also has a lower smoke point than the other oils; if it overheats, it can impart an off taste to your pies. You can use lard, too. It sounds decadent, but it fries cleanly.

Leaky pies

If a pie leaks, the filling may burn and flavor the oil. Use a slotted spoon or wire skimmer to fish the fried bits of fruit or other filling ingredients and crust crumbs from the oil before frying a new batch of pies.

Finishing fried pies

For just a little more flavor to lick from your fingers, toss hot sweet fried pies in cinnamon sugar ( cup/100 g sugar mixed with 2 tsp ground cinnamon) or sprinkle hot savory pies with fine sea salt.

Profile: Mamaws Fried Pies

Whitehouse, Texas | co-owners Nell Hoce and Sandra Harvell

The story of Mamaws fried pies is less about its namesakethough Mamaw was surely a skilled producer of peach, apple, and apricot pocketsthan the tale of her twin daughters, Nell Hoce and Sandra Harvell. A pair of energetic redheads who dont look a day over fifty or act a second over thirty (though they got their Medicare cards in 2010), they have pretty much always done everything in tandem. We tell people we share one brain, jokes Sandra, so we have to stick together. Its nearly true. Not only do they run their perpetually packed Whitehouse, Texas, bakery and restaurant side by side, but their husbands are best friends, too. In fact, in the early 1980s, the foursome moved together from Houston to Whitehouse, a tiny northeast Texas townpopulation just seven thousandnext door to much larger Tyler.

The sisters had worked as manicurists in Houston for fifteen years, and although they knew they were ready to give up painting nails, they werent ready to sit still. They decided to try frying up the little picture-perfect half-moon pies they had made growing up in the small community of Adger, Alabama. They started at state fairs and festivals, working from a red truck painted with a white sign that said mamaws, the nickname given to their mother by her grandchildren. When Sandra and Nell were children, their mother would make fried hand pies for them, their three sisters, and their brother, using fruits that grew at the home place, as Sandra calls their old Alabama property. Mamaw taught her daughters how to mix, roll out, fill, and shape the doughcrimping the edges with a forkand how to fry up the pies in deep iron frying pans. I remember it as if it were yesterday, says Sandra.

She also remembers how to make what she insists is the key to their wildly successful business: Mamaws pie crusts. You could open a canned filling and put it on her pie crust and it would taste wonderful, says Sandra. She didnt use Crisco. Crisco doesnt work. We have to use lard. Thats about as much as theyll tell you, however. Give up their recipe? Girl, I cant do that, teases Sandra, thats the secret to our success.

Whatever they do, it works. Sandra and Nell quickly found fame with their fried pies, out-growing their little red truck as word spread of their cooking skills, first with rave reviews in local newspapers and then through a profile on the popular Texas Country Reporter television show. Jobs catering parties and events streamed in, so they expanded to a bigger commercial kitchen. But they quickly outpaced that, too, and opened a storefront complete with a screen door in 2008. They have since moved to a spacious shop near Tyler, on Texas State Highway 110.

Its just been phenomenal, says Sandra of the response to their positive press. Luckily, their current space can seat hundreds for catered dinners of their legendary pies if need beand yes, the need does ariseand boasts an enormous central kitchen thats state of the art, says Sandra. The kitchen is open for all to see five days a week from 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., during which a whopping four hundred to six hundred pies are made daily.

For the most part, the cooks still follow Mamaws instructionsEverything is done by hand, says Sandrathough everything is now done on a much larger scale. Instead of filling the pockets with only peach, apple, or apricot, as the sisters did in Alabama, Mamaws offers twenty-eight flavors, from potato, egg and cheese, meat, and chicken to mincemeat, pecan, pineapple, Bing cherry, chocolate, coconut, German chocolate, lemon, and nearly anything else you can think of, except for sweet potato. We had trouble finding good sweet potatoes, explains Sandra, who says her favorite filling these days is blackberry, served with a scoop of ice cream.

Theyve adjusted the recipe from a cup of this and a third of a cup of that to sixteen cups of this and five cups of that, and instead of mixing the ingredients in stainless-steel bowls, the flour and lard are kneaded each morning by Herbert and Ronour husbands make the dough for us, explains Sandrawith help from a massive stand mixer. The cast-iron frying pans full of hot oil are gone too, replaced by six big commercial deep fryers. The only way to make the pies is to fry the pies, insists Sandra. You cant bake a fried pie, she says. Weve tried. Bake a pie, and its dry.

Meanwhile, a team of eight help Sandra and Nell roll out the dough, and the sisters have recently ceded the responsibility of shaping the pies to two Mexican American women who grew up making tortillas by hand. They apply their skills and dexterity to filling and forming hundreds of pies a day using only their fingers and a small mold. They make more pies than my sister and I could ever make in a day, raves Sandra.

That, of course, gives the sisters more time to play with fillings and flavors and to tinker with their menu. Theyve added a hot-plate lunch service to their take-out pie shop, making sell-out specialties like meat loaf and mashed potatoes, chicken fried steak, fried chicken, grilled chicken salad with pecans and mandarin oranges, chicken and dumplings, pinto beans, fried okra, and BLTs.

Serving hundreds of folks a square meal and a blackberry pie is taxing, and you would think that instead of adding to their workload as they move deeper into their sixties, these ladies would be stepping back a bit. Not a chance. We work so hard, says Sandra of their efforts to steadily improve the Mamaws menu, that it would be hard to give it up.

Of course, she means not only their peach and lemon hand pies or their fried chicken, but also their dedicated customers. Its really amazing; people are just so nice to us, says Sandra. Its been a lovely ride. Two little country girlswe never could have dreamed of it.


Mamaws Fried Pies, 1010 State Highway 110 North, Whitehouse, Texas; (903) 871-8100; www.mamawsfriedpies.com
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