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INTRODUCTION





 


Pies are the ultimate comfort food. They are hearty and warming, and show off homemade baking at its best. Whether you are settling down for a family meal or preparing a sweet pie to share with friends, the care and attention that go into the preparation of a pie ensure even the most humble ingredients are transformed into something truly special.


 


Pies are often the meal of choice for celebrations, social events, and family gatherings—think of Thanksgiving and you immediately think of pie. The very essence of the pie means it is designed for sharing; people gather round the table to eat together and are served from one dish. However, this hearty meal doesn’t have ideas above its station—it is equally at home on the midweek dinner table as it is at a festive get-together. In fact, it is the versatility of the pie that makes it so valued. Ever since the Pilgrims landed in America, pies have been prepared for every occasion and from every imaginable ingredient—from leftovers to rare breed meat. But whatever the flavor, it is the sentiment that gives the pie such a prominent place in our culinary history.
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ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT


If you are planning to make a lot of pies, it’s definitely worth investing in a few key pieces of good-quality equipment. If you spend a little more initially, you will be rewarded with years of use, so it is money well spent.


 


MIXING BOWLS


Choose a selection of sizes and make sure you have at least one bowl that’s ceramic or metal (plastic bowls should not be used for whipping egg whites).


 


MEASURING SPOONS AND CUPS


Good measuring equipment is essential for pastry work, as the ingredients need to be measured carefully. A variety of sizes of measuring cups will ensure you are prepared for all types of recipe and a good set of cups will last for many years.


 


ROLLING PINS


Although wooden rolling pins are often the default choice, pastry can be temperamental and it makes sense to keep a ceramic rolling pin in the drawer for any sticky situations.
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PIE DISHES


These are also called pie pans or pie plates and there is a huge variety of makes, materials, and sizes to choose from. A pie dish has sloped sides and may sometimes have a fluted edge for decorative crusts. Many people favor Pyrex pie pans but it really comes down to personal preference—the different materials don’t have a great impact on the baking of the pie. The only other factor to consider is whether you want a pan with a removable bottom. Again, this is down to the individual and is really only a consideration if you are planning to remove your pies from the pan in order to show off the pie crust.


 


WIRE RACK


Although a lot of pies are eaten warm, you need to let others cool, so wire racks should be on your equipment list.


 


KEY INGREDIENTS


The following are the essential pantry ingredients needed for making most pie recipes:


 



•   All-purpose flour




•   Fat—this could be butter or shortening (vegetable or otherwise)



•   Seasoning—salt is needed for pastry, and salt and pepper are both essential for seasoning savory pie fillings


 


Some recipes also require eggs (make sure these are really fresh), sugar (keep a stock of superfine and brown sugar), and milk.


If you also have ingredients like stock, ground spices, dried fruits and nuts, citrus fruits, unsweetened cocoa, and vanilla extract tucked away in your cabinets, you will be able to create even more recipes at a moment’s notice.


 


PIE FILLINGS


Some flavors naturally work well together, which is why we have so many classic pie recipes. Although you can tweak the combinations and add your own personal touches, there is just no point deviating too far from those classic combinations, as you know when you combine certain ingredients the pie is going to taste great. For example, apple and blackberry, rhubarb and ginger, beef and ale, chicken and mushroom, and turkey and ham are all tried and tested filling combinations that will work every time.


The classic fillings are also some of the easiest to make. What could be simpler than stewing chopped baking apples with sugar and popping in a handful of blackberries at the last minute? Likewise, sautéing chopped chicken and mushrooms and stirring in a little stock and flour is all you need for a tasty chicken pie filling. Obviously, you will want to explore some more unusual combinations, but it’s good to have a range of staples that are quick and easy—ideal for everyday meals.


 


QUANTITIES


When it comes to calculating how much filling you require, it depends on the size of pie pan you are using and how deep it is. With regard to fruits and vegetables, a lot of volume is lost during cooking when the moisture evaporates, so it may seem like you are preparing more than you need, but the amount will shrink down considerably. For a 9-inch pie pan, you will need about 5 cups of prepared fruits or vegetables (pits and cores removed and fruits or vegetables peeled and chopped).


 


BASIC TECHNIQUES


If you follow the recipes carefully, you should enjoy perfect pies with every attempt. But if pies are going to become a new staple in your culinary repertoire, it makes sense to get to grips with some of the basic techniques used in many of the recipes.


 


RUBBING IN PASTRY


There are a couple of important points to remember when making pastry—first, you should sift the flour into the bowl to get rid of any lumps; and second, use chilled fat. It also helps if you cut or break the fat into smaller pieces, as this starts the mixing process immediately.


When cutting in the fat with your fingertips, rub the fat into the flour, circulating it around the bowl for air flow. You are aiming for a light, crumbly mixture that doesn’t have any large lumps in it, although smaller lumps are fine, as they help to give the pastry a flaky texture. Alternatively, use a pastry blender or pulse in a food processor to incorporate the fat evenly.
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ROLLING OUT PASTRY


Always chill pastry in the fridge for about 30 minutes before you are ready to assemble the pie. This helps to dry out the pastry and stop it sticking to work surfaces and rolling pins. Flour the surface lightly and roll the pastry out from the center to the edges, turning it regularly to ensure an even thickness all over. You should aim for a diameter that is larger than the pie pan so there is room to trim and neaten the lid.


 


PREPARING THE PIE



BLIND BAKING


As previously mentioned, it is important to chill the pastry before baking, and also to let the filling cool completely. If your pie calls for a pastry lining—as well as a lid—this should be blind baked first so the pastry doesn’t go soggy as soon as the filling is added. Line the pastry shell with wax paper and half-fill with dry beans, or rice or pie weights, or prick the bottom with a fork so the pastry doesn’t blister.


The length of time required to blind bake will depend on the recipe, and also on personal preference. You can either partially bake the shell for a few minutes in a hot oven, or fully bake it for around 15–20 minutes, or until you see the side of the pastry begin to brown around the sides of the pie pan.
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ASSEMBLING THE PIE



•   Ensure the pie filling is completely cool before filling the pie dish.



•   Cut some of the excess pastry into thin strips. Brush the rim of the pie pan with water or egg yolk and use these strips to cover the rim. Now brush the top of this pastry rim with water.



•   Carefully roll the pastry pie lid onto the floured rolling pin and position it over the pie, unrolling it so it sits in position over the edges of the pan.



•   Trim the extra pastry from around the rim and push down around the edges to keep the pastry firmly in place (see crimping tips).



•   Brush all over the pie crust with a little beaten egg (or milk), which will help the pastry to turn a rich, golden color.



•   Finally, make a small hole in the center of the pie to let the steam escape.


 


DECORATING


Some pies call for specific decorations, but many people have their own favorite finishing touches. Below are some easy techniques that transform any pie into a centerpiece.


 


CRIMPING


This is a classic decoration that looks great and has the added practical purpose of keeping the pastry lid firmly secured to the pie bottom. To do this, use the index finger of one hand to make a dent in the crust while pushing back the pastry around it with the index finger and thumb of your other hand.


 


LATTICE TOP


This is a decorative woven design that works particularly well with fruit pies such as cherry or summer fruits. There are a number of different methods for creating a lattice top—below is one that is easy to follow. If you are short of time, you can simply lay half the strips in one direction and the other half over the top in the other direction. It won’t have quite the same impact as a woven lattice but the effect will still be striking.
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1. First, roll out the pastry for the pie lid, as you would normally do.


 



2. Using a knife or pastry wheel, cut the pastry into long strips of even width.


 



3. Take one strip and place it across the center of the pie, with the ends trailing over the edge of the pie crust.


 



4. Place another strip over the first to form a cross shape across the pie.


 



5. Now take the third strip of pastry and begin “weaving.” Lay it over the pie, but lift the perpendicular strip of pastry so this now falls over the new strip.


 



6. Keep working in this way, alternating between the directions of the strips, and lifting those opposite to create the woven effect.


 



7. When you have covered the pie in the lattice top, trim around the crust and brush the pastry strips with beaten egg.
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PASTRY LEAVES


There is always a little pastry left over from the trimmings and this is perfect for pastry leaves or other decorations. Pastry leaves are easy to make and give your pie a finishing flourish.


 



1. Cut out a selection of leaf shapes.


 



2. Use a knife or pastry tool to create the markings on the leaf.


 



3. Brush a little water onto the base of the leaves to help them stick.


 



4. Position the leaves on the pie crust, then brush the whole crust with beaten egg.


 



5. Remember to cut a steam hole into the center of the pie.


 


BAKING TIPS


Transfer your pie pan onto a preheated cookie sheet. This will help to start cooking the pie from underneath as soon as it’s in the oven, which should avoid any soggy pastry issues. Transfer the pie into a preheated oven and set a timer so all your hard work isn’t wasted by overcooking the pie. It’s worth checking on the pie a few minutes before the end of the cooking time, as ovens vary.


Some pies are served warm, others cool, and some completely cold—check the recipe for specific instructions and transfer the pie pan to a wire rack to let cool, if required.
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TOP TEN TIPS


 





 






	


1. Use cold ingredients when making the pastry.


 



2. Chill the dough in the fridge before use.


 



3. Don’t overroll the pastry or it will toughen.


 



4. Cut the pastry lid bigger than the pie dish.


 



5. Use a rolling pin to transfer the pastry to the pie dish.


 



6. Blind bake the pie shell.




	


7. Cover the edges of the pie crust with foil to prevent burning.


 



8. Brush the pie lid with beaten egg.


 



9. Cook in a preheated oven on a preheated cookie sheet.


 



10. Double check the oven temperature and cooking times.
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BASICS
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Short-Crust Pastry


Rich Short-Crust Pastry


Pâte Sucrée


Puff Pastry


Rough Puff Pastry


Potato Pastry


Hot Water Crust Pastry


Choux Pastry


Crème Patissière


Crème Anglaise


Vanilla Sabayon


Sour Cream & Chive Roasted Vegetables


Braised Fennel with Pecorino


Cheesy Mustard Mash & Roasted Tomatoes


Gravy


Red Wine Gravy


 









SHORT-CRUST PASTRY


 








The classic choice for savory and sweet pies, short-crust pastry is easy to handle and holds its shape well for pie shells.


 


MAKES ABOUT 10½ OZ



•   1½ cups plus 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour, plus extra for dusting



•   Pinch of salt



•   7 tablespoons (½ stick plus 3 tablespoons) fat, such as equal quantities of butter and vegetable shortening, chilled



•   2–3 tablespoons ice water
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1. Sift the flour and salt into a bowl or food processor. Cut the fat into small pieces and add it to the flour.


 



2. Cut the fat into the flour with a pastry blender or the fingertips or pulse with the food processor until the mixture resembles fine bread crumbs.


 



3. Sprinkle the ice water over the surface and stir with a palette knife until the mixture begins to clump together or pulse briefly in the food processor.


 



4. Turn out the pastry onto a lightly floured work surface and press it together lightly with the fingers. Chill for about 30 minutes before use.


 





RICH SHORT-CRUST PASTRY


 








The inclusion of an egg yolk gives a fine, crisp pastry ideal for sweet pies, but it can also be used for savory pies if you need a standing crust.


 


MAKES ABOUT 10½ OZ



•   1½ cups plus 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour, plus extra for dusting



•   Pinch of salt



•   7 tablespoons (½ stick plus 3 tablespoons) fat, such as equal quantities of butter and vegetable shortening, chilled



•   1 large egg yolk



•   2–3 tablespoons ice water if needed


 



1. Sift the flour and salt into a bowl. Cut the fat into small pieces and add it to the flour.


 



2. Cut the fat into the flour with a pastry blender or the fingertips or pulse with the food processor until the mixture resembles fine bread crumbs.


 



3. Add the egg yolk and stir with a palette knife until the mixture begins to clump together or pulse briefly in the food processor, then mix in just enough ice water if necessary to make a firm dough.


 



4. Turn out the pastry onto a lightly floured work surface and press it together lightly with the fingers. Chill for about 30 minutes before use.
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PÂTE SUCRÉE


 








A sweet, enriched short pastry, this has a cookie-like texture suitable for sweet pies. This makes enough dough to line an 8-inch tart pan.


 


MAKES ABOUT 10½ OZ



•   1⅓ cups plus 1 tablespoon all-purpose flour



•   Pinch of salt



•   ⅓ cup (½ stick plus 1⅓ tablespoons) unsalted butter, slightly softened



•   2 large egg yolks



•   1 tablespoon ice water



•   3 tablespoons superfine sugar


 



1. Sift the flour and salt into a pile on a cold work surface and make a well in the center.


 



2. Add the butter, egg yolks, ice water, and sugar to the well and use the fingertips of one hand to work them together into a rough paste. The mixture should resemble scrambled egg.


 



3. Gradually work in the flour with your fingertips to bind the mixture into a smooth dough. Press together lightly and form into a ball. Wrap in foil and chill for about 30 minutes before use.
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PUFF PASTRY


 








Well-made puff pastry will rise to about six times its height when it is cooked. Although it has a reputation for being difficult to make, the most important guideline is to keep all the ingredients cool.


 


MAKES ABOUT 1½ LB



•   2 cups all-purpose flour, plus extra for dusting



•   Pinch of salt



•   1 cup plus 2 tablespoons butter in one piece, chilled



•   1 teaspoon lemon juice



•   ⅔ cup ice water
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1. Sift the flour and salt into a bowl. Cut a quarter of the butter into the flour with a pastry blender or the fingertips until the mixture resembles bread crumbs. Add the lemon juice and most of the ice water. Mix to a dough and gradually add the rest of the water to form a dry dough.


 



2. Knead the dough into a ball on a floured work surface, then flatten. Wrap in foil and chill for about 30 minutes.


 



3. Put the rest of the butter between two sheets of plastic wrap and roll out to a square about ½ inch thick. Unwrap the chilled pastry and roll it out to form a square large enough to wrap around the butter. Put the butter in the center of the pastry square and fold over the edges to encase the butter completely.


 



4. Dust the work surface and rolling pin and roll out the pastry to a long rectangle about ½ inch thick. Fold the bottom third onto the middle third, then fold the top third over the top. Rewrap and chill for 15 minutes.


 



5. Return the pastry to the work surface with a short edge facing toward you. Press down on the edges slightly, then roll it out into a rectangle and fold as before. Repeat this six times, then chill the pastry. Roll it out to its final shape, then chill again for 30 minutes. “Scallop” the pastry edges by holding the back of a knife blade horizontally to the pastry edge and tapping it, so the layers rise properly.





ROUGH PUFF PASTRY


 








This deliciously rich and crisp, slightly flaky pastry is ideal for single-crust pies, turnovers, or sweet pastries. It does not rise as much as puff pastry, but it’s far simpler to make.


 


MAKES ABOUT 1¼ LB



•   2 cups all-purpose flour, plus extra for dusting



•   Pinch of salt



•   ¾ cup (1½ sticks) butter, chilled until almost frozen
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