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For our mom & dad


In loving memory of our grandparents:


Elizabeth and Frank, Frances and Marvin
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Spring


Rhubarb Pie


Rhubarb Custard Pie


Strawberry Balsamic Pie


Wild Ginger Strawberry Pie


Chamomile Buttermilk Custard Pie


Lavender Honey Custard Pie


Lizzie’s Lemon Sour Cream Pie


Chocolate Julep Pie


Pistachio Coconut Cream Pie


Apple Rose Pie


Lemon Verbena Raspberry Galette


Rhuby Razz Square Pie


Farmer Cheese with Thyme Pie


Sour Cherry Pie














Summer


Sweet Cherry Streusel Pie


Black & Blueberry Upside Down Pie


Bluebarb Slab Pie


Lavender Blueberry Pie


Nectarine Blueberry Pie


Paprika Peach Pie


Peaches & Cream Pie


Plumble Pie


White Nectarine & Red Currant Pie


Black Currant Lemon Chiffon Pie


Black Currant Bitties


Skillet Stone Fruit Streusel Pie


Apple Blackberry Rounds


Cinnamon Apricot Pie with Vanilla Pouring Cream


Muskmelon Chiffon Pie


Gooseberry Galette


Sweet Corn Custard Pie
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Fall


Salted Caramel Apple Pie


Plum Fig Pie


Bourbon Pear Crumble Pie


Concord Grape Pie


Salty Honey™ Pie


Honeyed Fig Crumble Pie


Maple Buttermilk Custard Pie


Sour Cream Raisin Pie


Pear Anise Pie


Black Walnut Pie


Brown Butter Pumpkin Pie


Sliced Sweet Potato & Apple Crumble Pie


Rosemary Honey Shoofly Pie


Buttered Rum Cream Pie


Black Bottom Oatmeal Pie














Winter


Cranberry Sage Pie


Egg ’n’ Grogg Pie


Junipear Pie


Malted Chocolate Pecan Pie


Blushing Apple Pie


Salt Pork Apple Pie


Grapefruit Custard Pie


Lemon Chess Pie


Black Bottom Lemon Pie


Maple Lime Custard Pie


Buttermilk Chess Pie


Green Chili Chocolate Pie
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Crusts


All-Butter Crust


Lard & Butter Crust


Animal Cracker Crumb Crust


Chocolate All-Butter Crust


Cornmeal Crust


Gingersnap Crumb Crust


Pistachio Coconut Crust


Pecan Biscotti Crust


Saltine Crust


Oat Crumble Topping & Crust


Streusel Topping
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An Introduction



Sisters


As siblings, we are very close in age, which makes us practically peers. Growing up in a small midwestern town where we graduated high school with the same fifteen kids we went to elementary school with, we managed to keep a firm sense of independence and to pursue our own interests and friendships (thanks in a large part to a strong mother intent on raising us and our brother, Chris, as self-determined people). Though we shared a bedroom, teachers, basketball coaches, and after-school activities during our school years, we followed very different paths after high school—Emily to New York City and London for art school, and Melissa, after finishing a degree in finance, on an extended work visa journey through Australia and New Zealand—before reconnecting to live together again in an old house in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, where we would eventually discover a mutual love for pie baking and turn it into our livelihood.


Family Business


The Calico Kitchen, on Main Street in Hecla, South Dakota (population 230), was our second home as kids; our playground for creativity; our venue for weekend breakfasts, high school lunch breaks, and after-school hangouts; the site of our first job (dishwasher), second job (waitress), and third job (cook); and the backbone of our family life. Founded, owned, and operated by our mother and her sisters, Susan and Anne, the restaurant absolutely defined a community gathering place—serving lunch to the region’s farmers, banquets to the local bowling team, meals to the wild game hunters who traveled from afar for the abundant local pheasant- and deer-hunting seasons, coffee to the after-church crowd, and annual prom banquets to the high school students.


Over the years we held family gatherings there—especially when all our aunts, uncles, and cousins made it back to town for a holiday—and the restaurant would be filled to capacity with just family. Mother’s Day was one of the biggest days of the year at the Calico and was always a special time to be working together in the kitchen with Mom and our aunts, serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner to our close-knit community of mothers and their families. Every day, it was the norm to be surrounded by hardworking women in white aprons simultaneously handling the grill, the oven, or the fryer; washing the dishes; prepping the potatoes; carving the meat; and, yes, baking the pies. And there was one special woman who baked all those ever-popular pies, our grandmother Liz.
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Elizabeth Zastrow was born and raised in our little town of Hecla in the house her parents built. After helping raise her brothers and sisters, she moved to Chicago to work as a nanny, but eventually returned home to care for her mother. She met our grandfather Frank when he came to town with his passel of hunting dogs looking for a place to board; he rented a room in the ample upstairs, which Grandma and her mother maintained as a sort of local inn. Grandma Liz always joked that at thirty years old she was an old maid and never expected to marry. But Frank took a liking to Liz and won her heart and hand in marriage, and within ten years they had seven children, who were also raised in that very same house.


We love to tell the story that our parents, Mary and Ron, met while working for Frohling’s Jack & Jill, the local butcher, and it’s true; our dad broke down animals and cut the meat, and our mom worked the counter, weighing and wrapping it to order for customers. It should come as little surprise that they would both venture in their early twenties into food-related businesses in their hometown—our mother with her restaurant and our father with his own grain-farming operation, which he started with the help of his mother, Frances, and father, Marvin—both with a true passion and dedication to making their enterprises succeed. It was our father who instilled in us that working for yourself is the only way to go; “make your own raises,” he would advise.


The first recipes for Four & Twenty Blackbirds were devised in the kitchen of a turn-of-the-century mansion in Crown Heights, Brooklyn—aka our apartment. After our college years and a few post-college years working, we found ourselves living together again as sisters, sharing a bathroom, a kitchen, and eventually a sky-blue 1990 Toyota Camry wagon.


Having an ample kitchen space in our home to entertain and cook for friends certainly had some influence in fostering our idea of starting a pie company—whenever we planned a dinner party, we tested a new pie or tart recipe. For what is making a recipe without sharing it? The sincere and enduring encouragement of some of our dearest friends was fuel for our fire. It helped us believe in ourselves; it gave us confidence that as self-taught bakers we could make a go of it without a culinary degree or formal training, or a startup budget to speak of.



Why Pie?



The earliest days of our business planning happened at a time when the economy was in a major downturn: Melissa, having graduated with a degree in finance, was able to find only part-time work as a waitress in Brooklyn, while Emily maintained a full-time day job in photography. We would spend any and all spare time planning recipes and trading ideas, deliberating over what to name our company, how to brand it, what sort of identity we wanted it to have, and most important, how to make and sell the most delicious pie in New York City. At the time, we were hard-pressed to find anyone focusing exclusively on pies in a truly handmade way, using seasonal and fresh ingredients sourced from local orchards. Sure, plenty of bakeries made and carried pies, but not pies like ours; and we didn’t know of any places in the neighborhoods we frequented that were dedicated exclusively to the experience of sitting down and eating a slice of pie with a cup of coffee. Perhaps such a place existed, but not on our radar, and that is exactly what we wanted to create: a local pie shop.


In the early days of our pie making and baking together, we would take on any variety of baking opportunities that came our way—from food-styling jobs (Christmas cookies in July for QVC or Star Wars–themed birthday cakes for Target) to wedding catering and private parties (Melissa single-handedly made and baked hundreds of gougères in the summer heat in our home oven for a wedding party)—and we have many friends to thank for connecting us with customers and being supportive of our ambitions. Some of our most exciting and challenging projects were for our friends Miranda Lloyd and Eugene Jho, who hosted impressive multicourse dinner parties in their loft in Bushwick. They would devise a highly creative menu of course upon course, along with cocktails and wines, and then ask us to create a pie or tart dessert that worked with the meal. It was inspiring in the most wonderful way and laid the groundwork for us to build confidence in serving our product to complete strangers. We would prepare the dessert at home, drive it over to their place midparty, sneak in, plate, and serve. We quickly came to realize that one of the most valuable parts of this experience was getting to talk with the guests about what they liked and didn’t like in our recipes.


Throughout this time, we knew our pies were our strongest suit, and that which inspired us most. By the time Thanksgiving of 2009 rolled around, we found ourselves with a slew of pie orders to make just for friends and family, with the promise that they would be hand-delivered straight from our home kitchen.
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Our friend and pie shop neighbor Oona Brennan has been a pie shop apprentice since we opened our doors; her favorite pie is strawberry balsamic.























Spotting a storefront for rent on the corner of Third Avenue and Eighth Street is what really spurred the leap from home kitchen to our own brick- and-mortar space. Our ambitions and expectations for our pie shop were very simple: to create a gathering place to support and serve our community with really good pie and coffee—both of us knowing well from our upbringing and the way we like to eat that quality and execution of product are far more important than being trendy or cashing in on a passing fad, and that substance over simply sugar is what keeps customers coming back.


The Four & Twenty Blackbirds Pie Shop


We signed the lease for our pie shop location on New Year’s Eve with a blue moon in the sky overhead. With the help of friends, we started demolition the very next day, January 1, 2010, tearing down layers of dirty old plaster, outdated ceiling board, and old plastic flooring to reveal the true character of our space: original tin walls and hardwood flooring, a classic Brooklyn look. We had to design and rebuild the entire place to be perfect for pie baking and pie eating. Our talented, carpentry-savvy friends Inez Valk-Kempthorne and Justus Kempthorne helped us every step of the way. We wanted ample seating and a visible open kitchen for our customers to see what’s going on in the back. After three months of hard work, we opened our doors to the public in April of 2010, and that’s when we really began to understand what the pie business was all about.


To say our kitchen space is small would be an understatement. It is, however, efficient, and our one convection oven works as hard as we do. In the early days, we would bake until late in the night, oftentimes well past one in the morning, only to be back in at five a.m. to bake the morning pastry—including our Egg in a Nest and Blackbird’s Bread—and open our doors for our eager neighborhood customers. We very naively thought we could do everything ourselves at least for the first couple of weeks, but quickly realized that was entirely impossible and we needed to hire some help. Now, years later, we have a small but highly talented group of pie and pastry makers who take what they do very seriously and care deeply about making the best products possible. Our kitchen team, baristas, and dishwashers, are the backbone of the experience our customers have at the shop, and we couldn’t run our place without each and every one of them.
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How to Use This Book



Making Pies According to Season


The decision to organize the recipes in this book seasonally was obvious: in the pie shop we bake pies according to the season and the ingredients available, and all our recipes revolve around that approach. Simple, logical—and that’s how our grandma did it too.


The idea of a seasonal pie shop was actually somewhat unusual to more than a handful of our customers in the early days—not to mention that we decided to unearth and update all kinds of old-fashioned recipes with weird names like “chess” and “black bottom” and use ingredients uncommon to New Yorkers, such as gooseberries and wild ginger. Some customers expected us to offer every kind of pie under the sun and to serve peach pies in December. We’ve taken it as an opportunity to share the knowledge that fruit (and all food, for that matter) in season and freshly picked tastes best and, by virtue of that, makes sense. Trends aside, this is how we grew up eating—with a bountiful garden in the summertime, and much of that bounty either frozen or home-canned for eating in the wintertime.


Fruit that is picked before it’s ripe, boxed, and shipped thousands of miles will never taste as good as fruit that’s grown nearby and picked at full ripeness. Make it your motto to bake pies when fruit is in season and to use the fruit that grows in your region. We know that it is sometimes impossible to get certain fruits in certain areas, so if you can’t get your hands on the fruit you really want to bake with locally, try experimenting with fruits you can get—substituting those that are similar in structure and water content. We do source some fruits such as citrus and figs from the West Coast, as it has an abundance of quality produce and it isn’t too far away—but, again, we purchase only what is in season there.


For each recipe we’ve suggested a crust pairing, and we tell you on which page the recipe for that crust appears. As a general rule, you will want to prepare your crust before starting on the filling. Many of our crust recipes (such as the All-Butter, the Lard & Butter, and the Chocolate All-Butter) can be made a week or more in advance and wrapped and frozen until you need them. Just thaw at room temperature or overnight in the refrigerator.


We encourage you to try different crusts with different pies; be experimental, and don’t be afraid to make your own adjustments and modifications. Add or take away, be inspired and let your creativity loose, for pie is nothing if not an endless playground for interpretation.
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Before You Start



Make a point to read through the recipe you are about to make in its entirety before jumping in. Read the “Techniques” section (see here) of this book before you begin the recipes as well—it will answer many questions that you may have and give you guidance on how to execute certain steps, such as rolling out your dough and fitting it into the pie pan. Reference this section as needed while you work through the recipes.


If you do any sort of baking or cooking already, you know the importance of “mise en place” or “everything in its place.” That’s the technique professionals use, and there is a reason. Set yourself and your workspace up with the tools and ingredients you need to complete your recipe (you won’t want to be searching for a sieve while your pistachio coconut cream filling is about to curdle on the stove top). Creating a good atmosphere should be your priority as well; it is a very important part of our workday—music, good lighting, and a clean and organized workspace are major factors in creating good pies. Set up such a space for yourself before you begin and your pie will come out better—we promise.


We’ve given you our tips and tricks based on what we’ve learned from making pie every day for a good while now, but that is not to say we haven’t missed some good ideas or you won’t disagree with us. Don’t be afraid to modify and make the pies your own. Why else would we share our recipes with you? We honed our skills as pie makers by reading and listening to what other people did before us and then tweaking ingredients and techniques to our liking. In fact, if you’ve got ideas or suggestions you’d like to share with us, we’d love to hear from you. One of the best things about making pie is sharing your approach with other pie makers. True pie makers love to talk about pie.


 



Following the Recipes



Making a pie from start to finish takes time, no matter what your skill level. All in one go, you’ll need to allot at least 3 to 4 hours from crust making to eating for a fruit pie, and even more for a custard pie, which usually requires prebaking of the crust.


Slicing into a warm fruit pie is one of the high points of pie baking, but if you slice too soon after baking, the juices won’t have thickened and the pie will be soup; the same is true for custards. You’ll want to plan accordingly so that your hard work isn’t for naught.


The following is a general outline for making the pies in this book. Read the individual recipe thoroughly for extra steps or variations as well as advance preparation tips, and make sure you have read the “Techniques” section regarding the type of crust you will be preparing.


Prepare the pie dough: You need to prepare dough at least 30 minutes (preferably 1 to 2 hours) and up to 3 days before rolling, so that the dough has time to rest and the glutens are allowed to relax, and so that you can chill it thoroughly before working with it. Unbaked dough wrapped in plastic can also be frozen for up to 1 month.


Roll out the dough: Roll out the dough as required by the recipe (see here for directions). After rolling, the dough will need to chill again for at least 30 minutes to relax the glutens, especially if the shell is going to be prebaked.


Prepare the filling: This step can come before or after rolling. For fruit pies, consider the prep involved (coring and peeling, for example) and whether or not the fruit needs to macerate first. Custards are relatively straightforward, though it’s best, and sometimes required (as for cream cheese), for ingredients to be at room temperature when mixing. Most custards can be made up to 3 days ahead of time and refrigerated until needed, though they should be removed from the fridge to take off some of the chill 15 to 20 minutes before using; then they should be stirred well.


Prebake, if necessary: Some recipes require a prebaked crust. See here for detailed instructions.


Assembly: For fruit pies, transfer the filling to the shell, leaving behind excess juice, arrange the lattice or place the top crust, and crimp as desired (see here and here for lattice and crimping directions). For best results, chill the whole pie for 10 to 15 minutes before applying the egg wash and baking. Most custard pies are simply poured into the shell and baked. However, check the recipe for detailed instructions.


Baking: Baking times can range from 30 to 55 minutes for a custard pie to more than 1 hour for a fruit pie. A note about temperatures: all temperatures given in this book are for baking in a glass pie pan unless otherwise noted. If using a metal pan, lower the temperature by 25°F, as metal conducts heat more quickly but less evenly than glass.


Cooling: Fruit pies should cool for a minimum of 1 to 2 hours. Custard pies must cool to room temperature, or very near, up to 2 hours.
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Our grandma Liz’s recipe box.















Ingredients



Butter


The most important ingredient in making a delicious piecrust is good, fresh butter. We use unsalted, high-fat butter—82% or more fat content—often called European-style. Plugra is a good, readily available option, as is Cabot. If you can’t get your hands on either of these, you can definitely use a standard butter, but it should be sweet (unsalted) butter for sure.


Flour


For a readily available flour, we recommend Hecker’s all-purpose unbleached flour. Gold Medal is also good. No matter the brand, make sure to use unbleached flour. We find that using pastry flour results in a subpar, sandier, less flaky crust. Organic flour is increasingly available on the market; if you can find it, all the better.


Eggs


For the recipes in this book, you will want to use large eggs. Finding locally grown, farm-fresh eggs shouldn’t be that difficult, so make an effort to get some—the flavor and richness of fresh eggs are so much better than those of commercially produced eggs. At the very least, make an effort to get cage-free eggs.


Cream and Milk


Using a fresh, high-quality heavy cream (preferably not the ultra-pasteurized kind) is an absolute must; it is pricey but totally worth it. We use a cream with 40% milk fat content, though you can substitute cream with a lower milk fat content if that’s what is available to you. Battenkill Valley Creamery is our favorite source for milk; it is small and local. Get your fresh dairy as close to home as possible.


Fruit


In the previous section, you will have noticed our emphasis on fresh, local, and seasonal when it comes to fruit. Try your hardest to get your fruits locally. If you don’t have enough of one kind of fruit, perhaps you can combine it with another; alternatively, you can substitute one fruit for another of similar structure and moisture content. Canned fruit doesn’t count unless you canned it yourself. Think outside the box, use unconventional fruits, look to the natural world around you, and think about using fruits in season. Start a friendship with a fruit farmer—or two or three.
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Bitters



We have a strong affection for using cocktail bitters in our recipes. We feel they add a special something, a secret ingredient if you will. If you can’t find them at your local shops, look online; there are a variety of brands available by mail order, Fee Brothers and Angostura being some of the most common.


Honey


The same rule of thumb that we apply to fruit and dairy is true for honey: get it locally when you can. Find a beekeeper or go to a specialty shop and get your hands on honey that is produced in your region—or choose a specialty honey that comes from another area but is not from a factory. Commercially blended honeys (the label will usually read “Product of U.S.A. and Canada”) really do not taste as good and will negatively affect the pie’s flavor.


Maple Syrup


Use only fresh, 100 percent pure maple syrup. We like to source from Poorfarm Farm, along with a few other local producers, and if you can find Grade B, that’s great. It’s a little cheaper than Grade A and has a stronger maple flavor. Please do not use any sort of imitation maple syrup.


Molasses


We love molasses for its bitter, bold, and rich flavor. It is a unique sweetener that works great in many recipes. If you find yourself without brown sugar, all you need to do is add molasses to white sugar (1 tablespoon molasses per cup of sugar), and voilà, it’s the same thing. We use good old-fashioned Grandma’s molasses, which is readily available in most grocery stores.


Barley Malt Syrup


Barley malts are an unexpected ingredient for pie making. We add barley malt syrup to our pecan pie along with some dark chocolate, but you can also add it to cookies, cakes, and other baked goods when you are looking for that malty flavor. Our neighbor Brooklyn Homebrew is a great online source for it. We use their Briess Traditional Dark Liquid Malt Extract. Eden Foods also makes a good organic syrup that is easy to find online.


Spices


We use a variety of spices in this book. The most important thing to consider when selecting spices is freshness. If you want to grind your own using a mortar and pestle, that is awesome. If you prefer to buy your spices already ground, just be sure they are not old on the shelf, and don’t keep them in your cupboard for years on end. Use them!



Demerara or Raw Sugar



We like to sprinkle raw sugar on double-crust or lattice pies after applying the egg wash and before baking. It is a matter of preference, but we like the way it looks and the extra little sweet crunch it gives to the crust. Sugar in the Raw or Billington’s are good brands of this type of sugar and should be easy to find in your supermarket or specialty foods store.


Thickening Starches: Arrowroot, Tapioca, Potato, Flour, and Corn


Our favorite thickeners are arrowroot and potato starch. Bob’s Red Mill is a readily available brand in most grocery stores and online. For apple fillings we simply use flour. Some fruits, such as berries and cherries, require a little more starch to help the filling to set, while apples are very high in pectin and require only flour to thicken their juices. Tapioca starch is also a good thickener but may be hard to come by; you can also grind tapioca pearls into powder in your mortar and pestle if you fancy. Cornstarch is a fine substitute for any of these starches; however, it is our least preferred, as we find it to be more gummy and tacky than the other starches.


Citrus Juices


For recipes that call for citrus juice, use freshly squeezed juice that you have prepared yourself from a fresh piece of citrus. It tastes so much better than shelf-stable bottled juice. Honestly, it’s not even worth making the pie if you don’t use fresh juice.


Salts: Sea Salt, Kosher Salt, and Table Salt


Natural sea salts are by far our favorite salts to use. The family-owned English salt company Maldon produces a delicious and relatively easy-to-find sea salt. It is what we (and most chefs) use for finishing; anything with “salted,” “salty,” or “salt” in the name is likely finished with Maldon. Otherwise, kosher salt is what you want to use when salt is called for in a filling and flake sea salt is not noted. Regular table salt will work if that’s all you’ve got.


Corn Syrup


Corn syrup is not made by the devil, and just to clarify, we are not talking about high-fructose corn syrup (which is in fact a rather devilish product when added to all variety of commercial foods and beverages). We are talking about plain old-fashioned corn syrup. The one most commonly on the grocery shelf is Karo brand. They make a light version and a dark version; we use both in our recipes.















Sourcing



Farmers’ Markets


In the busy months of fruit season we visit our local greenmarkets up to three times a week to get the freshest fruit for our pies. Our absolute favorite orchard to source from is Wilklow Orchards, but we also purchase from any other farmers that have beautiful products. Some of our favorites who sell their produce in Brooklyn include Bradley Farm, Evolutionary Organics, Lucky Dog Farm, Phillips Farms, and Toigo Orchards. Another very special market in New York City is the Amsterdam Market in the old Fulton Fish Market in downtown Manhattan. Maggie Nesciur of Flying Fox is there regularly with a selection of beautiful hand-picked fruits that we love to work with as well.
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Wild ginger root, freshly picked.


Foraged


Some of our most offbeat ingredients come from the wild. We wish we had the time to get out and forage for ourselves, but we don’t. Instead we are lucky enough to work with Evan Strusinski, a talented East Coast forager who provides fresh-picked and unique ingredients to a great variety of food businesses in New York City. You’d be surprised what you can find in the wild that is totally edible and definitely delicious. Seek out a foraging community in your area, or purchase books on the subject in order to educate yourself about what grows in your region and when.


Online Sources


Bob’s Red Mill


(www.bobsredmill.com)


With products available both online and in grocery stores, this is a great source for potato starch and ground arrowroot.


Brooklyn Homebrew


(www.brooklyn-homebrew.com)


We are lucky enough to have these knowledgeable neighbors and friends of the pie shop—they also sell all their products online. We use the Briess Traditional Dark Liquid Malt Extract for our Malted Chocolate Pecan Pie.
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The Wilklow family farm has been in operation since 1855. They provide us with a great variety of fruit and apples year round.
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Frontier Natural Products Co-op


(www.frontiercoop.com)


For a great source of organic spices, visit their website. You can order online or look for their products in your local supermarket or health food store.


Hammons Black Walnuts


(www.black-walnuts.com)


Unless you have a tree full of them, black walnuts can be hard to find. This is a great online source for very fresh black walnuts.


Mymouné


(www.mymoune.com)


This family company from Lebanon carries lovely rose syrup and rose water, as well as other fruit and floral oils.


Poorfarm Farm


(www.poorfarmfarm.com)


This ninety-acre wooded farm in Vermont produces maple syrup the old-fashioned way, by gathering the sap in buckets and using the farm’s own firewood to fuel the cooking. The result is a particularly delicious syrup that is perfect for baking.


Terra Spice Company


(www.terraspicecompany.com)


This is an excellent online source for high quality spices, spice blends, extracts, salts, and more.


Webstaurant


(www.webstaurantstore.com)


Webstaurant is an awesome resource for commercial kitchen tools that you can use at home. They also carry Angostura bitters.
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Four generations of fruit farmers: Albert, Bill, Hank, and Fred Wilklow.















Tools



You don’t have to spend a ton of money and time shopping for all the finest kitchen tools in order to make a good pie. However, investing in tools that you like and that hold up over time will help you get the job done easily and enjoyably. It is beyond frustrating to try to work with a subpar tool that falls apart halfway through whatever process you are in.


Understand how to use your tools and how to repair them if possible. (We are constantly wearing out and repairing our apple peelers, creating Frankenstein peelers by transferring pieces from one to another.) As relatively DIY, self-taught bakers, we have always been interested in learning about and investing in well-made kitchen tools. That said, we like to streamline (we get rid of unused or inferior tools on a regular basis) and keep our tool inventory down to only what is necessary.


Rolling Pin


Rolling pins can be a matter of preference. We agree that a well-balanced tapered (often called French-style) pin is the easiest to work with for rolling out pie dough. When working in a large kitchen, using a long pin with a large circumference can make quick work of the rolling process, but a tapered pin allows for versatility and precision when rolling—especially on a small countertop. A marble pin is nice in the summer; you can chill it in the freezer and have a cool tool to work your quickly softening pie dough; however, marble pins are quite heavy, and not all are created equal. If you choose marble, make sure the handles that hold the supporting rod through the middle are constructed well or it will fall apart quickly, and frustratingly, with use.


Handheld Pastry Blender


Disclaimer: we are not being paid to say this, but OXO makes the absolute best handheld pastry blender on the market, no question. We have bent and beaten up many a handheld pastry blender (not to mention our hands) trying to make crust with a cheap or poorly made version. OXO got it right. Buy the blade-style blender and you’ll never need another.


Measuring Cups


Measuring cups come in two forms: those intended for liquid ingredients (designed to be easy to pour from) and those intended for dry ingredients (designed to be easy to level off). Get yourself a good Pyrex 1-cup or 4-cup measure for your liquids, and a simple metal set of four various-size cups for your dry ingredients.
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Measuring Spoons



You will want a full set of basic stainless steel measuring spoons to execute the majority of our recipes. Very simple, very necessary.


Pie Pans


The best all-purpose pie pan is a 9-inch Pyrex glass pan. Glass distributes heat evenly and the clear glass makes it possible to check the browning progress of the bottom crust. That said, we also use reusable aluminum pans in the shop on a regular basis. We find them especially suited to crumb crusts, as the rougher material seems to grab the crumbs, making pressing in easier. A note about temperatures: all temperatures given in this book are for baking in a glass pie pan unless otherwise noted. If using a metal pan, lower the temperature by 25°F, as metal conducts heat more quickly but less evenly than glass.


Tart Pans


There are a variety of shapes and sizes of tart pans on the market, and it is fun to stock your kitchen with some options. We suggest 9- or 10-inch round pans for the recipes in this book, as they are comparable to pie-pan size. We like the traditional, shiny, tin-plated, French-made pans; just be sure to dry them well after washing, as they are quick to tarnish.


Springform Pans


A standard springform pan works great for pie making. It gives you a straight (rather than slanted) crust edge and is a departure from the traditional ruffled tart-pan edge. Buy a good, sturdy pan with a well-constructed locking mechanism.


Food Processor


We don’t suggest using a food processor for making a single batch of piecrust, but we do use one for quickly chopping all sorts of things and for blending herb and spice sugars. Even a 2-cup processor works great for most of these recipes if you don’t want to give up storage space for the big one. However, if you want to make triple or quadruple batches of crust, using a large food processor to cut your butter and dry ingredients together is acceptable—but please, finish it by hand!


Immersion Blender


The immersion blender is an excellent and useful tool for pureeing your custards to a creamy and smooth consistency; you can use one to mix any of the custard recipes in this book. Get a small one and keep it in a drawer; you can make soups and smoothies with it too.


Baking Sheets


Standard, rimmed baking sheets (18 inches x 13 inches) are the easiest to work with. We like to use the same commercial baking sheets at home that we use in the pie shop because they are sturdy and reliable, not flimsy or prone to warping. They are much easier to handle going in and coming out of the oven and prevent overflowing filling from burning on the bottom of the oven (a mistake you will make only once).


Crust Shield


A crust shield is intended to prevent the crimped edge of a pie from becoming too dark and is typically used during the second half or so of total baking time. It allows you to keep the temperature high throughout to ensure the bottom crust will be nicely browned. It looks a lot like the outer ring of a tart pan, which is, in fact, exactly what we use for this purpose. You can purchase one if you like, or you can flip an appropriately sized tart ring over onto your crust to protect it once it has reached the desired level of browning. A temporary shield can also be fashioned by shaping aluminum foil into a ring.


Rubber Scrapers


Stock your kitchen with a couple of sizes of rubber scraper and at least one heatproof version. This is one of the most obvious and handy tools you can have for scraping the bowl clean and for easily mixing together textured fillings.


Wooden Spoons


In general, wooden spoons are preferable to metal, unless you’re tasting something. We like to collect handmade, sturdy, long-handled wooden spoons for stirring up big batches of fillings—just be sure to keep the spoons you use for sweet preparations separate from the spoons you use for savory preparations to avoid adding a garlicky note to your peaches.


Whisks


We mostly use just two types of whisks in the pie shop: piano and French. A French whisk adds air when whipping cream and other things you want to aerate. A piano whisk is sturdier; it also adds a little air but it is more of a blending tool.


Mixing Bowls


Have a few sizes on hand: small, medium, and large. Lightweight metal bowls are the easiest to handle and to clean. For making crusts, a flat-bottomed bowl is best.


Bench Scraper


A bench scraper is absolutely necessary for making piecrust and an awesome tool for helping with counter cleanup. Get one and get in the habit of using it for everything, not just piecrust.
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