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Introduction




  As a child, I thought that Robert McCloskey’s classic children’s book, Blueberries for Sal, about a little girl and her mother on a blueberry-picking adventure in Maine, was written just for me, despite evidence to the contrary. I spent my childhood summers at the New Jersey shore, without a blueberry field, tall pine, or bear in sight, but my mother loved to read the book to me, and my close family called me Sal. Mom’s fascination with New England brought out her adventurous side. One summer she packed all four of us into the car and drove north without a solid plan. We stopped when we were tired, stayed in rickety, old-time hotels with wide porches, swam in the ocean off Massachusetts, and, of course, picked blueberries along the way. It was the beginning of a long romance with New England, where I have spent the better part of my life.




  Fast forward a few decades, and I found myself on a sloping hillside near Brooksville, Maine, with a four-year-old son and a couple of blueberry buckets. It looked vaguely familiar, and then it dawned on me. It was Blueberries for Sal! For much of my son’s childhood, we rented summer cottages in Maine—on islands or near the water—and always, there were blueberries. Soon along with the bathing suits and life jackets, I began to pack my muffin tin and rolling pin. Early morning blueberry picking meant muffins for breakfast and pies for supper. For a New Englander in summer, blueberry muffins, pies, and crumbles are as common as lobster rolls.




  This book celebrates blueberries and all the nostalgia of summer they inspire. A cobbler on the picnic table, a skillet cake made with cornmeal and blueberries in a vacation cottage, a tray of scones for late morning coffee will put things right. Blueberries mean sunny days, when time seems to stretch out indefinitely and life is good.




  A bowl of blueberries may be a bowlful of nostalgia, but it’s no secret that the berries are both good to eat and good for you. The production of plump, high-bush (cultivated) blueberries has tripled over the last decade because of their touted health benefits, such as a high antioxidant capacity. They are cousins of wild blueberries, domesticated in the early 1900s in the New Jersey Pine Barrens. There, the sandy, acidic soil and tough conditions make it difficult to grow most crops, but they are ideal for growing blueberries. Elizabeth Coleman White, the daughter of a large landowner in the Pine Barrens, decided to experiment with transplanting wild blueberries from New Hampshire, with the help of botanist Frederick Vernon Coville. Through a series of cloning and cuttings, they were able to produce high-bush plants that yielded large, uniform berries, and tamed the wild blueberry forever.
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  Yet wild, low-bush blueberries are the precious little jewels of the blueberry family. They contain more antioxidants than other berries, including cultivated blueberries, and pack a tart punch. Maine is the largest producer of wild blueberries in the world. Over the past one hundred years they were harvested by hand, using a metal rake with prongs, a back-breaking job often performed by farm owners with the help of migrant workers and teenagers. Mechanical harvesters are a recent development, but they now account for about 80 percent of the Maine harvest.




  While you may find cultivated blueberries in the supermarket year-round from Florida, Chile, or Peru, fresh wild blueberries are harder to come by unless you are in Maine in late July or early August. You often see card tables set up with baskets of the berries along the highway, while the seller sits in a folding chair under a big umbrella. Be sure to take home a few baskets if the stars have aligned for you to be there at the right moment. Since that is not possible for most of us, frozen wild blueberries are available to all, anywhere and anytime, in supermarket freezers. I love the idea of starting my day with blueberries, and I keep a bag in my freezer to stir into yogurt for breakfast all year long.




  Most of the recipes in this book require only basic skills. Even if you don’t think of yourself as a baker, if you have a measuring cup and a big bowl you will find something inviting to make and share with your family and friends. A small batch of jam made quickly in the microwave is nothing short of a revelation if you suffer from jam jitters. You even can make it with frozen berries in the depths of February, when summer feels eons away. Spread a little on an English muffin while you plan your vacation. And if you’re in the mood for some baking therapy and want to hone your baking chops, make brioche sugar buns. You’ll find blueberry treats that are easy to put together as well as recipes that will make you stretch a little if you want to be challenged.




  Blueberries make mornings better. If I have a jar of barely sweetened blueberry sauce in the fridge, I slather it over pancakes or waffles, or assemble little yogurt jars for a grab-and-go breakfast that tastes so much fresher than flavored yogurt from the market. When company comes, I might feel ambitious and bake some morning treats, from blueberry muffins similar to those once sold in the famous Boston department store Jordan Marsh, or a batch of Blueberry Oat Bran Scones. You’ll find recipes for some of the classics, like Maine Wild Blueberry Pie with a Lattice Crust, Blueberry Cobbler, Black-and-Blue Crumble, and Blueberry Boy Bait, the sassy title of a blueberry slump cake. Blueberry Ripple Ice Cream, Blueberry Yogurt Popsicles, and a lovely Lemon Semifreddo will refresh you on a hot day, and for a special occasion, try your hand at Pavlova with Summer Berries, a meringue cake filled with whipped cream and bursting with the little fruits.




  I hope these recipes tempt you and make you eager to get into the kitchen. I hope you share your creations, enjoy them on a picnic, at the beach, on the back porch, on the front stoop, or in a vacation cottage, ideally after a morning of blueberry picking. We can all dream, can’t we? And above all, I hope you savor the sweetness of the little blue berries I have loved my whole life.




  Sally Pasley Vargas




  Boston




  
The Blueberry Pantry




  INGREDIENTS




  BLUEBERRIES




  Wild blueberries, also known as low-bush blueberries, don’t travel well when they are fresh, so you will most likely find them in the freezer section of your market. Or, if you’re lucky enough to live in Maine, where they grow, they can be found in markets and even for sale along the roadsides in later July and early August when they ripen. They are smaller than the larger high-bush, cultivated berries, but they are also juicier and have a sweeter and tangier flavor than their cultivated cousins. Wild blueberries have garnered much attention in recent years as a “super food.” They are loaded with vitamins A and K, and are packed with more antioxidants than cultivated berries. They also freeze much better—90 percent of Maine’s wild blueberry crop is frozen at harvest. The distinctive flavor of wild berries gives sauces and jams a great fruity boost, and I highly recommend using them, or at least combining them with cultivated blueberries, whenever you can. Because wild blueberries are smaller than cultivated berries, you will need about 25 percent more wild berries to achieve the proper volume; apply the same increase when a recipe calls for a thickener such as tapioca flour or cornstarch. Frozen wild berries also tend to bleed a little less into batters than frozen, cultivated berries.




  Fresh cultivated blueberries are available fresh almost year-round since demand has generated increased production in the United States and other parts of the world. They are harvested from high-bush plants that were developed from smaller, low-bush wild berries in the early part of the twentieth century.




  Dried blueberries, like most air-dried fruits, have a concentrated flavor and sweetness and are slightly chewy. They’re good for adding to a granola mix or breakfast bars, or stirred into hot cereal. You can find them at Trader Joe’s and Costco.
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  Freeze-dried blueberries are light and airy and for such little fruits, they’re deceptively full of intense blueberry flavor. You can use them in baked goods instead of dried fruit, although their texture will be more like tiny popcorn kernels than the chewiness of air-dried berries. My favorite way to use them is to pulverize them in a food processor and add the powder to icing or whipped cream, or to flavor meringues. You can find them at Trader Joe’s and Costco.




  Frozen blueberries are a godsend when the season is winding down, or to satisfy a blueberry yearning out of season. In many recipes I call for them to be added without defrosting. They are best used in a sauce or pie that is going to be cooked on top of the stove or baked. For dough and batters like pancakes, muffins, or scones, opt for fresh berries, if you can, since the frozen berries can turn the batter gray. They still taste good, but they lose some of their eye appeal. If you’re making pancakes, drop some frozen berries straight onto each pancake as soon as you ladle the batter onto the pan. Coating frozen blueberries in flour before adding them to any batter helps separate them and reduces the chances of discoloring the batter.




  BUTTER




  Unsalted butter lets you decide how much salt to add to a recipe. I have used unsalted American-style butter (not European) in all the recipes in this book. While recipes often call for room temperature butter, I have specified the butter temperature in these recipes. For biscuits and pie doughs made in the food processor or electric mixer, I like to chill the butter and flour for at least 15 minutes so the butter stays in small pieces in the cold flour. When the butter pieces melt in the oven, the small bits release steam, which in turn creates flakiness in the dough.




  CITRUS ZEST AND JUICE




  Blueberries cry out for citrus flavors to make the fruits pop. The oil in the zest of oranges, limes, and lemons (the outer, colored part of the rind, not the bitter white pith beneath it) pump up the citrus flavor that juice alone cannot. Use a rasp grater such as Microplane and grate the zest directly into the sugar in the recipe when possible. Use your fingers to blend it into the sugar. To make your baking easier, zest before you squeeze!




  COOKIE CRUMBS




  To make cookie crumbs, enclose the cookies in a gallon-size zipper bag and roll over with a rolling pin until finely crushed. It’s easier and less messy than whirring them in a food processor.
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  EGGS AND EGG WASH




  All eggs in these recipes are Grade A large, so for best results, don’t substitute another size. Eggs whip up with more volume if they are at room temperature. To quickly warm cold eggs, set them in a bowl of warm (not hot) water for about 10 minutes. According to the US Department of Agriculture, you can freeze egg whites for up to twelve months (!), so if you have some extra whites, pour each one into a compartment of an ice cube tray, freeze, pop them out, and store in a freezer bag. Don’t forget to date the bags and thaw in the refrigerator. They’ll be ready and waiting for your next meringue dessert.




  An egg wash helps crusts brown and gives your baked goods a pretty golden sheen. Beat an egg thoroughly with about 1 tablespoon of water, milk, or cream—I just break an egg into a bowl and pour a little cold water into half an eggshell—then beat with a fork and use a pastry brush to apply it.




  FLOUR




  All-purpose flour: I like Gold Medal All-Purpose Flour for its middle-of-the-road combination of soft and hard wheat; don’t let the “bleached” in the label scare you—it is treated with a process that lightens the color of the flour, leaving only a trace of benzoic acid, which occurs naturally in many foods.




  Cake flour is low in protein, high in starch, and made from soft wheat. It adds a delicate flavor and texture to baked goods. While it’s not quite the same, if you don’t have cake flour you can replace 2 tablespoons per cup of all-purpose flour with cornstarch, sifting it at least three times to combine it.




  How to measure flour: Ideally, flour and dry ingredients in baking are best weighed, but since American baking has not yet reached that tipping point, I have given ingredient amounts in cups. Use the “fluff, spoon, and scrape” method of measuring. Fluff the flour in the canister, scoop it into the measuring cup, and scrape the top with a knife for the most consistent measurement, so the flour is not compacted. One cup of all-purpose flour weighs 4.5 ounces.




  NUTS




  Toasting nuts adds tons of flavor to baked goods and just about everything else. Spread them on a baking sheet and bake for 8 to 10 minutes at 350ºF, or until fragrant. Cool on the pan and chop or grind away. A quick way to chop nuts is to enclose them in a plastic zipper bag and bash them lightly with a rolling pin until they are in pieces.
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