Achieveflaky piecrust: Butter vs. shortening for
Heartland dessert pies?

Midwest Foodie (www.vchale.com)

The quest for the perfect pie crust is a culinary journey many home bakers embark on, particularly when
crafting the beloved dessert pies that grace tables across the Heartland. A truly flaky, tender crust is the
hallmark of a successful pie, providing a delicate counterpoint to rich fruit or creamy fillings. But what’s
the secret ingredient? For many, the debate boils down to two primary fats: butter or shortening.

The Great Fat Debate: Butter vs. Shortening

Both butter and shortening have their staunch advocates, each offering unique contributions to the final
texture and flavor of a pie crust. Understanding their distinct properties is key to mastering the art of the
perfect crust.

The Casefor Butter: Flavor and Golden Hue

Butter, with its rich, complex flavor and golden hue, is often considered the gold standard for taste.
Made from churned cream, it brings an unmistakable dairy depth that shortening simply cannot replicate.
When baked, butter contributes to a beautifully browned crust with a delicate crispness. However, butter
has a lower melting point than shortening, which means it melts more quickly in the dough, potentially
leading to aless pronounced flakiness if not handled with precision and speed.
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The Power of Shortening: Ultimate Flakiness and Tender Crumb

Vegetable shortening, a solid fat made from hydrogenated vegetable ail, is celebrated for its ability to
create extraordinarily flaky and tender pie crusts. Its higher melting point means it stays solid longer in
the dough, creating more distinct layers when it finally melts and releases steam during baking. This
results in those coveted, airy pockets that define atruly flaky crust. While shortening excelsin texture, it
islargely flavorless, leaving the pi€’ sfilling to carry the taste profile.
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Under standing the Science: How Fats Create Flakiness

The magic of aflaky pie crust lies in the interaction between cold fat, flour, and water. As the pie bakes,
the pieces of solid fat within the dough melt, releasing steam. This steam then pushes apart the layers of
gluten developed in the flour, creating air pockets and distinct, flaky layers. Butter’s water content also
contributes to steam, but shortening’s higher melting point and 100% fat content often result in more
dramatic lift and separation.

Page 3


https://www.vchale.com/achieve-flaky-pie-crust-butter-vs-shortening-for-heartland-dessert-pies/

The Heartland Per spective: Tradition Meets Technique

In the Heartland, where pies are often a staple of family gatherings and celebrations, the crust is as
important as the filling. Many traditional recipes, passed down through generations, often call for
shortening, prized for its reliable flakiness and tender crumb, making it perfect for fruit pies like apple or
cherry, and creamy custards alike. However, the resurgence of artisanal baking has seen butter gain
traction for its superior flavor, leading many to experiment with new approaches.

TheHybrid Approach: Best of Both Worlds

For those who can’t choose, a popular compromise is to use a blend of both butter and shortening. This
hybrid approach aims to capture the best attributes of each: the unparaleled flavor and browning of
butter, combined with the superior flakiness and ease of handling provided by shortening. A common
ratio is two parts shortening to one part butter, or a 50/50 split, depending on desired texture and taste.
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Tipsfor Success, No Matter Your Fat Choice

Regardless of whether you choose butter, shortening, or a combination, certain technigques are universal
for achieving a phenomenal pie crust:

e Keep Ingredients Cold: Both your fat and water should be ice-cold to prevent the fat from
melting prematurely.

e Don’'t Overwork the Dough: Over-mixing develops gluten too much, leading to a tough crust.
Mix just until combined.

e Use lce Water Sparingly: Add just enough water to bring the dough together. Too much water
can make the crust tough.

e Chill the Dough: Before rolling and baking, chill your dough for at least 30 minutes. This alows
the gluten to relax and the fat to firm up, making it easier to handle and contributing to flakiness.
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Ultimately, the choice between butter and shortening for your Heartland dessert pies comes down to
personal preference, the specific pie you're making, and perhaps a touch of family tradition.
Experimentation is encouraged to discover which fat, or combination of fats, creates your ideal flaky
masterpiece.
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