Beth’s Buttermilk Pie
Sharing a family recipe can be risky business because you never know for certain whether
what you loved most about it was the actual taste or the people with whom you tasted it. The
two most essential ingredients for this recipe are my grandmother, Minnie Ola Rountree,
and my mother, Esther Aletha Rountree Green, and good luck finding them. And, if by some
miraculous means of an open portal to the eternal you happen to find them, I can’t promise
all will go smoothly in your kitchen. But you will be well entertained by two equally quirky
Arkansas women from deep rural roots, neither of whom ever believed in conceding the last
word to the other. And know up front they are going to make a mess, including but by no
means limited to your kitchen.
I make two of these pies every Wednesday evening before Thanksgiving, and I do it to
remember them. To taste them. To smell the scents that remind me of them in happy moments
when good food was good medicine in bad times. I make these pies for Thanksgiving rather
than Christmas so that I don’t have the endless distractions that inevitably accompany the
latter. For me, the reflecting is the most important part of the recipe, which is precisely why
I’m not sure if it’s really all that good. You need the women that go with it for the full effect.
But this I can promise you: The aroma that will fill your kitchen is better than any candle you
can buy.
Here’s the pathetic irony. I don’t have the exact recipe my mother used. She did scratch it
down at some point somewhere along the way, but God only knows where it ended up. She
probably wrote it on the back of a phone book, and never mind what that was. I’ve spent
the better part of twenty years testing recipes to recreate the exact texture and taste. My fork
has to travel through it exactly right or it’s all wrong. The recipe you’ll find below is similar
to numerous Buttermilk Pie recipes you’d find online. All of them call for the same basic
ingredients, so it comes down to fine-tuning amounts. The ones that tasted the most like ours
turned out to be heaviest on eggs, butter, and buttermilk. No surprise there. After considerable
experimentation, I finally discovered the taste of my grandmother and mother’s pie in a
buttermilk pie recipe shared by the Coers family at www.thecoersfamily.com. Though I’ve
adapted it with my own words and all the commentary is mine, the basic ingredients and
measurements you’ll find below are identical to theirs.

1. One 9-inch piecrust
I hate to start off bossy, but I just cannot live with you getting a frozen piecrust for this recipe. Granted, homemade
piecrust can be a pain in the neck to make. But if you need to get a prepared crust, go for the ones in the refrigerator
section rather than a frozen one. Pillsbury makes a good one. If you’re willing to make one from scratch, here are a
few pointers if you’re new to it: Look for the simplest recipe that is still shamelessly boastful (“this is fabulous but so
easy!”) but make more than it calls for. Since I make two pies, I always stir up piecrust enough for three so that I can
have plenty of dough to make nice, fat fluted edges, which I dearly love. I end up throwing away or repurposing
the equivalent to half a piecrust but at least the pie didn’t get cheated. Many piecrust recipes are more suited to
the smaller pie pans and don’t leave enough for great edges. This should be against the law. Also, don’t even think
you’re going to get away with not using super cold butter if you’re using a butter recipe rather than shortening
recipe for your piecrust. It will be disastrous when you attempt to roll it out, and you will start crying. All tears shed
during holiday baking should be limited to sentimentality or to chopping fresh onions for your cornbread dressing,
not over making the mistake of thinking the instructions didn’t apply to us. I learned this the hard way. Also be sure
and make it in advance so you have proper time to chill it in the refrigerator.

2. ½ cup softened really good quality butter
I use salted butter but some recipes call for unsalted. I tend to be salty. I’ll ground the fire out of you if you use
butter that has been unwrapped and sitting on a shelf in your refrigerator for the last month. In any recipe that calls
for butter, use only what has been recently purchased and has remained wrapped if at all possible.

3. 2 cups sugar
Mix it with the butter until smooth and creamy.

4. 3 rounded tablespoons of flour
5. 3 fresh large eggs
Add the flour and eggs to the butter and sugar mixture until smooth.

6. 1 cup buttermilk
Scoff at that low fat buttermilk you’ll see first on the shelf at the store. It’s not the same. Pick through it. Borden
Country Store Bulgarian Cultured Buttermilk is a great one, and even though it has a fancy title, it’s easy to find. I’m
suspicious of any buttermilk that doesn’t make a guhlump sound when I pour it. Thick is the main thing.

7. 1 teaspoon good quality pure vanilla extract
If you want to be a good baker, if you must gaze upon imitation vanilla at all, do so only with the stink eye. Add the
buttermilk and vanilla to the mixture and mix until smooth and creamy. Pour into your piecrust.

8. Dash of nutmeg (optional)
Most recipes call for a dash of nutmeg on the top, and if this is your first buttermilk pie, do indeed include it but I’ve
got to be honest. I don’t use it because I want to savor the delicate tastes of the butter and vanilla above all else, but
this is strictly a matter of taste. Let’s just say if it looks somewhere akin to tiramisu when you get finished dashing it
with nutmeg, you have achieved a nutmeg pie. Don’t make me cranky.
Bake in the middle rack of a 350 degree preheated oven until a sharp thin knife comes out of the center clean. For
most ovens this will be around 1 hour and 15 minutes but start checking on it at about an hour and five. If your
piecrust is browning too quickly, put a little foil around the edges. The center rack should help, but foil the crust if
necessary. The taste of the crust changes completely if it gets dark.
Directions will always say to let it cool completely before slicing, and you absolutely should, but this is one reason
I make two. I always cut a generous piece out of one of the pies when it’s no longer piping hot but still warm like
my memories. I sit with it at the table all by myself and eat it nice and slow, letting every bite rest unrushed on my
tongue until I can make out every delicate flavor, and I remember the two women I loved most in all the world
when I was young. Two women as imperfect as their daughters. And somehow, for that fleeting moment, everything
is perfect.

