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|  TASTE

Apple Pie 
Fall’s Hardest Working Dessert

BY JAIME LEWIS

Of all the dishes and desserts to capture the essence of fall, is any more iconic than apple pie? 
Found on family tables from September through Christmas, this humble concoction of crisp 

apples and earthy spices baked into a flakey crust signifies more than just a weather change—it 
means comfort, warmth, and human affection. In other words, we ask a lot of our pie.

HARVEST

ur pie asks a lot of us, too, as I learned from a recent 
tasting with friends of several locally-made samples. 
In speaking with three benchmark San Luis Obispo 
bakeries, I learned that crafting an apple pie is no mean 
feat, requiring everything from a scientist’s tenacity 
to a clairvoyant’s foresight to ensure that the pie 
filling showcases the apples (without going gooey), is 

adequately spiced (without overpowering the fruit), and 
comes together in a perfectly golden crust (that’s neither 
pasty nor tough). So much for basic.

Carl Sagan famously said, “If you wish to make an apple 
pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.” The 
next step? Locate the best apples. O
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                      e use Washington Granny Smiths 
to fall back on, but I’ll often go out to get 
local apples myself from SLO Creek Farms,” 
said The Apple Farm’s longtime Executive 
Pastry Chef, Willie Vey, who grew up on a 
farm herself and inherited the pie-making 
gene from her mother. The Apple Farm recipe 
includes a filling of whichever seasonal apples 
are available, spiced with an earthy blend of 

cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger, cloves, and allspice, 
as well as cornstarch, sugar, and a little salt. 
The crust is simply made with flour, vegetable 
shortening, salt and water. “We make massive 
amounts of crusts,” said Vey, sharing that the 
Apple Farm employs one person full-time to 
make 20 to 35 pies per day, as well as others 
during Thanksgiving week when the bakery 
pumps out 1,200 pies. >>

“W
JAIME LEWIS is a 
sommelier, world traveler, 
and food writer, who lives 
in San Luis Obispo.
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                 t the Madonna Inn, I met Bakery 
Manager Amber Russell and was reminded that 
the bakery there has a very proud—if slightly 
overshadowed by towering cakes—pie history. 
“Pie orders have gone up steadily for the past 
several years,” says Russell, who was hired by Alex 
Madonna himself and takes pride in carrying on 
the Inn’s long-standing tradition of producing 
beautiful baked goods. “We have a lot of locals 

with repeat orders, banquets, and traffic from the 
freeway,” she said. Each day, the Madonna Inn 
bakes about 22 pies for the store, in addition to 
special orders. Like at the Apple Farm, Russell uses 
Washington Granny Smith apples for her pies with 
a bit of cinnamon, nutmeg, and a dash of lemon. 
Her crust, however, was the only one we tasted that 
included some amount of butter “for flavor and 
color,” said Russell.  >>

A
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                    nlike the Apple Farm and 
Madonna Inn, the Avila Valley Barn is a 
working farm that grows most of the apples 
used in its pies. When I asked what it’s like 
to have control from tree to pie plate, owner 
Debbie Smith laughed and cited the many 
factors that have diminished See Canyon apple 
production to 15 percent of normal this year. 
“Control?” she quipped. “There is no control!” 

Smith started baking pies 27 years ago when the 
farm produced more fruit than the farm stand 

could sell. “Our recipe has changed a lot over 
time,” she shared. “We started with a full-butter 
crust, then a half-butter and half-shortening 
crust, and finally we decided to cut all butter 
out. It just makes the crust too bread-dough-y 
for this level of production.” And what level of 
production is that? A whopping 100 pies per 
day, average, and more on weekends.

Smith’s apple pies are beautiful to behold, 
piled high and covered with a golden crust 
that’s scalloped around the edge like a cartoon 

pie, set out to cool on a window sill. They also 
taste spectacular, particularly those made with 
a blend of apples from the Avila Valley Barn 
or Gopher Glen, a property in See Canyon 
planted to over 100 apple varieties that the 
Smith’s purchased six years ago. “We use a 
‘harvest blend’ for our apple fillings,” said 
Smith. “Especially Jonagolds and Braeburns. 
We like balance—not too soft or too crunchy.” 
When asked how she spices her pies, Smith 
raised a proprietary baker’s eyebrow and 
giggled. “I can’t tell!” 

San Luis Obispo County excels 
at deconstructing apple pie, as I 
discovered in my search. A few 
standout dishes:

The Apple Farm’s Willie Vey 
makes a killer Upside-Down Pecan 
Apple Pie that won our tasting 
party over for its decadence and 
creativity. 

Ember Restaurant in Arroyo 
Grande offers a seasonal 
Apple Tarte Tatin with Vanilla 
Shortbread, Sea Salt Caramel, 
Brown Sugar Oat Crumble & 
Crème Fraiche Ice Cream

Artisan Restaurant in Paso 
Robles sources local apples from 
Windrose Farms for its Baked 
Apple and Tart Cherry Crumble 
with Rum Raisin Ice Cream
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