Mary Fraser Blueberry Pie

Aka Upper Peninsula Michigan Blueberry Pie
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Find your blueberry patch and pick a quart of berries. You can buy them or use a canned variety, but they won’t be as tasty.

Make your piecrust:

· 2 cups flour 4 TBL. Butter & 4 TBL. Lard

· 1/8 tsp. salt ½ cup cold water

· Mix flour, salt and shortening together until mixture has the consistency of small peas. (Use your hands, of course)

· Add water in small quantities until dough sticks together and cleans the surface of the bowl. (You may need to use a little more water to make this happen, but use sparingly.)

· Separate dough into two balls. (You can store this in the refrigerator until days later or freeze it, too.)

· Roll one ball out into a circle to fit pie pan with enough overlap to pinch later.

Fix berries:

· Combine (washed) berries with ¾ cup of sugar, 4 TBL. Flour. Put into pie pan and dot with a little butter. (go easy on that).

· Roll out the top crust and flip it over the top. Crimp dough all around and cut 3 or 4 holes in top for steam to escape. Put pie plate on a cookie sheet (to catch any spillover, and put in pre-heated oven.

Baking Time: 35 to 45 minutes in a 425 degree oven. Watch it at the end to see that crust is slightly browned but not much.  Cool and eat it plain (yum) or add a little vanilla ice cream on top.


I grew up in Marquette, Michigan, next to Lake Superior, on the northernmost border of the United States, with long winters and short summers. Ours was a land of iron ore miners where our elders remembered the first days of settling the area and where a frontier egalitarianism still prevailed. During the 1930’s and 40’s, my grandmother and I lived on a $50 “old age assistance” monthly check in the house built by my great-great grandmother (a widow) around 1875. Surrounded by hills and near the lake, we knew the berry patches and the seasons of growth. Like a frontier woman, my grandmother believed she could do anything –and did. She patched the roof with tar every summer after the winter ice damaged it; cut the wood for the wood stove, hauled the coal for the coal stove, cleaned the privy, planted the vegetable garden, and created flower gardens all around the house. She taught me how to make a concrete sidewalk for ourselves: we walked up on the hill every evening after supper and collected a water bucket of stones until we had enough to lay the bed for the cement. I learned to chop and pile wood. I learned to maintain the lawn and do the mowing. But the flower garden was her special domain where, each evening, I was allowed only to admire as she pointed out the new growth of the day. She was the last of that sort of woman who farmed, raised animals, preserved food for storage in a root house, and went without much cash for long periods of time. I was the last child and raised on a kind of welfare by a grandmother taking over from an irresponsible young mother.

It was an idyllic childhood because I was loved and praised by the extended family of exuberant aunts and uncles, all in their 30’s, who contributed care and gifts a-plenty. (The family were all railroad workers.) My grandmother had been the little Irish maid, forced to stop school in the fourth grade when her father was killed in a mine explosion, and later, the wife of a railroad brakeman. All her life she yearned after that lost education. Finally, in her 60’s, she took on the task of educating me. In a house without books, I was enrolled in the town library (a grand one) and we read together all the years of my schooling. One summer, I brought my graduate school friends home for a vacation at the summer “camp” nearby on the lake, and my grandmother made blueberry pies in the black frying pans there. (Pie plates were not available.) We all picked blueberries which grow best on the edge of pine woods with sandy soils; and she made the pies. Hanging over her shoulder, I asked about quantities and method: How much flour, how much water? Her answer was always “Just enough. Until it feels right.” That was when I realized how much cooking, baking—or any craft—required “feel,” experience, technique. It took me quite awhile until I mastered that and could re-create what she knew, for her knowledge was written down nowhere. It was the knowledge of skill and experience which books cannot convey.

Two or three years later, into Ph.D. study and now married, I heard her say: “Jo, aren’t you EVER going to stop going to school?” With a laugh and a hug, I assured her I’d had enough education for both of us. She died soon after, in 1959, at 87 years old. She told me she was satisfied that she had lived long enough to see me married, and now could die in peace.

Years later, I went back to Marquette for a high school reunion. I thought my memory of wonderful pies was childhood nostalgia. What I found instead was the proliferation of pie shops in Northern Wisconsin and the Upper Peninsula of Michigan—the Northwood’s area. And the pies were as good as I remembered: custard, banana cream, blueberry, pumpkin, apple, and lemon meringue as high as memory. Pies were the art of working women, the art of my grandmother, the joy of simple pleasures in the backwoods of my mind. I can hardly imagine a better childhood than that cash-poor time among the lakes and pines of Northern Michigan. Poor in goods, rich in spirit. That was my grandmother, Mary Fleming Fraser (1872-1959).
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