Shortbread Pastry

Pâte Sablée

1 plump moist vanilla bean

1 large egg yolk, at room temperature

2 T finely ground blanched almonds

½ cup confectioners’ sugar, sifted

¾ cup all-purpose flour, sifted

Pinch of fine sea salt

5 T unsalted butter, softened

Unsalted butter, softened, for the pan

1. Flatten the vanilla bean and cut it in half lengthwise. With a small spoon, scrape out the seeds and place them in a small bowl. Add egg yolk, and stir to blend. Set aside.

2. In a food processor, combine the almonds and confectioners’ sugar and process until blended. Add the flour and salt and process to blend. Add the butter and process just until the mixture resembles course crumbs, about 10 seconds. Add the egg yolk and vanilla seeds, and turn the machine on and off just until the dough begins to hold together, about 10 times. Do not over-process. The dough should not form a ball.

3. With a pastry scraper, transfer the dough to a sheet of waxed paper. With your hands, gently form the dough into a ball, and flatten it into a circle. Wrap and refrigerate for at least 1 hour, or up to 24 hours.

4. Meanwhile, butter the bottom and sides of the tart pan. Set aside.

5. On a lightly floured surface, carefully roll the dough out to form an 11-inch circle. Transfer it to the prepared tart pan. Without stretching the dough, lift it up at the edges so that it naturally falls into the rim of the pan. With your fingertips, very delicately coax the dough into the pan. There should be a generous 1-inch overhang; allow it to drape naturally over the edge of the pan. Generously prick the dough lining the bottom of the tart pan, and refrigerate for at least 1 hour, or wrap loosely in foil and refrigerate for up to 24 hours.

6. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

7. Remove the tart shell from the refrigerator. Unwrap and place it on a baking sheet. (Do not ignore this step, or you will end up with burnt bits of pastry on your oven floor.) Place the baking sheet in the center of the oven.

8. For a partially baked shell: Bake just until the pastry begins to firm up, about 5 minutes. Remove the shell from the oven and with a large sharp knife, carefully trim off and discard the overhanging pastry to create a smooth, well-trimmed shell. Return it to the oven and bake until the pastry is brown around the edges, 8 to 10 minutes more. Cool for at least 10 minutes (or up to several hours) before filling.
For a fully baked shell: Bake 20 minutes more, for a total of about 35 minutes.

