18 cook's C

Dt e gﬁwwbe)mg Pe

The pie case is the first thing I size up
when I step into a diner. The mile-
high lemon meringue and banana
cream pies tempt me mightily, but
it’s the strawberry pic that gets me
every time: a rved so bright it hurts,
berries so big they could be plums,
whipped cream so pouffy it looks like
a drift of fresh snow. Inevitably, 1
order a humongous slice and eagerly
dive in when the waitress sets it
down. But diner strawberry pies
rarely deliver, tasting more of plastic
than pic. The “baker” (I use the word
loosely) seems to toss a few underripe
berries with a can of dved, gelati-
nous, tooth-achingly sweet strawberry
pie filling (a.k.a. red goo) and then
calls it a day. Could better ingredi-
ents and techniques deliver a pie that
lives up to its looks? BY CALI RICH

Unlike strawberry-rhubarb  pie, diner-style straw-
berry pic isn't baked. The filling is cooked on the
stove, poured into a prebaked pie crust, and chilled.
Perhaps the most famous version is the one served at
Shoney’s, a restaurant chain based in Nashville, Ten-
nessee. 1 trolled their website for a recipe. No luck.
A call to their test kitchen also came up short, with a
tight-lipped employee offering only that the strawberry
filling is a secret recipe made for and distributed to cach
Shoney's, where the pies are assembled fresh every day.

Most of the recipes [ was able to find were virtu-
ally identical. You combine 1 cup each of water and
sugar with a small amount of comstarch until thick-
ened. Once the mixture is cool, you stir in a pound
of fresh whole berries and a few drops of red food
coloring, and then pour the mixture into the shell.
Some versions had one significant variation—namely,

OUNTRY

adding as much as a box of strawberry Jell-O to the
filling. The cornstarch-only version thickened nicely,
but in the refrigerator, the filling began to weep; the
chill apparenty loosened the starch’s hold. At the
other extreme, pic made with Jell-O was disagrecably
bouncy (and, worse, had a fake strawberry taste). But
getting the texture right was the least of my problems.
All of the recipes called for just 1 pound of berries and
provided modest berry flavor at best. Meant to tempt
the eve, these pies did little for the palate, 1 would
start my testing from square one

Right off the bat, 1 decided the red dye would
have to go. That settled, I began to wonder about
the generous measure of water (1 cup) added to the
filling. Like most soft fruits, strawberries arc natu
rally moist, so shouldn’t you concentrate their juices?
Instead, these recipes made a watery filling and then

thickened it. That seemed crazy, so I struck out in a
new direction, beginning my testing by simmering 3
pounds of sliced fresh berries (what's strawberry pic
if not a lot of strawberries?) in a dry saucepan. The
berries released their juices, and after 20 minutes my
mixture was thick, concentrated, and flavorful. All
good, except for one thing: Tasters missed the fresh-
ness of uncooked berries,

The next time I made the pic, 1 divided the fruit,
cooking down 2 pounds of frozen berries—they
worked equally well for cooking and cost less—and
then stirring in 1 pound fresh berries off the heat (1
sliced the fresh berries first to make the pie casier to
cut). 1 poured this mixture into the shell and chilled
the pic. This pie had all the berry flavor I could want.
As it chilled, however, the uncooked berries softened,
making the filling watery,



