
96 ARKANSAS LIFE   www.arkansaslife.com

last word

Now that Arkansas is firmly settled into its finest season, it is time to discuss pie.
For me, pie is the ideal cuisine of autumn. When the mercury has retreated 

from the upper reaches of the thermometer and bright colors start to appear 
on the trees (at least, on those that didn’t shed their leaves from heat stroke 
over the summer), my thoughts turn to baking in general and baking pies 
in particular. Pies, because I’m hopeless with virtually any other baked 
good that you don’t simply pull whole from a box in the freezer and heat 
to serving temperature. But pie? I’ll make a pie from scratch. Oh, okay, I 
usually skimp on the crust and go with the prepackaged stuff. But the filling 
is built the old-fashioned way, squinting into the stained and faded pages 
of a venerable cookbook and digging through cabinets to find where the 
heck I put the vanilla extract after the last time I used it because surely I 
can’t be out …

Aside from my limited repertoire when it comes to baked goods, autumn 
is for pie because they are both built upon 
the theme of comfort. There we stand on 
our porches or in our backyards, breathing 
without sweating. The sunscreen is put 
away, and the windbreakers are taken out. 
Walks around the neighborhood are not 
only possible now, but so enjoyable as to 
be mandatory. These are, indeed, the days 
that make the rest of the year’s weather 
worth putting up with, and they deserve 
a food that is equally as pleasant.

Hence, pie. It can be sweet or savory, 
as the appetite demands. It can be served 
cold in the early days of autumn and warm 
in its depths. It can be as plain or fancy as 
the heart desires, from the humblest fried 
pie to the most mountainous meringue. 
And best of all, there doesn’t have to be an occasion. I mean, think about it. 
If someone walks into the kitchen and finds you elbow deep in batter, floured 
pans and butter cream frosting, their reaction is mostly likely going to be, 
“Why are you making a cake?” On the other hand, show them a slant-sided, 
nine-inch baking dish, and they’ll gleefully exclaim, “Oh, you’re making pie!”

In other words: Cakes are for occasions; pies are just because.
As it so happens, autumn is also the season of my favorite holiday. And 

what is Thanksgiving without a pie or two? Being a traditionalist when it 
comes to Turkey Day, there are just two pies that I want to see sidled up 
next to that big roast bird and all the fixins: pecan and pumpkin. These 
have been my two favorites since childhood, and as it happens, my most 
noteworthy pie-baking skill is turning out a traditional Southern pecan 
pie. For a couple of decades now, it’s been my trademark contribution to 
family dinners, office potlucks, and neighborhood picnics. There are any 
number of reasons I favor pecan pie above all others, starting with the fact 

that it tastes so darn good: both smooth and crunchy, sweet on the tongue, 
and with a satisfying toothsomeness. I also like the fact that it’s built from 
humble ingredients and, truth be told, is simpler to make than the finished 
product would make many believe. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that you can 
dress it up by capping the top with beautiful pecan halves in concentric circles 
(or spirals or a Fibonacci sequence, if you prefer), making it an impressive 
hostess gift; or just serve it up plain Jane for those who you don’t need to 
impress. A very versatile pie, indeed.

As for the aforementioned well-thumbed cookbook, my pie recipe comes 
from the pages of The Cotton Country Collection (1972 edition), compiled 
by the good ladies of the Junior Charity League of Monroe, Louisiana. Turn 
to page 392, and you’ll find the recipe for The Best Pecan Pie, submitted by 
Mrs. Russell Bulloch. Above it in my mother’s handwriting is one word, 
underlined for emphasis: wonderful.

And wonderful it is, but that hasn’t 
stopped me from fiddling with it over the 
years: substituting lime juice for lemon, 
halving the butter, doubling the vanilla, 
adding chocolate chips when the mood 
strikes me. I think Mrs. Bulloch would 
still recognize the pie if I set it in front of 
her today, and I hope she’d approve of my 
alterations. In fact, I’m sure she would—
after all, that’s what cooks do.

Okay, that’s the pecan taken care of for 
the holiday, but what about the pumpkin? 
Well, I’m not ashamed to say I outsource 
that one. My best friend, a sassy redhead 
I call Toots, makes the finest pumpkin pie 
I’ve ever set a fork to: perfectly pumpkiny 
with a consistency that is somewhere 

between snow and a velvet milkshake. Okay, yeah, I need to come up with 
a better comparison, but that’s what comes to mind. Anyway, she’s taken 
the same route that I did to her pie perfection, starting with a legacy recipe 
and tinkering with it until she had achieved the Goldilocks Effect: just right. 
How good is this pie? I’d hesitate to add a dollop of whipped cream to it; 
that’s how good.

Now, don’t get me wrong—I’m not saying that pecan and pumpkin are 
the only pies welcome at the Thanksgiving table. If your family tradition or 
personal preference calls for apple, or egg custard, or minced moose meat, or 
any other varietal, by all means, bring them on. I’ll happily eat a slice myself, 
and not just to be polite. But I’ll turn up with a pecan pie and a pumpkin 
pie, just to be on the safe side.

And if you and yours don’t care for them, well … that’s all the more left 
over for breakfast.

Columnist Eric Francis does his baking in North Little Rock.
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PIE vS. PIE
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