
W ith its spiced custard fill-
ing and buttery pastry 
crust, a baked pumpkin 
pie is utterly traditional. 

But it’s not the only kind of pumpkin pie 
you can put on the holiday table. Although 
unheralded, the no-bake pumpkin pie has 
a couple of benefits not offered by its tra-
ditional counterpart, one being a much 
easier, press-in crumb crust that requires 
just 15 minutes of oven time, another being 
a creamier filling with a fresher, brighter 
pumpkin flavor. No need to roll out pie 
dough or tie up your oven? Sounds like the 
perfect recipe for a busy holiday.

But every good recipe has bad versions. 
For no-bake pumpkin pies this translates to 
crumbly crusts and poorly textured fillings. 
Some fillings are thickened with so much 
gelatin that they become rubbery. Others 
use cream cheese as the binding agent and 
end up dense and chalky. I wanted creami-
ness, but I also wanted lightness. While 
chiffon-style pies are certainly light, the 
addition of whipped egg whites makes them 
fluffy, even spongy—not what I wanted. 
Despite these obstacles, the promise of pro-
ducing a creamy pumpkin pie without the 
hassle of making pie pastry was appealing. Surely 
I could resolve these texture issues. 

texture treatment
Lucky for me, I already had a strong foun-
dation—a simple and sturdy Cook’s recipe for 
graham cracker crust (Summer Berry Pie, July/
August, 2003). To this I added a barebones fill-

ing of 1 can pumpkin, 2⁄3 cup sugar, and 1⁄2 cup 
each of milk and heavy cream (the same ratio 
used in our baked pumpkin pie). I also needed 
the right thickener. Of all the thickeners used 
in no-bake pies, the most common are gelatin 
(which is melted) and cornstarch (cooked on 
the stovetop). Although I widened the playing 
field to test tapioca, arrowroot, and even potato 

starch, gelatin ended up as the victor. And 
I learned that gelatin should be used mod-
estly. Whereas most recipes called for more 
than a tablespoon (resulting in pies with a 
tough, rubbery texture), I found that just 
2 teaspoons produced a pie that could be 
neatly sliced without being excessively stiff.

Now that my pie filling was holding 
together, my tasters shifted their complaints 
to the fibrous texture of the pumpkin. 
Despite being labeled “pureed,” canned 
pumpkin is not truly smooth. A quick whirl 
in the food processor yielded a silky mixture 
worthy of the label.

Although the consistency of my pie was 
better, it needed more richness. Switching 
from a blend of milk and heavy cream to 
all heavy cream was an improvement. Next 
I tried whipping the cream and folding it 
into the filling. Although the texture was 
lighter and fluffier, the pumpkin and the 
cream never really melded but instead set-
tled into an unattractive mottled appear-
ance. Pureeing some of the cream with the 
pumpkin lightened the filling just a bit and 
helped to unify the ingredients. 

My filling was getting pretty good, but 
my tasters clamored for a richer and more 

velvety texture—like that of a baked pumpkin pie. 
Comparing the ingredient lists of my no-bake 
recipe and the test kitchen’s favorite baked pump-
kin pie, I saw one major difference: My no-bake 
recipe didn’t contain eggs. I had rejected chiffon-
style pies because the whipped whites made them 
too mousse-like and insubstantial. But what if  
I kept the yolks and cooked them with the sugar 
and cream to form a simple custard? I had to heat 
the cream anyway to dissolve the sugar. After a few 
tests I found that three yolks gave my pie filling the 
luxurious texture my tasters and I sought.

Flavor Fix
Rich, creamy, and smooth, this pie filling now 
needed a refined flavor to match its texture. To 
add some complexity, I included some spices. 
A mix of ground cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, 
and cloves tasted best, but because they weren’t 
cooked their raw flavors quickly became hot and 
harsh. I decreased the amount, but the harshness 
persisted. Next I tried heating them in the cream; 
this softened their hard edge while drawing out 

no-bake pumpkin pie
A no-bake pumpkin pie sounds appealing, but not if the filling is starchy or dense. 

Could we reformulate this recipe and make it worthy of the holiday table?
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a crumb crust and no-bake filling yield an easy pie that’s lighter and 
fresher than the classic version.
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two Problem Pies
We wanted a rich and creamy filling. many of the recipes we tested fell short of this goal, like these two flawed examples.

Cornstarch makes the filling pasty and gritty (left), while whipped egg whites produce a spongy filling (right).
tO O  Pa St Y tO O  S P O n gY
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more of their heady, fragrant qualities.
To offset the spices, I tried adding some high 

flavor notes. Lemon juice was too sour and bour-
bon too boozy, but orange juice was both bright 
and delicate enough to be added uncooked to the 
mix. Combined with a touch of vanilla extract, 
it added a sweet, perfumed punch (and served 
double duty to soften the gelatin before it was 
melted into the custard). Last, I switched from 
granulated to brown sugar, sure that it would 
add a welcome hint of molasses. In fact, tasters 
thought it muddied the pie, preferring the former 
for its clean flavor.

With these last adjustments, my no-bake pie 
was finally good enough to take its place on the 
holiday dessert table. Yes, you need to cook the 

filling on the stovetop, but the pie requires just 
15 minutes of baking, leaving the oven free for 
roast turkey and all those holiday side dishes.

N o - b a k e  P u M P k I N  P I e
S e r v e S  8

The crust can be baked, cooled, wrapped tightly 
in plastic wrap, and stored at room tempera-
ture for one day. Serve with lightly sweetened 
whipped cream.

Graham Cracker Crust
 5  ounces graham crackers (9 whole crackers), 

broken into large pieces
 2  tablespoons sugar
 5  tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and warm

Pumpkin Filling
 3  tablespoons cold orange juice 
 2  teaspoons vanilla extract
 2  teaspoons gelatin (from 1 package)
 1  cup cold heavy cream 
 2⁄3  cup (43⁄4 ounces) sugar 
 3⁄4  teaspoon table salt
 1  teaspoon ground cinnamon
 1⁄2  teaspoon ground ginger
 1⁄4  teaspoon ground nutmeg
 1⁄8  teaspoon ground cloves
 3  large egg yolks 
 1  (15-ounce) can plain pumpkin puree (13⁄4 cups)

1. for the crust: Adjust oven rack to lower-
middle position and heat oven to 325 degrees. 

2. Pulse crackers and sugar in food proces-
sor until evenly and finely ground, about fifteen  
2-second pulses (you should have 1 cup crumbs). 
Add warm butter in steady stream through feed 
tube while pulsing until crumbs are evenly moist-
ened and resemble damp sand. Transfer crumbs 
to 9-inch pie plate and spread evenly over bot-
tom and sides; wipe out food processor bowl 
and reserve. Using flat-bottomed ramekin or dry 
measuring cup, press and smooth crumbs into pie 
plate (see illustration, at left). Bake until fragrant 
and browned around edges, 15 to 18 minutes. 
Cool completely on wire rack.

3. for the filling: Stir orange juice and 
vanilla together in medium bowl. Sprinkle gela-
tin over orange juice mixture and set aside to 
thicken, about 5 minutes. 

4. Combine 1⁄2 cup heavy cream, 1⁄3 cup sugar, 
salt, and spices in small saucepan. Cook over 
medium-low heat until bubbles form at edges; 
remove from heat. Whisk remaining 1⁄3 cup sugar 
and yolks together in medium bowl until pale 
and slightly thickened. Slowly pour hot cream 
into yolk mixture, whisking constantly. Return 
mixture to pan and cook over medium-low heat, 
stirring constantly and scraping bottom of pot 
with heatproof spatula, until custard is thickened 
and registers 175 to 180 degrees on instant-read 

thermometer, about 2 minutes. (When properly 
cooked, custard should form slight ridge on tip 
of spatula when bottom of pan is scraped and 
spatula is lifted.) Immediately pour custard over 
gelatin mixture and stir until smooth and gelatin 
has completely dissolved. 

5. Puree pumpkin in food processor until 
smooth, 10 to 15 seconds. With machine run-
ning, add remaining 1⁄2 cup heavy cream through 
feed tube in steady stream. Scrape sides of bowl 
and process for additional 10 to 15 seconds. Add 
pumpkin mixture to custard mixture and stir until 
completely smooth. Transfer filling to cooled 
crust. Chill pie, uncovered, until filling is just set, 
about 3 hours. Cover pie with plastic wrap and 
continue to chill until fully set, at least 6 and up to 
24 hours. Cut pie into wedges and serve.
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s l e e k  a N d  st u r dY
(the oxo steel Pie  
server ($7.95) offers great 
performance and value. its 
double-edged serrated blade 
makes it friendly to lefties as well 
as righties.

to o  b l u N t
(With its thick edges, the 
Mikasa solid Ceramic Pie 
server ($32.99) consistently 
smashed pie crusts. 

N e e d s  a  Pa rt N e r
(the Fantes bake-In Pie 
spatula ($1.99) works just 
fine—once you’ve used a second 
tool to make the first slice.

W e a P o N  o F  Wa r
(the rösle Pie server  
($29) makes a precise incision, 
but its dagger-like design impaled 
apples.

e q u i p m e n t  t e s t i n g :
Pie Servers
Without a sharp and sturdy pie server, dessert 
can go from flawless to fractured in moments. We 
sliced up and served dessert with 13 of the latest 
designs, priced from $1.99 to $32.99. 

nearly 100 pies later, we found that what 
appeared to be minute differences in design actu-
ally determined the success or failure of each 
tool. Blunt edges crushed—rather than cut—crusts. 
thin, serrated blades sliced pies more nimbly than 
thicker blades with custard-marring teeth. and 
gimmicks, such as an extra-long neck, lethal sword-
like blade, or finger-pushing mechanism, are best 
avoided. in the end, only the sleek (and reason-
ably priced) oxo steel, which combined the best 
blade traits with a comfy grip, made the final cut. 
                   –elizabeth Bomze
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PeRfeCt CRUMB CRUSt 
Crumb crusts come together in just seconds, but 
they can sometimes fall apart. Here’s how to make 
a neat and sturdy crust.

PUree the 
PUMPkin
Whipping the pumpkin 
with cream creates 
a lighter, smoother 
filling.

Pumpkin Pie, reimagined
What makes our no-bake filling rich and creamy? Here are 
two key steps.

Make a CUStard 
a quick custard with 
egg yolks adds velvety 
richness but little 
work.

using a flat-bottomed measuring cup, gently press 
down on the crumbs in the center of the pie plate 
and then work toward the sides. tilting the measur-
ing cup, press the sides while squaring off the top 
edge with your thumb.
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