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Who says you can’t puree pie crust?
Diane Wolff, the Queen of Puree through circumstance, if not 

birthright, says you can. Wolff can puree anything. Want a nice piece 
of pie that goes down easy? She’ll bake it crust to topping. She’ll 
puree it and serve it layered in a lovely carafe. And it will taste good.

Wolff, a Port Charlotte woman with rapid-fire speech and hands 
that keep time, has written the book on pureeing food – everything 
from a steak to a banana cream pie. In 
fact, she’s written several. They cover the 
spectrum of a subject that was bland until 
she put the prism to it.

“You’re going further than a bowl of 
mush,” she said.

She has gone much further, in fact. 
Through necessity, Wolff created a line of 
cookbooks for caregivers of those with a 
condition called dysphagia, or difficulty 
swallowing. The disorder affects eating, 
drinking, taking oral medications and 
brushing teeth.

Her mother, Cathie Grossman, whom 
she refers to as the “late, great Cathie G,” developed 
the disorder after being diagnosed with dementia. Wolff was her 
caregiver before she died three and a half years ago. Wolff had to 
puree her mother’s food so she could swallow. But when she reached 
for the reference book on how to do it, the shelf was empty.

So, through trial and error she wrote The Essential Puree: The 
A to Z Guidebook, in which she lays it all out there, from the best 
equipment to the right utensils to recipes that offer pureed food that 
is nutritious and, perhaps just as important, tastes good.

Wolff went on to publish a line of cookbooks that includes such 
titles as Quickie for Caregivers; Purees of Fall: Game Day; Purees of 
Fall: The Holiday Meal; and Betsy’s Mom was Diagnosed and Betsy 

has a Full-Time Job, which was written in response to a panic call 
from a friend who had kids, a job and aging parents.

Manuals on slow cooking in winter and desserts 
are also on the menu.

All are available online at www.essentialpuree.com.
It is important to note that Wolff ’s line of work 

is more than fluff stuff. It’s not about catchy titles and 
seasonal recipes. Wolff ’s cookbooks are a line of defense 

against a scourge that is often kept in the closet because of 
a certain stigma and because it often is part of something 

bigger – dementia, stroke, head and neck cancer, neurological 
injuries due to accidents.

Dysphagia is no joke. It has been described as like being 
waterboarded 24 hours a day. Getting food into the stomach of 

someone being waterboarded is no easy task.
“The alternative for a person who cannot eat is the feeding tube 

or death,” Wolff said. “This is serious business. This is a life-and-death 
situation. As far as I know, I am the only publisher in the United States 
with a line of books specifically for this patient population.” ³
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Diane Wolff, Asian scholar turned caregiver and 
cookbook author, has written the book on pureed 
food that actually tastes good.
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It’s a bigger population that you might think. According to 
vitalcaretech.com, dysphagia can affect as many of 15 million 
Americans, including 60,000 who will die each year from 
complications associated with swallowing dysfunctions – primarily 
aspiration pneumonia – caused by food or saliva going down the 
windpipe and into the lungs.

According to the Centers for Disease Control, 1 in 17 people will 
develop some form of dysphagia in their lifetime, including 50 to 
75 percent of stroke patients and 60 to 70 percent of patients who 
undergo radiation therapy for head and neck cancer. Estimates of 
dysphagia’s prevalence in such neurological diseases as Parkinson’s 
Disease and ALS run as high as 90 percent.
Demographics include high numbers of seniors and babies.

Wolff, a card-carrying Baby Boomer, didn’t set out to write 
cookbooks aimed at people who can’t swallow and the 
caregivers who must swallow that reality. She’s an Asian scholar 
and the author of books and articles on Chinese culture and 
language. In her books she tackles such questions as, “If Chinggis 
Khan was such a barbarian, how did he conquer the most 
advanced civilization on earth?”

According to her website, Wolff has earned an interdisciplinary 
degree in East Asian languages and cultures from Columbia 
University, with a special emphasis on Chinese history and a minor 
in Japanese history. Her areas of expertise include visual arts, film, 
architecture, cuisine, design and textiles/fashion, philosophy and 
intellectual history and history of Buddhism.

She has done postgraduate work at Columbia and the 
University of California-Berkeley and was tutored in Japanese at 
the Stanford Inter-University Center in Tokyo. She has traveled 
widely in the Far East.

She was pursuing that life when her mother was diagnosed 
with dementia in 2010.

“The way I came to be here, my mother asked me to come 
back home to Florida,” Wolff said. “At the time, I was living in 
California. I was moving back to New York. I was married, and 
I got divorced. She asked me to come home.

“As it turned out, it was a really good thing, because not 
only did I get all the (cookbook) work done, but when she 
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was diagnosed with dementia, I became her 
primary caregiver.

“I cooked for three years. While I was 
cooking for her, her doctor – he knew I was 
a writer – told me I should really write this 
a cookbook (because) ‘We have nothing to 
give our patients when they get diagnosed.’”

So, Wolff wrote the book. The one, as she 
puts it, she wanted to have.

“This stuff did not exist,” she said. “My 
book is no-thinking. It’s step by step: This 
is the equipment you need. You can’t use 
spices. Don’t use black pepper. Here’s the 
instructions on thickening. Here’s what you 
put in your pantry. Here’s what you put in 
your fridge. Here’s how you store your food.

“You can’t put mashed potatoes in a food 
processor. They’ll come out like glue. You 
can’t thicken whipped cream. You cannot 
use mozzarella or any cheese that’s stringy.

“I created a master sauce guide. It’s a 
simple thing. You need to flavor the food. 
The object of puree is to make food with a 
smooth consistency that is easily swallowed. 
When pureeing food, the sauce becomes 
the all-important medium to carry flavor.

“If I made a steak, when I puree that, I 
have to add liquid to it in order to get it to 
emulsify the correct way. Even if I chopped it 
up, I’m increasing the surface area by a factor 
of thousands, so you can’t taste the flavor. 
And you couldn’t put enough seasoning in 
there; you’d choke the person.”

Her turning to writing cookbooks raised 
some eyebrows among her colleagues in 
the scholarly world. “My literary agent at first 
said, ‘Well I’ve been talking to editors about 
you as a China scholar. And now you’re 
doing cookbooks. You’re turning into the 
Martha Stewart of the puree,’” Wolff laughed.

How Wolff literally turned the page on 
dealing with swallowing disorders came 
as the result of nothing romantic, nothing 
inspirational. It was applied elbow grease, 
hard work, grassroots research, trial and error.

Craig Worsham, her marketing director, 
calls her a mad scientist in the kitchen.

“It was like a research project,” Wolff said. 
“There was a period where I bought every 
book on Amazon. And I found them very 
wanting. It was more like a takeout menu 
from your local ethnic restaurant.” ³
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Her research began with a question: What am I going to 
put on the table tonight?

“We’ve put a video online, the anatomy of a swallow, if 
people want to study the video and see what’s going on,” 
Wolff said. “But who wants to read 50 pages of an anatomy 
lesson when Mommy needs to eat tonight?”

Wolff organized using small white boards on her refrigerator 
door listing the meals in the freezer — soups, vegetables, 
entrees and desserts. She also used every possible kitchen 
appliance she could find — blenders, dicers, mixers, etc. — 
until she found the best.

“For the patient, one of life’s greatest pleasures is good 
food, which is suddenly gone or at least changed forever,” 
Wolff wrote in 2013. “I researched everything available 
in terms of cookbooks, and found there was very little. I 
decided to focus on the foods my mother taught me to 
cook – classic American comfort foods with familiar flavor 
patterns. I made sure to update recipes with the latest 
guidelines for healthy cuisine.”

Her mother, who was 89 when she passed, liked healthy 
stuff. From time to time, she also enjoyed a good root beer 
and a slice of banana cream pie.

“My mother wanted to drink root beer all the time,” 
Wolff said. “That’s not so good because it’s full of sugar. As a 
resource, in my science of puree, I tell everything I found out 
by trial and error.”

Her science has been accepted on the academic level.
Denise Pickett-Bernard is Assistant Dean of the 

Department of Nutrition at Life University in Marietta, 
Ga. She developed a culinary nutrition bachelor’s 
degree program focusing on culinary arts, functional 
nutrition, culinary nutrition, food science, sustainability, 
entrepreneurship and food service management.

She uses Wolff ’s manual as a source.
“Various conditions can result in dysphagia or difficulty 

swallowing,” Pickett-Bernard said. “Many caregivers resort 
to feeding loved ones baby food as it is the proper texture and consistency for those with 
swallowing difficulty. However, baby food is not delicious, packed with nutrients nor made with 
love. Diane’s recipes are traditional adult recipes that have been tested to remain delicious in a 
pureed state.

“Within the culinary nutrition curriculum, students spend time studying therapeutic diets that 
may be prescribed for various health conditions including dysphagia. Essential Puree by Diane 
Wolff is our source for recipes and inspiration in the food lab when preparing pureed diets 
during the course Culinary Nutrition II: Imbalances and Restorations.”

Wolff has some thought on baby food: “You cannot give an adult baby food. An infant 
doesn’t have taste buds like an adult, so the food doesn’t taste good to an adult. And it doesn’t 
have the nutritional components an adult needs.”

And then there’s the matter of banana cream pie.
“My mother loved banana cream pie,” Wolff said. “At first, I would take a piece of the pie 

and puree the whole pie, so it was all mixed in together. It tasted good but it was everything 
mixed in. Then I thought maybe I should make it in layers so it looks like a pie and there’s three 
different tastes.

“You can puree anything as long as you have the right equipment and you use the right 

“You can puree 
anything as long 
as you have the 

right equipment and 
you use the right 
technique. I even 
found a way to 

make a pizza.”
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technique. I even found a way to make a 
pizza. If you try to puree a pizza crust, it gets 
sharp edges on it. You don’t want anything 
that will hurt the throat. So, I figured out how 
to make a crust out of polenta.”

The equipment is pretty basic. The start-
up tool belt: a mini food processor, a blender, 
a spatula, a sieve. Total cost: Under $100. The 
handbook: Wolff ’s A to Z Guide, $24.95.

“You have to have a proper blender,” 
Wolff said. “Do not buy a blender that has 
a bottom that screws out. You need a flat-
bottomed blender because you use that 
blender three, four times a day and the 
others are hard to clean.”

There is, of course, high art as well as mad 
science to a puree kitchen. Cooking is more 
than following a formula. Pureeing is no 
different, not the way Wolff offers it, anyway.

“Use your imagination,” she said. “Put in 
your lower layer. Put in your sauce layer, 
then put in your vegetable layer. Put it in a 
glass dish so when they look at it, it looks 
appetizing. They want to eat. You got to 
make it pretty.

“I’m marrying the art of fine food with the 
science of puree. Just because the form of 
the food changes doesn’t mean you have to 
sacrifice flavor. That’s my whole point.”

Caring for her mother changed Wolff ’s 
perspective. “It’s like, boom, everything 
changes,” when a swallowing disorder is 
diagnosed. “And it’s from that meal forward. 

“I’ve been through it, and I tried to write a 
book for people who haven’t been through it.

“I never knew I could do this.”
She does do it. Right 

down to the pie crust.

Thank you to Green Coast Homes for 
allowing us to use their model home’s kitchen 
for this photo shoot.


