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One evening, as he was driving back to his home-
away-from-home through heavy city traffic in 
Pittsburgh, Pa., Matt Loory realized that he had a 
dangerous problem: his taillights weren’t working.

Soon enough, he found a novel solution. A long line of 
elephants was ambling along the highway, accompanied by 
a police escort. As it happened, they were going his way. So 
Loory pulled over, rolled down his window and called out to 
the officers: “I’m going with the elephants. Can I cut in?”

They waved him through, and he took his place, safe and 
sound, among the lumbering commuters. Like him, they 

were headed for a  railroad siding, and their temporary home: 
a parked train that serves as rolling headquarters for The 
Greatest Show on Earth.

Such is life in the circus for the Longwood native. Lorry 
travels on that train all over the country, including Pittsburgh 
and points beyond, as head chef for the Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey Circus’ “Blue Unit.” He’ll be home briefly 
this month when the circus comes to Orlando for perfor-
mances at the Amway Center January 9, 10 and 11. 

Loory’s official title is Pie Car Manager, “Pie Car” being 
big-top jargon for the troupe’s cafeteria. His job entails acting 

Life’s a Circus
BUT NO CLOWNING AROUND WHEN YOU RUN THE PIE CAR.

PROFILE     circus chef

By Rona Gindin
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Clockwise, from above: The Pie 
Car’s narrow kitchen serves up as 
many as 1,500 meals per week; 
head chef Matt Loory, originally 
from Longwood, fulfilled his child-
hood dream to run away to the cir-
cus; the “Pie Car Junior” is a mobile 
serving station used at arenas at 
which circus performances are held.
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as both food-service director and chef, 
charged with feeding 300-plus people. 

Though he is only 23, Loory knows 
enough lore to suggest three possible 
old-time circus explanations for the 
mobile cafeteria’s quirky name. One: 
Circus chow houses used to serve pri-
marily meat pies. Two: Dining cars on 
trains everywhere once served noth-

ing but coffee and pie. Three: Only 
“Privileged Individuals and Employ-
ees” could eat at the car. (“Privileged 
individuals” were private concession-
aires who had the “privilege” of selling 
popcorn, cotton candy and the like to 
circus attendees.) 

These days, Loory and his staff buy, 
cook and serve seven days a week. Per-
formers and other circus staffers ei-
ther eat in the Pie Car’s eight booths 
or grab takeout boxes. During a show, 
they’ll eat at the Pie Car Junior, a mo-
bile serving station set up at arenas. All 
told, Loory and his crew serve 1,000 to 
1,500 meals every week.

He didn’t set out to be a cook. After grad-
uating from Lake Brantley High School 

in 2008, he enrolled in the New England 
School of Communications in Maine to 
study video production. But he was soon 
“too cold and too far from home.”  

Though his mother cooked, vacu-
um-sealed, froze and shipped her be-
loved brisket and noodle kugel to cheer 
him up, her chilled and disillusioned 
son soon came back home to sunny 
Florida. 

He took classes at a community col-
lege and worked odd jobs — as a se-
curity guard, shooting news footage, 
making sweets at Goofy’s Candy Com-
pany at Downtown Disney.

A friend suggested he try culinary 
school. He was intrigued, and got him-
self a job at a local breakfast stop to 
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Loory enjoys an unusual quiet mo-
ment before the lunch rush at one 
of the Pie Car’s eight diner-style 
booths. The 23-year-old actually 
planned for a career in communica-
tions before the big top beckoned.
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test the waters. Soon he was not only 
working at the First Watch café in Al-
tamonte Springs but rushing home and 
changing into chef whites to take night 
classes at Le Cordon Bleu Orlando. 

Loory had graduated and was two 
weeks shy of a promised promotion when 
he learned that the circus was hiring.

“I was 22, and I figured I’d never 
have the opportunity to travel like this 
again,” he says. “I thought about the 
stories I’d have to tell my grandchil-
dren one day.”

He joined the circus in Miami, and 
after only a few weeks as a cook, suc-
cessfully applied for the Pie Manager 
position. “My staff has been 100 per-
cent behind me,” he adds. “And, when 
I make mistakes, I learn from them. 
That makes you stronger in the end.”

Crisscrossing the country has been 
an education of another sort. “Travel-
ing by rail, we get to see so much of 
the country that nobody else gets to 
see,” says Loory, who works to keep his 
menu as varied as the destinations on 
the circus itinerary. 

He even uses recipes from circus 
employees, who hail from 17 coun-
tries. So while cheeseburgers, salads 
and any dish featuring grilled chicken 
breast are certain to remain Pie Car 
standards, Loory’s show-folk clientele 
might sup on mojo chicken (Cuba), or 
miso-braised beef (Japan).

When the circus train pulls into Or-
lando, however, Loory will have his 
own culinary preferences in mind. He’s 
yearning for meals at Viet Garden, 
Emeril’s Orlando, Imperial Dynasty 
and Buca de Beppo, a sentimental fa-
vorite where he celebrated every birth-
day from the age of 10. 

But that was long ago, back when he 
was just a little boy dreaming, like so 
many others, of running away to join 
the circus. One difference, he says:

“I just got lucky enough to do it.”  n


