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			INTRODUCTION

			
				 

			

			EVERYBODY LOVES PIZZA

			
				 

			

			In my Philadelphia neighborhood, everyone ended up at Rizzo’s. They had the best pizza. It was your typical round American pie, and everybody in Abington loved it. Even the big, plain cheese pizza matched the restaurant’s family atmosphere perfectly. On weekend nights, all the families went to Rizzo’s for pizza. After Little League games, all the kids gathered at Rizzo’s. Sometimes, after pizza, my mom would even take me to 7-Eleven for a Slurpee! Those were the days!

			I’ve always loved pizza. After cooking pizzas for more than thirty years, I’ve also learned that people get very passionate about their own love for pizza. Everyone has a particular favorite, from thin crust or thick crust to Naples style, Roman style, New York style, and Sicilian style. Some people want only the classic margherita pizza of crushed tomatoes with mozzarella and basil, while meat lovers prefer sauce, mozzarella, sausage, pepperoni, and ham. Well, this book is for everyone who loves pizza. I give you a variety of different dough recipes so you can make a variety of different pizzas with a variety of different toppings. I show you how to make better pizza in whatever oven you’re working with—from home ovens to wood ovens to grills. The recipes start with the pizza doughs and then move on to all the different pizzas you can make with them, including dozens of toppings. The doughs, shapes, and toppings are all interchangeable so you can choose any pizza style and any pizza topping to go with it. Experiment with different combinations to find your favorites.

			Even though I fell in love with pizza in Philadelphia, I started baking them in California. In my twenties, I moved to Los Angeles, and sometime around 1991, I started working for Wolfgang Puck at Granita. That’s where I first learned to make pizza. A guy named Danny Farr showed me how to mix up dough, shape it, and work the wood oven. Danny got me totally hooked on making pizza. I fell in love with the whole process. L.A. celebrities would come into the restaurant and just stare at us making pizzas by hand. That’s where I learned how to handle the dough, and I got pretty good—so good that I once made a guitar-shaped pizza for Neil Young. But somehow Danny’s dough always came out better. We made the exact same recipe and mixed it the exact same way every time, but his dough looked nicer, rose better, and stretched easier. It took me a while to figure out why.

			
				
					
					[image: ]
				

			
			I eventually went to Italy for a few years to become a better chef, and that’s when I really dug my hands into Italian cooking. I made bread, pasta, desserts…you name it. And I tried all kinds of pizza. Those were some of the most formative years of my life, and I still return to Italy every chance I get. When I got back to the States after that first trip, I started working at Bella Blu in New York City. They had a big wood oven in the middle of the restaurant just like at Granita. New Yorkers would come in and watch us stoke the fire and make pizza for them. Being New Yorkers, they pretended not to care, but I knew they did. They kept staring at us, at the oven, at the dough, and at the bubbling pizzas. The pizza chef, Matteo Pupillo, was from Puglia, and he taught me that you must have a relationship with your pizza dough. He said, “The dough is the star of the show.” Matteo helped me understand that the person behind the dough is as important as the dough itself. It’s the relationship between you and your dough that really matters. That’s what was missing from my dough compared to Danny Farr’s dough. You have to get a feel for your dough. Anyone can follow a recipe, but observing the dough and sensing what it needs is the key to making it better. As with any relationship, sometimes—no matter how hard you try—things just don’t work out. You can always try again by making another batch, but without good dough, there isn’t a single topping in the world that will make your pizza taste any better. Great dough is what makes great pizza.

			After working with Matteo, I paid more attention to the dough every time I made pizza. I also paid more attention to the people eating it. Even though Bella Blu was wildly different from either Rizzo’s or Granita, all three restaurants drew huge crowds of people for their pizzas. The pizza was just that good. After working at Bella Blu, I knew that one day I would open up my own place. I started imagining Pizzeria Vetri, and it dawned on me that a pizzeria is not only a place where people go to eat pizza but also a place where people go to experience something incredible together. The relationship that you develop with your dough is something you also share with everyone who eats your pizza. It’s the care and attention that draw people in. There’s just something special about handmade food. People travel for hours or even days to obscure little corners of the world just to marvel over a pizza that someone has created. Children get so excited when you ask them if they want pizza tonight. Neighborhood families have the times of their lives grazing on the local tomato pie made by hand. Pizza is not just a plate of delicious food. It’s meant to be shared; it’s an invitation to gather around the table for community and conviviality. Pizza brings people together. That’s why I put communal tables in my pizzeria. When people are enjoying a slice near each other, they say things like “Ooh, that looks good. What is it?” and “Here; try a slice.” I love that. It’s something you don’t see enough in restaurants.

			It may sound corny, but I truly believe that is why pizza is now one of the most popular foods on the planet. Every culture around the world has been putting stuff on bread and baking it for thousands of years. But a big, flat pie, cut for everyone to share? That’s a little different. It’s hard to say who made the very first pizza. Maybe it was the ancient Etruscans or Romans. Or maybe it was some kind of focaccia made by the Genoese in Liguria. Who knows? When tomatoes came to Italy in the late 1500s, tomatoes ended up on the bread. In Naples and Rome, that combo took off and—boom!—pizza was born.

			In Naples, pizza was sold mostly from street carts and folded up so you could take it with you.

			When visitors went to Naples and Rome and tasted pizza, they couldn’t get enough. Later, when Italians immigrated to America, they brought pizza to cities like New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. At that point, it was mostly an Italian thing. But then, during World War II, American soldiers in Italy couldn’t get enough pizza, and when they came back home, pizza started spreading across the entire United States—from tomato pie in New Jersey to pizza Napoletana in Connecticut. From there, it just spread everywhere and became more and more popular all over the globe.

			It’s amazing to me how the whole world fell in love with pizza. But I get it. I fell in love with it, too! It’s just so adaptable. Different doughs, different shapes, different toppings. You can make it however you like. And that’s exactly what everyone around the world does. And that’s what you should do. But this book is not an exhaustive survey of every style out there. I focus on the pizzas that started it all, like round pizza Napoletana that’s soft and foldable with a big, puffy rim; round pizza Romana that has a thin, crunchy crust and almost no rim; and rectangular or square pizza al taglio that’s baked in a pan with a superthick but light and pillowy crust. Sure, I have some fun with Naples dough and Roman dough. I show you how to make a few things like calzones and rotolo—a Pizzeria Vetri original! I also show you how to make focaccia, the Italian bread that probably kicked off the whole pizza craze in the first place. Just don’t go in expecting to find edamame pizza with a fucking cauliflower crust. That is not in this book. You won’t find gluten-free pizza either. But you will find gluten-friendly pizza that is thoroughly fermented and made with wheat flour (see this page for more detail). Yes, it is possible!

			You’ll find almost twenty different pizza and focaccia dough recipes and dozens of variations on those doughs. You’ll see plenty of pizza toppings, too—from classics like Marinara (this page) and Margherita (this page) to some of my new favorites like Zucchine (this page) and Carbonara (this page). There are more than forty different toppings and fillings here. Certain toppings go particularly well with certain doughs, and I’ve pointed these out in the recipes. But, really, you can mix and match the toppings however you like. For me, it’s all about nailing the crust. No matter what kind of pizza you make, your dough and your oven will always have the biggest impact on how your pizza turns out.

			A lot of pizza books focus on the “one” dough recipe you’ll ever need. Or they show you the “best” method for baking pizza. The truth is, there is no “one” pizza dough to rule them all, and there is no “best” method—and acting like there is can lead you astray. It all depends on what you are trying to achieve and the tools you have at hand. Different doughs and different ovens make different pizzas! If you make pizza in a wood-fired oven at 900°F (482°C), you won’t get the same results when you bake that same dough in a home oven at 500°F (260°C). It just won’t work. My promise in this book is that I will help you make better pizza in whatever oven you have with whatever dough you want.
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			Like everything else in today’s world, you can get your pizza cheap and easy, or you can seek out better quality. If you’re reading this book, I assume you want to go a step above Chuck E. Cheese’s. Let’s say you’ve never made pizza before, and you want to give it a shot. You’ll find everything you need here to make great pizza from scratch in your home oven the very first time. Or, maybe you’ve been at it for a while and you’ve gotten pretty good at slinging pies. These pages offer lots of opportunity to up your game—from perfecting your dough to getting the most out of your oven, and I bet you’ll also pick up a few new toppings to try out.
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			Either way, the first few chapters take a deep dive into various ovens, different baking methods, types of flour, and the magic that is pizza dough. If you really want to learn about the art and science of pizza, start there. If you just want to eat something delicious, go straight to the recipes. The recipes are set up as a two-stage process. First make one of the Pizza Dough Recipes (this page), let the dough rest, then shape it and bake it into your choice of Naples Dough Pizzas (this page), Roman Dough Pizzas (this page), or Pizza Al Taglio (this page), and top them with any of the pizza toppings from any of the chapters. I show you how to make soft, chewy and foldable Neapolitan pizza in a home oven as well as in a wood oven, a cast-iron pan, a kamado-style grill, a charcoal grill, and a gas grill. There’s even a recipe for frying it in a pan. Or maybe you prefer crispy thin-crust pizza—try the Roman dough pizzas. You’ll see how to get a crunchy pizza Romana from whatever oven you have. Or, let’s say you’re a fan of square pie. Then you’ve gotta try pizza al taglio (by the slice), a dough that holds a special place in my heart. It’s ready overnight, you bake the pizza in a regular home oven, and the crust comes out superlight and fluffy. Plus, it’s open to all kinds of interpretation. You can top it with whatever, from potatoes, rosemary, and mozzarella (this page) to butternut squash, crispy sage, and Taleggio cheese (this page). My kids absolutely adore this kind of pizza. You’ll also find other fun things like Parmesan Fried Dough (this page) and Home Oven Nutella-Stuffed Pizza (this page).

			Really, it doesn’t matter which pizza you make. Put together any one of them and invite some people to come enjoy it with you. You’ll make friends in an instant. There’s just something magical about hot pizza. No one can resist it. All around the world, pizza brings people together in a way that nothing else can. And that’s something we could all use a little more of.
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			BAKING AT SBANCO

			If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.

			—ALBERT EINSTEIN

			I’m not often surprised when eating pizza. Sure, there is good pizza, and there is great pizza, along with shitty pizza, interesting pizza, and totally out-of-the box pizza. But for the most part, I’ve seen and eaten almost every style of pizza out there. Then I met Stefano Callegari at Sbanco in Rome.

			Katie Parla, my friend and colleague who lives in Rome, introduced us. Katie knows pretty much everything about Roman history, culture, and food, including how to give Roman Uber drivers who try to scam her a serious verbal ass kicking—in both Italian and English! She said Sbanco was a can’t-miss restaurant on our Rome itinerary, and I trusted her. It was our last day of a pretty intense research trip, and the four of us (including my collaborator David Joachim and photographer Ed Anderson) had already eaten forty-five different pizzas in three days.
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		We had set aside a good chunk of that afternoon to just talk and make pizza with Stefano at his pizzeria. I was curious because at most of the other places, we had talked with the chefs during service, gazed in their ovens, taken pictures, and eaten tons of pizza, but we hadn’t spent hours just making pizza and talking with them while the restaurant was closed. Once Stefano and I started chatting, I understood Katie’s motives immediately. There is an authenticity to Stefano that is not easy to find in these days of nonstop self-promotion. He is humble and passionate, and he knows his craft. He’s also a big bear of a guy who loves to eat pizza. We chatted about our lives, our obsessions, and what had brought us to where we are in life, all while pressing out pizzas together, first Stefano, followed by me, both of us making simple Neapolitan-style pies and eating, drinking, and talking without a care in the world. Then he showed me the unthinkable.

		He put ice on the raw dough. Ice? How does that make sense? Stefano proceeded to load the pizza into his wood-fired oven. My mind started racing, not only with the anticipation of tasting this pizza but also with the infinite possibilities that could be fabricated from such a simple exercise.

		It’s genius. Ice on pizza…the ice melts in the oven, mixes with starch from the dough, and creates a thickening agent right on the dough. When you pull out the pizza, it has a thin layer of starchy water on top, and you can make a kind of sauce on it, the same way you would make a pasta sauce, mixing the starchy liquid with cheese, butter, or whatever you want. I wanted to kiss him! Stefano mixed some pecorino by hand into the starchy water, ground some black pepper over the top, and drizzled on a little olive oil. Boom! Cacio e pepe pizza.

		It was amazing. The sauce was creamy, the pecorino was sharp, the pepper tingly, the olive oil aromatic, and the dough chewy in the middle. It tasted like cacio e pepe pasta. All of Stefano’s toppings were simple, thoughtful, and slightly edgy for a traditional Neapolitan-style pizzeria. But the cacio e pepe pizza stood out. It truly stretched the parameters of the age-old question: tradition or innovation? This pizza perfectly married the two by juxtaposing a classic Roman pasta dish with a classic Neapolitan pizza.

		This is what starts my creative juices flowing. If cacio e pepe can successfully become a pizza, what else can?

		BAKING TEMPERATURE AND DOUGH HYDRATION

		Stefano’s dough turned out to be one of the most alluring representations of Naples-style dough that we ate on that trip—with perfect leopard spotting on the rim, a chewy crust, and a subtle crunch. Two key things made that happen: (1) the high, dry heat of his wood-fired oven and (2) the amount of water in his dough or, the dough’s hydration. Yes, the flour makes a huge difference, too, but we’ll get to that later. Stefano’s dough is almost 70% water (relative to the flour), which is pretty high for Naples-style dough. That amount of water, gives the dough a lot of bubbles and a big lift, which makes Stefano’s crust light and airy. His pizza oven is about 800°F (427°C) on the floor, which puffs up the dough pretty fast and makes the bottom crust nice and crisp. His crust is a little crisper than most of the pizzas you find in Naples, and I kinda like it that way.

		That brings us to one of the most important points of this book: to get the kind of texture you’re looking for in a pizza crust, it helps to balance the heat of your oven with the water in your dough. Think about it. Classic Neapolitan pizza (Vera Pizza Napoletana) is baked at about 900°F (482°C), the dough is pretty low in water (55 to 59% hydration), and the pizza cooks for only 90 seconds (for more on Vera Pizza Napoletana [VPN] standards, see this page). If you cooked that same dough at only 500°F (260°C), by the time the pizza was done cooking, it would be drier and crisper. To get that same soft and foldable crust on classic Neopolitan pizza when you’re baking at 500°F (260°C), it helps to have more water in the dough because the dough takes longer to bake.

		That’s why we organized the dough recipes in this book by the amount of water in them. Sure, we have sourdoughs and whole grain doughs, cold-fermented doughs and warm-fermented doughs, and even doughs with fresh-milled flour—my favorite! But first, it’s important to pick the dough that bakes best in your oven and results in the kind of pizza you’re trying to make. Maybe you want a classic Neapolitan pizza, and you’re baking in a blazing wood-fired oven with a cooking surface at 900°F (482°C). You got it. Check out my basic Naples Dough at 60% Hydration (this page), the one I use most at Pizzeria Vetri. Or, let’s say you’re making Naples-style pizzas in a home oven on a pizza stone or baking steel at 500°F (260°C). Then try the Old School Naples Dough at 70% Hydration (this page). The extra water in that dough will help you get the right texture for that pizza when you’re baking it at a lower temperature. Or maybe you want to make a thicker, airier, Sicilian-style pizza on a sheet pan in your home oven. Then try the Al Taglio Dough at 80% Hydration (this page). That pizza is thicker, and the dough has so much water that it’s actually easier to bake that kind of dough in the lower temperature of a home oven than in a blazing-hot wood oven. The home oven’s lower temp helps the thicker, wetter pizza dough bake completely through before burning on the outside.

		Does this mean that all wet pizza doughs above 75% hydration should always be baked at lower temperatures? And that all dry doughs below 60% hydration should always be baked at higher temperatures? Of course not. It all depends on the type of pizza you want to make. If you want a thin, crispy pizza like a cracker, you can roll Old School Naples Dough at 60% Hydration (this page) very thinly and bake it at a relatively low temperature of 400°F (204°C) for a relatively long amount of time…say, 10 to 15 minutes. The low temp and long baking time will definitely dry out the dough. The pizza you end up with just won’t be a classic soft and foldable pizza Napoletana. It will be a thin, crisp pizza. When it comes to pizza, there are no hard-and-fast rules. It just helps to know the relationship between baking temperature and dough hydration so you can achieve your overall goals. Hotter ovens cook dough more quickly, giving water less time to evaporate, resulting in a softer overall texture in pizza. Cooler ovens cook dough more slowly, giving water more time to evaporate, resulting in a crisper overall texture in pizza.

		

		
			
				
				[image: ]
			

		
		
			How Domed Wood Ovens Work

			
				 

			

			To bake the best possible wood-oven pizza, it helps to know how heat moves through the oven and to the pizza.

			
					
					A wood fire is lit near the center of the oven floor and then pushed to one side.

				

					
					Air enters the oven through the mouth, supplying the fire with oxygen, which keeps the fire burning.

				

					
					Heat and smoke exit the oven through the vent or chimney.

				

					
					The oven’s masonry construction absorbs heat from the fire.

				

					
					Heat retained in the oven floor is conducted to the bottom of the pizza, crisping up the bottom crust.

				

					
					Heat retained in the oven dome is radiated directly to the top and sides of the pizza, cooking the toppings and rim.

				

					
					Convection currents and rolling flames speed heat transfer to the top of the pizza.

				

			

		

		Working your oven and perfecting your dough are what really step up your pizza game. The toppings are simple. They change with the seasons, and you can choose what you like. But playing around with different doughs and baking temperatures to fit your particular situation, and tweaking the variables to get the results exactly the way you want them—from a thick puffy crust that’s chewy and moist to a thin crunchy crust that’s crisp and dry—that’s the real magic of mastering pizza.

		OVENS

		The bottom line in all this is that your oven is one of the most important factors determining how your pizza turns out. Hotter ovens cook pizza faster and puff up the dough more, giving it more char. Cooler ovens cook pizza more slowly, and you get less puff, less char, and a more golden brown crust. Simple; right? A lot of it comes down to baking temperature. That alone makes a huge difference in what your pizza is going to look like and taste like when it’s cooked.

		But the size and shape of your oven—and the materials used to construct it—also make a difference. The size of your oven determines how long it takes for it to heat up, how much fuel it needs to stay hot, and how many pizzas you can bake at once. Big ovens take longer to get hot and need more fuel to stay hot. The shape influences how the heat moves through the oven. Rounded or domed ovens get these rolling convection currents that deliver heat very efficiently to food, making it cook faster. In square ovens, convection currents move more slowly because they bump into the corners, so square ovens cook a little more slowly. And what is the oven actually made of? Is it ceramic? Stone? Metal? They all heat differently! And how thick is the material? That determines how much heat the oven can hold and how fast it sends heat to your pizza. Ceramics hold heat really well, especially thick ceramics, but they don’t give up their heat as fast as metals like steel. Ceramics have another useful characteristic, though. Unlike metals, unglazed ceramics are porous, which helps water vaporize quickly. That’s a big plus for getting things nice and crisp in the oven. When you bake pizza in a ceramic (or brick) oven, the ceramic helps moisture from the crust evaporate. Along with the high heat, that crisps up the pizza. That’s one reason why pizza stones help to make better pizza in a home oven. Which brings us to the actual cooking surface. Sometimes it’s made of a different material than the oven itself. In some ovens, like wood ovens and deck ovens, the pizza goes right on the oven floor, which is usually firebrick or ceramic stone. In others, like home ovens, your cooking surface could be a baking stone or baking steel, or a baking sheet—and they all heat a little differently, affecting how crisp and brown your pizza will get.

		And then there’s the small matter of where the heat is coming from. Is it a wood-fired oven? Coal? Charcoal? Gas? Electric? They all heat differently, too! So much to consider. But let’s make it easy. Let’s look at the most common ovens used to bake pizza, what to expect from each, and how to get the best pizza you can from your oven.
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		Wood Ovens

		Ovens that burn wood are actually part of a larger category called masonry ovens. In fact, the very first ovens were masonry ovens. Going way back, they were clay pots with lids that were put over a wood fire. Today’s Dutch ovens are direct descendants of those original primitive ovens. A lot of today’s wood-burning masonry ovens are still made of clay, but it’s a special type of fire clay that you can heat up and cool down day in and day out without the clay cracking. Clay isn’t the only material. Masonry ovens can be made of firebrick, concrete, stone, or even cob, a kind of dense, fireproof soil. They can be heated with wood, coal, gas, electricity, or a combination. The building materials and the fuel all make a difference in how the oven cooks. Some coal-fired pizza ovens have a separate firebox from the cooking chamber. Coal ovens can also be three times as big as wood-burning ovens. They get hotter, too—upward of 1000°F (538°C). But square coal ovens don’t get the high, rolling flame and convection heat currents of a domed wood-fired oven, so pizzas bake a little differently in them.

		Most wood ovens have a classic dome or igloo shape, and that’s the type I’ll be discussing here. Back in 1991, my very first experience baking pizzas was on this type of oven at Wolfgang Puck’s Granita in Los Angeles. It was the restaurant’s showpiece—a domed wood-fired oven right in the center of the room. Everyone would watch us loading pizzas in and out of the oven. I have to admit: it was pretty awesome. And talk about an education in heat control. A domed wood oven is radically different from a square electric oven or gas oven. I learned how to stoke the fire, rotate the pizzas, use the hot spots, and cook different foods when the oven was at different temperatures. It was a great foundation for a young cook to build on.

		GET TO KNOW YOUR OVEN

		These days, a lot of people have wood-fired pizza ovens in the backyard or right in the kitchen. Every wood oven is a little different in size, shape, and the materials used to construct it. Each one has its own idiosyncrasies, so if you have a wood oven, get to know it. Bake different foods in it at different temperatures. Getting a feel for your oven is the single most important thing you can do to make better pizza. Wood ovens are very traditional and considered by many to be the best for pizza. But like everything else—it depends. If you’re making pizza in a sheet pan, such as pizza al taglio, wood ovens are trickier to work with. I prefer an electric oven for that kind of pizza, because it heats more evenly. But you can make it work in a wood oven. And, yes, for Naples-style pizza, a wood oven is the bomb. The high heat, the round shape, the dry heat of the wood, and the masonry itself all combine to cook a fantastic round pizza Napoletana. You see the most “leopard spotting” on pies baked in wood ovens because the initial blast of high, dry heat forces steam out of the dough so quickly, leaving behind tiny spots of char.

		At Pizzeria Vetri, we use a wood oven with a gas burner on the side. The wood heat is mostly what cooks the pizza, but it’s nice to have the gas to keep the temperature steady. It’s a domed brick oven with the traditional igloo shape, and that sends flames from the wood fire right up the dome and over the pizza, where it licks the top of the pie. We use oak in our oven because it burns hot and lasts longer. The wood is split and seasoned (dried) to about 20% moisture. A lot of American brick-oven pizzerias use ash wood. You can also use beech or maple or fruitwoods like cherry and apple. Some places even use compressed bricks of sawdust. Any hardwood will work.

		ADVANTAGES OF WOOD OVENS

		Some people think smoke and smoke flavor are the reasons to use wood as fuel. I’ve had countless arguments with chefs about wood vs. gas vs. sawdust. The fact is that smoke rises to the dome in a wood-fired oven and sits way above the pizza. You hardly get any smoke flavor at all in wood-oven pizza. The best thing about a wood oven is the high, dry heat and the oven’s ceramic material and round shape. Those are primarily what give you a nice, crisp pizza crust. When you load pizza into a hot wood oven, the masonry (both the walls and the firebrick floor) transfer heat to the pizza so fast that the dough immediately starts to puff up; this is known as oven spring. The instant heat causes bubbles in the dough to expand right away, giving you a nice, airy crust with some big holes in the rim. The oven’s shape also helps speed along the baking process. The low dome and round shape make the fire creep up the dome, rolling the heat around the entire pie and helping to cook the whole pizza—especially the top—superfast. That’s part of what creates the big, puffy rim on pizza Napoletana. Neapolitans love that rim so much they call it the cornicione, or the cornice, the “crown molding” of your well-crafted masterpiece.
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			How to Fire Up a Wood Oven

			
				 

			

			Everyone has a different method of building a fire. Just make sure your wood oven is cured before you start baking pizzas, or it could crack. Curing means that you remove any leftover moisture in the firebrick or clay, usually by lighting a few slow fires over a period of a couple days and letting each fire burn out naturally. Just follow your oven manufacturer’s instructions. When dried and cured, the inside of the oven should go from looking black on the dome and floor to looking white or dull gray.

			Once your oven is cured, then you can fire it up for real. To do that, light a wood fire on the oven floor directly where you will be cooking pizza. For smaller wood ovens, build the fire right in the middle. For bigger ovens, build it a little closer to the mouth of the oven so you can easily reach the cooking area with a pizza peel. Build a small pyramid (teepee) or crosshatch pattern of thin branches and/or dry kindling on the bottom. Then add a layer of slightly larger branches or kindling, making sure you leave lots of space for oxygen to flow. No oxygen = no fire. Use a long lighter to light the thin branches or dry kindling in a few places and then let everything burn. You can also use other kinds of fire starters if you prefer them. Either way, if your oven has a damper or top vent, make sure it’s open to get the air flowing. You’ll get some smoke at first. Just give it more air, and when the fire is burning steadily, throw on a slightly larger branch or small log. When adding new logs, position them perpendicular to the burning ones to let the air flow freely. The goal is a steady burning, hot fire that takes up about 2 square feet of space, depending on the size of your oven. Feed the fire until the oven comes up to temperature. For me, that means an ambient temperature of 650° to 700°F (343° to 371°C). It usually takes an hour or two to get a wood oven up to temperature, depending on how big it is.

			When the oven is up to temp, push the coals and burning logs to one side, containing the fire in a neat pile near the edge. Then brush the cooking surface clean where the fire was. Let the fire burn for a few minutes, making sure it has good oxygen flow. Now, you’re ready to bake pizzas. Just remember to stoke the fire and brush the cooking surface clean between pies. You don’t want a sooty bottom crust. A few long-handled tools make this whole process a snap: a fire poker, a stiff cleaning brush, and an ash shovel.

		

		For Naples-style pizzas, there’s no doubt that wood heat and masonry construction are a slam-dunk combination. But I gotta say, this idea that every pizza has to cook at a blistering 900° or 1000°F (482° or 538°C) is nonsense. It depends on what you’re trying to achieve. I was doing a Neapolitan pizza pop-up dinner recently in Boulder, Colorado, and I had to actually lower the heat in their wood oven. They keep the oven at 950° to 1000°F (510° to 538°C), which is traditional for Vera Pizza Napoletana (see this page). But I prefer to bake Naples-style pizzas at 650° to 700°F (343° to 371°C). It might surprise some people, but that’s the sweet spot for my Naples dough. Any hotter, and the dough cooks too fast. Well, after I brought the oven heat down, it got a little too low. How did I know the heat was too low? No leopard spots on the crust. The first one came out with a browned rim and bottom crust but no little spots of char. I love those. So I stoked the fire to bring up the temp a bit. It’s pretty cool to see how even a slight change in temperature makes a big difference in how pizza dough cooks. You’ll have to experiment to find your own sweet spot with your oven.

		GETTING THE MOST FROM YOUR WOOD OVEN

		Now, let’s say I were baking a calzone instead of a pizza in that same wood oven. I would have started it out in a hot part of the oven and then looked for a cooler spot. That first blast of heat is great for puffing up the crust. But calzones are thicker and need a little more time to cook through before they burn on the outside, so it’s good to move them to a cooler spot after the initial puff. The same goes for rotolos, which are like big pizza rolls. The dough is thicker, so it takes even longer for the heat to get to the center. But you want that initial blast of heat. The point is—you should adjust the heat of your oven to match whatever it is you’re baking. Basic; right?

		Simply put, a wood oven is a tool. Get a feel for this particular tool. Once you get a sense of what it can do, then use it in different ways to achieve the results you want. For Neapolitan-style pizza, my basic method is to build a wood fire in the center of the oven, and when it’s going strong, I shove the fire to one side. I feed the fire with more logs until the ambient temperature in the oven is between 650° and 700°F (343° and 371°C). Then I brush the oven floor clean. The floor and dome are usually a bit hotter than the ambient temperature. If you want to check the floor and dome temperature, you can use a laser thermometer (see this page). Right before sliding a pizza onto the floor, I usually toss an extra piece of wood on the fire to stoke it up. That gives the pizza an initial blast of heat and helps puff it up quickly. In a wood oven, most of the heat comes from the wood fire to the side of the pizza, so you have to watch the pizza and spin it around with a long metal pizza peel, moving it toward or away from the fire, making sure the pizza cooks evenly. If you need to cook the toppings or the rim a little more, you “dome” the pizza or lift it closer to the oven’s dome, where it’s also a little hotter. My Naples-style pizzas cook in about 3 minutes. The crust gets beautiful leopard spots of char, and the bottom is nice and crisp, yet the pizza is still soft enough to fold.

		If you’re baking pizza in a wood oven—and I hope you are—the recipes in this book take you through the whole process step by step. See the recipes for Wood Oven Neapolitan Pizza (this page) and Wood Oven Pizza Romana (this page). But I can’t stress enough how important it is to know your particular oven and how to work it. Wood ovens are very hands-on, but that’s also exactly what gives them the most potential for turning out mind-blowing pizzas.

		Deck Ovens and Convection Ovens

		Certified “true” pizza Napoletana or Vera Pizza Napoletana (see this page) must be baked in a wood oven. But you see some very good Neapolitan-style pizza coming out of other types of ovens—such as coal. And commercial pizzerias use a variety of different ovens, depending on their goals. The most common pizza oven you see in America is the deck oven. These relatively shallow ovens are stacked in a deck so they take up less space and allow you to cook more pizzas at once. A lot of Roman pizzerias bake in deep deck ovens, too. These ovens are usually powered by gas or electricity, and you bake the pizza directly on the floor of the deck, which is made of ceramic baking stone or sometimes steel. The oven heats pretty evenly and predictably, so you don’t have to watch the pizza as much as you do in a wood oven. Most deck ovens run at about 550°F (288°C), so the pizzas bake in about 6 to 8 minutes, a little longer than it takes in a hot wood oven. The lower temperature and longer bake time mean you don’t often get that nice leopard spotting you see on wood-oven pizzas. The rim comes out more browned than charred, like the crust on your typical New York-style pizza.
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		Other pizzerias use convection ovens. These cook boxes are similar to home ovens but with more sophisticated fans for blowing hot air throughout the oven. The convection itself allows you to lower the baking temperature because the hot air delivers heat to the pizza more efficiently than in a deck oven. Convection ovens usually have a bunch of oven racks, each fitting a couple pizzas, depending on the oven’s size. You load the pizza on a pizza pan or screen and bake it on the rack with the convection heat constantly circulating all around it. These ovens typically aren’t meant for turning out a high volume of pies. But when you add a conveyor belt to a convection oven, then you can speed up production. That’s the kind of oven the big commercial pizza companies use—the Domino’s and Papa John’s of the world. With a convection conveyor oven, you basically set and forget it. Put the pizza on a pizza pan or screen, lay it on the conveyor, and it cooks in 4 to 5 minutes with absolutely zero attention required. You can hire cheap labor and automate your whole pizza-making process, cranking out dozens of pies in no time. That sounds like heaven to some pizza makers. To me, it defeats the whole purpose. I prefer the taste and look of handcrafted food. I want someone fussing over my pizza.

		The good news is that you can bake some amazing handcrafted pizzas without a wood oven or any other commercial pizza-making equipment. You just need a home oven or even a grill.

		Home Ovens

		Modern home ovens are typically square boxes made of steel. The standard 30-inch (76 cm) model is pretty small, so it heats up quickly. As far as materials go, steel is a better heat conductor than ceramic, providing quicker, more precise temperature control, which is important for baking different foods at different temperatures, as you do in a home oven. But the superior heat transference of steel means that the oven uses up more fuel. Why? Because the walls of the oven are constantly giving up their heat. That’s why your home oven makes your kitchen so hot. A square oven also heats less efficiently than a round one because the convection currents are not as robust. Sure, you can turn on the convection fan in a home oven, but it doesn’t get nearly as good at delivering heat all around the pizza as a domed, wood-fired oven.

		In a home oven, the heat itself comes from gas or electricity. Gas releases some moisture as it heats, so gas ovens tend to be a bit more humid inside than electric ovens. Gas ovens also have to be vented to allow combustion gases like carbon dioxide to escape. Even though gas is popular on cooktops (and for good reason: instant heat control), among ovens, electric outsells gas by two to one. I’m not sure why, really. Maybe people think it’s safer to have electric coils inside the cook box instead of burning flames. Yes, electric heat is drier than gas, but otherwise, gas and electric ovens both heat pretty evenly and offer decent control. You can thank your thermostat for that. Make sure it’s calibrated!

		COOKING SURFACES

		Now let’s take a look at what you are actually cooking your pizza on in a home oven. The floor is most likely made of thin steel, but it’s not meant to be baked on directly. So what’s the best cooking surface for home oven pizza? A baking stone? A baking steel? A baking sheet? It depends on what kind of pizza you’re making. For pizza al taglio, a baking sheet is perfect. It helps to create the square pizza shape, and you can put the baking sheet right on the oven rack. It’s even better if you put the baking sheet on a hot baking stone or baking steel. A stone or steel will deliver more heat through the baking sheet to the bottom of the pizza, helping to crisp up the bottom crust.

		And what about a Naples-style pizza? What cooking surface is best for that? You might think a stone is best because it’s closest to the cooking surface of the wood oven used for traditional pizza Napoletana. It’s true that a baking stone retains heat really well, gives it up to the pizza crust nice and steady, and helps water vaporize from the dough, all of which create a pretty crisp crust. But you have to take into account the fact that a home oven maxes out at 500° to 550°F (260° to 288°C). There just isn’t as much heat in the oven for the stone to deliver to
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