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Hello & Welcome

Let me start by saying one thing—this isn’t your average pizza cookbook. First of all, I’m a registered dietitian with a culinary degree, so that automatically makes this cookbook different from any of the other pizza cookbooks out there! But even though I love nutrition, this book isn’t a lecture on nutrients and calories. Instead, once you dig in, you’ll find out what I discovered a long time ago—that pizza can absolutely be a nourishing food for both the stomach and the mind. You read that right. Pizza checks all of the boxes when it comes to flavor, satisfaction and yes, even nutrition!

I’ve designed this book as a resource for pizza making, but not in the traditional way. I didn’t travel to Italy to learn about hand-crafted pizza ovens, artisan flour and sun-soaked Italian tomatoes (although I would love to someday!) and I didn’t work under any master pizza makers to learn their skills (although I’d love to do that, too). Instead, I learned by teaching myself. Does that make me an expert? Heck, no! But I know what I like, and I like pizza, so I did the research and I’ve been spending years perfecting my own technique, right in my little Chicago apartment kitchen. And I want to share it all with you, the home cook. I like to think of this cookbook as a “pizza experience”—one that’s approachable and fun, like me!

Some Backstory

As a kid, I loved pizza. Most kids do, right? My favorite came from a small local chain in Indianapolis, Indiana called Noble Romans. You could watch them make the pizza through a window, which, at the tender age of 8, I thought was super cool. (And FYI, I still thought it was cool around 12 because those 16-year-old boys tossing the pizza in the air were pretty darn cute.) The hand-tossed cheese pizza at Noble Romans was my favorite, followed by their breadsticks and cheese sauce. We made my mom get two orders of those and we ate them warm, right out of the bag on the way home.

I can even remember one time when my mom made the bad (unbeknownst to her) choice of dining in and my brother (by the way, he’s two years older than me, which is relevant to the story because he’s the one who should be responsible and setting a good example, right?) almost set the place on fire. Apparently, he felt the need to test the theory that paper napkins will burn if placed directly over the flame of a candle. Spoiler alert, they do! Somehow my mom contained the fire and I’m pretty sure Noble Romans removed candles from the table after that.

Fast forward to high school, I needed a job. You know, to buy scrunchies, hoop earrings and oversized sweaters . . . hey, it was the 90s! Luckily, I had an “in” at a local, gourmet-ish pizza place. I say “gourmet-ish” because at the time, Indianapolis didn’t really have pizza restaurants, let alone one that had gasp fresh tomatoes as a topping! So fancy! My friend worked there and she helped me get a job there, too. I started out answering the phones. Have you ever had a job answering phones? It’s torture. Imagine answering the phone the same way fifty times a day— “Hello, this is Indy Pizza, what would you like to order?” And if we were busy, “Hello, this is Indy Pizza, can you hold please?” And then you’ve got seven people on hold and you’re trying to remember who called first! All of those flashing phone lines, ahh!
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Then there was their order. The phone was located in the kitchen, so it was impossible to hear. Most people spoke way too fast and way too quiet. And oh yeah, this was before computers, so I had to write the orders on a piece of paper to hand-deliver to the guys making pizza. Since time was of the essence, I also had to learn all of the shorthand for the ingredients and the specialty pizzas we had. Oh, and did I mention that I also made all of the salads, for both the carry-out and the restaurant? It was madness. Plus, I had to be nice. Who can be nice while doing all of that?

When my boss asked me if I wanted to switch to kitchen prep, I jumped at the opportunity! YES! No more answering phones! Hallelujah! So, I started coming to work in the late morning and joined the prep crew and I loved it. No one really talked (it was glorious), we just prepped all of the ingredients for the evening slam. The music would be blasting (lots of Johnny Cash, The Grateful Dead, Pink Floyd and Phish) and we’d all just be bobbing our heads as we made salad dressing, chopped lettuce, prepared dough, and shredded cheese. It was my first taste of the magic of the kitchen.

In college, while earning my nutrition degree, I worked at a restaurant as well. But this was a “fine dining” establishment. My job was to make salads, appetizers and desserts. I liked it, but besides the sous chef who was extremely quirky, the place was full of stuffy staff and patrons. I missed my pizza friends—the music, the joking around, the fun. I needed the job though and it paid decently, so I stayed.

After college, I moved to Chicago and, you guessed it, I needed a job, so I worked in another restaurant. This time I was at the front of the house and worked as a hostess and then a waitress. I hated it. I mean, I loved the people I worked with, but man, the people who came to eat at the restaurant really sucked. I’ve always half-jokingly said that everyone should at one point in their life work as a waiter/waitress because it teaches you about being a better human. I can’t tell you the number of times I was treated like a brainless robot. I almost quit at least a hundred times. Luckily, my degree in nutrition finally landed me a job working as a dietitian at a local hospital.
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I was so pumped to start my “career” and happy that I finally had a “real” job. “Look mom and dad, all of that college is finally paying off!” But guess what? I hated it. Yep, every part of it. I didn’t like being in the hospital. I didn’t like sick people. And I didn’t like all of the doctors who seemed to think my job wasn’t as important as theirs. I started wondering what the heck I was doing. None of it was great and I couldn’t wait to get out of there, but I didn’t know where to go. I needed a change and luckily found a job working as a consultant dietitian. I loved the company and my boss (love you Maggie Roche!), but it was a hard job. I had to be available to travel (sometimes over an hour drive each way) and be prepared to cover a variety of roles. That meant I had to be confident, no matter the situation.

It was during all of my long drives to different hospitals, nursing homes and other places full of sick people that I began to daydream about culinary school. I had always loved food, but I started to wonder if it was possible to turn my love into a career. After plenty of discussions with many people, I finally made the decision. I was going to do it. I continued working as a dietitian but spent my mornings in classes at a local culinary school. It made for some long, tiring days, but I knew (most of the time) it would be worth it.

One of the best parts of culinary school was learning about bread and dough (maybe I should have gone to Baking & Pastry school instead). I had two excellent instructors who were passionate about it and their excitement was contagious. I can still remember one of the instructors telling us to lean in and listen while our dough was kneading in the stand mixer. He wanted us to hear the “angel wings” flapping (the dough starting to build structure and lightly slap the sides of the bowl), so that we’d know when the dough had been kneaded enough. Oh, the smile and joy on his face is such a lasting memory! That love is why their words still stick with me to this day!

One particular instructor (Chef Tom, I’m talking about you!) held “Bread Guild” once a month on a weekend. He would come in on his off day to bake bread with us. It was such a cool experience and I loved that he did this for us. I listened and learned and asked a lot of questions. Eventually, I began to understand how nuanced making bread actually is. Why a scale (measuring in weight) was crucial, the differences between yeasts, how to know when your dough was over-proofed—there was so much to know! I found it fascinating.

I took all of that information and started playing at home. With bread, of course, but also with pizza dough. I wanted to make it at home, and I wanted it to taste just as good, if not better, than the stuff you order at a restaurant. I can’t tell you how many videos I watched and how much research I did about how to make pizza—and this was before YouTube. I figured out how to get my home oven to work for me, why a pizza stone was so important, and how to get that pesky dough shaped into a circle. Again, I loved it. After plenty of experimentation, I finally figured a few things out, including a good dough recipe. Then I was off. Hundreds of pizzas later, I’m here, writing this book. Not because I’m an expert in all things pizza, but because I just love it so much.


I know that I could’ve never written this book without all of those life experiences. All of my successes, all of my failures, and everything in between, have led me to this point. And even if I only sell one single book, I don’t care, because I’ve been given the chance to share my love of pizza with YOU! And it feels so good! So sit back, relax and read on!

but what about nutrition?

Wait! You care about nutrition? ME TOO! In fact, I care about it so much that I went to school to learn all about it. And I took it so far that I even got a degree in it. But . . . sometimes nutrition becomes a roadblock for people. They’re either obsessed with it or completely turned off by it. And I get both opinions. So while, yes, I am a dietitian, I’m also a person living in the real world. And I know that good health and nutrition are important, but being consumed by it is not. That’s why my stance is, and forever will be, eat the foods that make you feel good and don’t overdo it.

You’ll soon notice a recurring theme in this cookbook, and that theme is: eat more plants! Why? Plants are delicious! Is there anything better than a juicy tomato or a bunch of fresh herbs? The answer is “no!”

Second, consuming more plant-based foods is a great way of helping Mother Nature. Plants require less water and fewer other natural resources to grow than animals grown for food. Plus, plant scraps can be composted and returned to the earth to grow, you guessed it, more plants!

Lastly, plants are nutritious! If you’re a health-conscious person, which I interpret as someone who wants to consume foods that make them feel good, you hopefully know that plants supply an amazing array of nutrients that support health and prevent disease. For all of these reasons, plants are on and in every single pizza in this cookbook.

Even the dough!

You heard that right. While there are certainly recipes in this collection that don’t use whole grain flour, all my favorite ones do. I love the extra fiber and B vitamins it provides, but even more importantly, whole wheat flour tastes good. It adds a sweet, nutty flavor and provides a bit of “chew” to the dough. It’s lovely and I’m 99 percent sure you’ll agree once you try it.

Without any further ado, let’s get you started on the basics of perfect pizza preparation and before you know it, you’ll be in your very own kitchen making the best pizza you’ve ever tasted!



[image: image]



[image: image]



Pizza Basics: The Ingredients

Any chef will tell you that to create delicious food, you need good ingredients. I’m sure, however, we can all agree that a fast food hotdog or a frozen pizza can be pretty darn tasty. But for the most part, yes, good ingredients are crucial. And “good ingredients” don’t equate to the most expensive ingredients. It’s about choosing quality and freshness, reliable brands and food that makes you feel good. So, just keep that in mind when you’re choosing what you put on your pizza. That $1 pepperoni is going to taste like $1 pepperoni. It’s up to you!

The Dough

Flour

If you’ve been to the grocery store, you’ve likely seen the vast array of flours available. If I didn’t know better, I would say almost anything can be turned into flour—chickpeas, cassava, the list goes on and on. Those alternative flours are all fine and good, but from my experience (as a healthy individual without any food intolerances or allergies), wheat flour makes the best pizza. Yes, this is my opinion, but there’s a bit of science to back it up.

All wheat flour is made from wheat berries (or kernels). Wheat is a grain composed of three parts: the bran (B vitamins, fiber and minerals), the germ (healthy fats, antioxidants, vitamin E and B vitamins) and the endosperm (mostly carbohydrates with a smattering of protein and vitamins). The milling process separates these components from each other. To create all-purpose flour, only the starchy endosperm is used and milled into flour. Whole wheat flour, on the other hand, includes all three components, which means it has more protein than all-purpose flour and more nutrition.


Most wheat flour comes from hard and soft wheat varieties; the difference between the two is their protein content. Hard wheat has a higher protein content than soft wheat. This is important because the proteins in wheat are what give pizza dough its elasticity, structure and texture, and why hard wheat is favored for bread and pizza making.

There are two proteins in wheat, gliadin and glutenin, and when they’re introduced to water and kneading, they bond together to form a network of long strands (gluten). This network is comparable to the human skeleton. Just like your skeleton supports the structure of your body, gluten stabilizes and supports the structure of the dough. It traps the gases formed during the fermentation process, which allows the dough to rise. It also ensures the pizza doesn’t collapse while it’s baking. It makes sense then, that dough without the development of that gluten structure, will result in a flat and dense pizza.

Knowing all of this, it should be easy to pick the best flour for pizza dough . . . right? Yes, kind of. There’s more to pizza than flour, but to achieve the highest level of success, I would recommend a combination of all-purpose flour (which is a mixture of hard and soft wheat and supplies 10–12 percent protein) and whole wheat flour (around 14–15 percent protein). I use this combination in my “50/50” dough recipe.

If you’re not making the 50/50 dough, then I recommend using either bread flour or a combination of bread flour and all-purpose flour to create your dough. How do you choose? It comes down to preference. Using only all-purpose flour will produce a crispy crust but can also tear more easily (thanks to its lower gluten content) and using only bread flour (which is 12–13 percent protein) will produce a chewy crust and is a bit easier to shape and stretch than a completely all-purpose flour dough. You can use either in my recipes or a combination of the two.

The “00” Italian flours are nice, but because of their unique characteristics, are better suited for Neapolitan-style pizzas—where a super-hot oven (over 700°F!) is needed.

Water

Water is the second biggest ingredient in pizza dough recipes. It’s pretty important too. Without water, it would be impossible to make pizza dough (remember, you just learned that when you were reading about flour). Its purpose is to hydrate the flour to develop the gluten and the ratio of water to flour matters!

Everything I’m going to tell you in this section is a bit more than you probably need to know, but it’s fun to understand the science in case you need to fix a problem. So here we go!


You need water to hydrate the flour—hydration, in pizza terms, is the ratio of water to flour. Your pizza dough needs to be properly hydrated so that it can achieve its end goal of becoming a pizza. Most pizza recipes developed for the home cook are around 65–68 percent hydration. This creates a dough that is easy to work with, no matter your skill level. A lower hydration level works better for pizzas that only need a short amount of time in the oven—think commercial pizza ovens that can reach high temperatures. They don’t require as much hydration because they only spend a short amount of time (maybe 2 or 3 minutes) in the oven. But home ovens can only get to around 500–550°F, so they need more time in the oven, which means they need a bit more hydration. That makes sense, right?

The recipes in this book are all around that 65–68 percent hydration level because they’re all designed for the home cook who doesn’t have a commercial oven.

Here’s the deal, though: other things can get in the way of properly hydrating your dough. Maybe you didn’t measure ingredients accurately, maybe the weather’s too humid, maybe you live at high elevation. What can you do about these?

The first one is easy to tackle: use a food scale to measure your ingredients. Not only does this improve accuracy, but it’s also actually much easier because you weigh everything in one bowl—which means fewer dishes. Kitchen scales can be found at all price points and even the least expensive option is a good one. Take care of it and it will last you a long time.

On to humidity. This one can be tricky, but the more you make pizza dough, the easier it will be to understand if your dough is properly hydrated. Humidity equals moisture. So, if you’re making your pizza on a day when the humidity is high, you may need less water to hydrate your dough. If it’s, say, a dry winter day and the humidity is low, then you may need a little extra water to hydrate the dough. Use the weather a bit to guide you.

Finally, elevation. If you live at higher altitudes, you may find that you’ll need to add a bit more water. Flour seems to require more hydration with the increase in elevation. Adjust accordingly.

Salt

I use kosher salt in all of my pizza dough recipes. I like the larger crystals compared to the smaller, finer crystals of table salt. But honestly, any type of salt will work here. I like to add a decent amount of salt to my dough, but if you find it’s too much, no worries, just back off a little until you get the amount you like.
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Yeast

For the sake of ease, in this cookbook I only use active dry yeast or instant yeast. Both are readily available and both work well with my wheat-based and gluten-free flour doughs. What’s the difference? Great question! First, it’s important to know that yeast is alive! Cool, right? You can buy fresh yeast in the refrigerated section of the grocery store, but it has a short lifespan, 3–4 months once open, so it’s not always a practical choice. You’ll also need more of it (usually 3 times) than if you use active dry or instant yeast.

Active dry yeast is basically dehydrated yeast. Dehydrating the yeast causes it to go dormant. This means you have to re-hydrate it to bring it to life. To do that is simple, you combine the yeast with some warm water and optionally, a bit of sweetener (I use honey in this book, but granulated sugar is a fine substitute especially if preparing vegan). You let it sit for about 5 minutes and ta-da, you’ve got active yeast! How do you know it’s come back to life? It should look foamy and bubbly. If it doesn’t look like a tiny bubbling cauldron, well, that stinks because it means your yeast might not be good anymore. So, test another batch (you can follow package instructions too) and if it doesn’t work, toss it and grab yourself some more from the store.

Instant yeast is also a dehydrated form of yeast, but it’s manufactured so that it can be used without rehydrating. That means you can add it right along with the other ingredients and it will do its thing. This saves you time since you won’t have to fuss with that water and foaming business.

I personally like active dry yeast because it confirms that it is still fresh and good to use, but the choice is totally up to you. Both work well and I’ve certainly had success with each. And in other great news, both active dry and instant can be bought in bulk (skip those packets which cost more!) and once opened, can be refrigerated for up to four months. Just keep it in a tightly sealed container towards the back of your fridge.

Sweeteners

Classic Neapolitan pizza dough recipes don’t call for any sweetener. I love the simplicity, but from my experience, a little sweetness (honey, in my case, but sugar or agave extract works if you’d like to make the recipe vegan) to help feed the yeast is a good thing for most of the doughs in this book. Not only does sugar get the yeast “going,” but it also adds some color to the cooked crust. A little bit is all you need, remember, we’re not making cinnamon rolls! Too much sugar will interfere with gluten development, so stick to no more than one to two tablespoons.


Oil

I tend to use oil when I’m using whole wheat flour in my dough recipes. The oil helps when the time comes to stretch the dough. The result is a more pliable dough. That’s a good thing, especially if you’re new
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