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INTRODUCTION

NAPOLI, TI AMO

A Flavour of Napoli

Napoli is, for lack of any other word, special.

There is no other city in Italy like Napoli. In fact, there is no other European city that matches the unique energy, passion and chaos of Napoli. It has the feeling of a pan always just about to boil over – and every so often, of course, it does. We have always found it totally infectious.

One potential explanation for Napoli being so Neapolitan is its location – it is built in the foothills of Mount Vesuvius, an alarmingly active volcano. It is the only volcano in Europe to have erupted in the last 100 years, and with 3 million people living in its vicinity it is the most densely populated volcanic region in the world! Let’s also not forget that Vesuvius has form – she wiped out Pompeii in AD 79. So you can imagine, having Vesuvius as your neighbour might cause you to have a slightly escalated world view: live your life to the full at all times, don’t worry so much about the little things. We could all potentially learn something from that kind of thinking.

This manifests itself in a place living on the edge. Where the next fender bender is literally only 3 centimetres away, and is shrugged off when it happens (who needs the paperwork?). A place where whatever you do, you do with immense pride and dedication. A place where food, love and football rule supreme – and matter more than the bureaucracy and rule following that are seemingly essential to the running of any other European city. That nearly a million people can co-exist in this ‘shoot first ask questions later’ environment is as inspiring as it is beguiling.

There is obviously a well-publicized dark side to all of this. But, in all our visits to Napoli, either through naivety or being constantly on the move, we have not seen direct evidence of this. We have never felt threatened or intimidated, or ever so much as had a phone stolen off us (well, apart from that one time …).

What we have seen much, much more of is the warmth of the people – albeit with one eye on a commercial opportunity at all times. They are keen to tell you what they do, and why it is the best version of that. They are delighted that you are interested in their culture, from mozzarella to Pino Daniele, and will defend their local produce and art to the end.

Over the course of these pages we really hope to capture a slice of what this pride and passion looks like in this beautiful and unique city. We are a long way from the Trevi fountain here; the most stunning buildings are usually covered with graffiti. But that’s Napoli in all its eccentric glory. We wouldn’t want it any other way.
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PIZZA AND NAPOLI

Whatever you think of Napoli, it will always be one thing to most people: the birthplace of pizza.

There are plenty of stories out there that relate to some kind of pre-pizza missing link existing before pizza as we know it was born in Napoli. Lots of bread topped with fruit – that kind of thing. In 2023, archaeologists uncovered an almost 2,000-year-old fresco, buried by ash from the Vesuvius eruption, that clearly shows something anyone would identify as a pizza, minus the mozzarella. You really need to understand the definition you want to accept for pizza before you start to set your heart on when or where it was invented.

We think that if we are true to ourselves, then what we know as pizza today was born in Napoli in the late 1800s. And whether you like it or not, the people of Napoli have definitely taken that as the truth, and have run with it.

From our point of view, it is really the invention of the Margherita pizza that marks the beginning (and many would say still the high point) of the history of pizza. The classic story goes that the dish was created in 1889 by a young chef called Raffaele Esposito in the establishment known as Brandi (which is still open to visit today in the centre of Napoli, just behind Piazza Plebiscito). He had been tasked with coming up with a dish for the visit of Queen Margherita of Savoy, who had expressed that she was fed up with the rich French food she had been subjected to on her recent tour.

Raffaele was a dedicated chap, so he tried three different pizzas for the Queen to get her approval. The first two (essentially a Marinara with tomato, oil and garlic, and a Napoletana with anchovies and capers) were met with disdain. Refusing to be disheartened, and working with the classic ‘third time lucky’ approach, he combined crushed tomatoes, fresh mozzarella and basil on top of a bread base, inspired by the colours of the newly formed Italian states flag: basil for the green, tomato for the red and mozzarella for the white.

Finally, the Queen was said to be delighted with the simplicity of this dish, and wrote to the chef after her visit to say how much she had enjoyed her experience. The Margherita was named after her, and so cemented its place in history. You can still see a copy of the letter on the wall in Pizzeria Brandi if you don’t believe us.

Turns out, some people don’t believe us. The letter’s veracity has been repeatedly questioned. To be fair, there are plenty of references to a very Margherita-type product dating from the 1830s, and it has been pointed out that this Queen of Savoy narrative was not reported at the time and instead first reared its head in the 1930s. But we think, why mess with a great story …?
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Cut to today, and it is fair to say Neapolitan pizza is thriving. Napoli has an estimated 8,200 pizzerias, and Neapolitan pizza has been embraced by the world; every major city on Earth has a Neapolitan pizzeria. The product itself has been protected by UNESCO to ‘intangible cultural heritage’ status – the same as yoga in India. The Associazione Verace Pizza Napoletana (AVPN) was established almost 40 years ago to protect the core elements of Neapolitan pizza; they have set the definition of Neapolitan pizza and they mean to defend it.

Despite all this protectionism, however, the most notable development in the pizza of Napoli has been its evolution. Over the last decade, the once ruthlessly traditionalist position of the city’s great pizza makers has given way to a new generation of chefs looking to move pizza forward. Everywhere you look in and around Napoli, you now see people testing the AVPN fences – from the Instagram-friendly puffed up crusts of canotto pizza at Vincenzo Capuano, to the finishing stations and complex flavour combinations of Concettina ai Tre Santi or Palazzo Petrucci. Franco Pepe – often cited as the best pizza maker in the world – even had the audacity to mess with the revered Margherita. His ‘Margherita sbagliata’ (translation: ‘Margherita gone wrong’) is cooked with cheese only, before fresh tomato and basil-reduction flourishes are added. Sacrilege! Delicious, delicious sacrilege!

We have all the time in the world for the tradition and cannot deny that maybe our favourite pizza experience in Napoli is a Margherita from Pizzeria da Michele. However, it is actually this inventiveness and evolution that ensures Napoli stays synonymous with pizza the world over. If the city was going to stay as the global capital of pizza, then they had to translate their dedication and passion into developing the art form. It’s fantastic to see that happening now and, what’s more, being embraced by the city itself.

Throughout the course of writing this book, as well as over our many trips to Napoli while growing our own pizza business, we have had the opportunity to meet with the most revered pizza chefs there. We have aimed to share in these pages many of their unique philosophies, along with their own signature pizza recipes and some of the secrets of their craft. We hope that their efforts and dedication can inspire your own pizza efforts, and take your home pizza making to the next level.
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PIZZA PILGRIMS & NAPOLI

65 Trips and Counting

Pizza Pilgrims had very inauspicious beginnings. We knew nothing about pizza at all when we started out back in 2011 and, looking back, our first ever pizza event was a celebration of amateurishness. We had a rolling pin in our logo (a big Neapolitan pizza no-no) and the wood we used in the oven looked like it came off a building site!

It was clear from the off that we had some serious learning to do, and where better to learn about pizza than Italy? The idea for the pizza pilgrimage was born, and we duly set off to Calabria to collect our brand-new Piaggio Ape van and start our quest for pizza knowledge.

We didn’t even know at this stage that Napoli was the place where our perspective on pizza would change. On 19 October 2011 we walked into Da Michele for a Margherita. It is fair to say that our view on pizza would never be the same again.

Since that first ever visit, we have worked out that we have been to Napoli over 65 times between us in the 12 years we have been running Pizza Pilgrims. We take all of our managers and head chefs for all the pizzerias twice a year, and we have been on countless inspiration trips and supplier visits on top of that. And we can genuinely say that we have always come home from those trips with more ideas, more inspiration, more little tips for making our pizza better.

The really amazing thing is that, during that time, we have seen Napoli and its attitude to pizza change. When we first visited, it was before the global explosion of Neapolitan pizza; the Napoli scene was very old fashioned and centred on tradition – almost protectionism. The focus was on consistency and no deviating from old methods to make very specific kinds of pizza.

However, since the world (including ourselves) discovered Neapolitan pizza in a big way in the early 2010s, the scene in Napoli itself has changed. There has been a new wave of pizzaioli searching for something new, bringing their own style and ideas to the medium. This has led to much more inventive toppings and recipes and whole new styles of dough designed to look great on Instagram (see Vincenzo Capuano’s contemporary pizza on page 124). The traditional pizza and pizzerias absolutely remain, but there has been a concerted effort from the city to remain world leaders when it comes to pizza. And we think we can all agree that benefits all of us.
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THE ORIGINAL PILGRIMAGE

Pizza Pilgrims, the Neapolitan pizza business that we run, is named after a trip we undertook in 2011 through Italy with a view to improving our pizza knowledge (as well as to bring back our beloved Conchetta, which was the vehicle we used to house our pizza oven on the market stall in Soho, in London, and at events across the UK).

The original pilgrimage really was born of necessity on a number of fronts. We had realized we needed a vehicle to transport the oven (so we could take it home after each event!) and we had fallen in love with the idea of the vehicle being a Piaggio Ape – the beloved three-wheeled Italian vehicle so synonymous with rural Italy. Developed by Piaggio after World War II in order to ‘rebuild the country’, the Ape is essentially a Vespa with a van on the back (ape is Italian for ‘bee’, which is of course the working version of a vespa, which means ‘wasp’).

So, we had fallen in love with this amazing vehicle but couldn’t quite afford to buy one with our meagre savings. But we soon realized that we could save some money by flying to Italy to buy one there. This plan quickly developed to make the trip a tour of Italy, with a view to learning about pizza and developing our burgeoning dough skills. The pizza pilgrimage was born.

So we did the deal for the van, to be collected on the very tip of the toe of Italy in Reggio Calabria. We lined up a selection of places to visit on our way home and said goodbye to our ‘proper’ jobs to pursue a life of pizza.

As we pulled out of the dealership in our new vehicle we were excited to hit the open road in search of our pizza dreams. However, we quickly hit a snag when we realized the top speed of the vehicle we had just bought was about 18 miles per hour … and with just under 1,800 miles to drive back to the UK, it was quite the discovery. She was so slow, in fact, that she was not allowed to drive on the autostrada at all, and we even have footage of us being overtaken up a hill by a jogger.

Undeterred, we soldiered on. We had lined up a number of pizza-adjacent trips over the weeks we had planned in Italy – from basil farms in Genova to mozzarella in Caserta, focaccia in Recco to red wine in Montepulciano. There was a lot to cover.

All of this was blown out of the water when we arrived in Napoli in mid-October 2011. We vaguely knew that pizza was a big deal here, but we had no idea how much our lives were about to change.

The Napoli trip was like a bomb going off in our heads. We tasted San Marzano tomatoes in the foothills of Mount Vesuvius, we tried mozzarella that was still warm from being made just minutes earlier; we even milked a buffalo! We spent time with some amazing pizza celebrities – from Antimo Caputo (page 48), the flour king of Napoli, to Antonino Esposito (page 93), who helped us cook our first ever pizza in a wood-fired oven.

But none of this compares to our first experience of a Neapolitan pizza in a pizzeria. We had selected Da Michele – the same pizzeria where Julia Roberts first tastes Neapolitan pizza in the film Eat, Pray, Love, and one of the true giants of the city of Napoli. They only served two pizzas – a Margherita or a Marinara – and from the first bite we were truly blown away. The Da Michele Margherita is still a thing of beauty: the softness of the dough, the fresh acidity of the mozzarella, the sweetness of the tomato. It honestly is a taste combo that will never be beaten for us, but we have been trying our best to do so in our pizzerias since that moment.

But it wasn’t just about the pizza. The energy of Da Michele also grabbed us on that day. There is such a sense of anticipation from every guest, many of whom have queued in a rather haphazard way for this moment and never fully knew when they were due to get their pizza fix. The service is slightly surly, but with a sense of pride, and safe in the knowledge that the pizza they are serving will always win the guest over. The pizzaioli team is a well-oiled machine, turning out perfect pizza after perfect pizza. The decoration is simplicity itself, from marble tables and floors to strip lighting and wooden chairs. The walls are adorned with little pieces of Neapolitan pizza history, including a large portrait of Michele Condurro himself (a large number of the team are members of the Condurro family).
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All in all, it was an experience we will never forget, not least as we got the opportunity to get in the kitchen and watch Luigi Condurro (Michele’s grandson) make a pizza for us up close. We were hooked. And from that moment on, we have thought about little else but Neapolitan pizza …
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In 2023 we were celebrating 10 years since we opened our first pizzeria in London’s Soho. We wanted to mark this moment in style – not with a 10% money-off offer, or some balloons in the shape of 10 (although there were a few of those). We wanted to do something that reflected our history and reminded our customers (and ourselves) about what had got us into this mess in the first place. And very quickly the answer became clear. It was going to have to be another pilgrimage. Through Italy. On an even more ridiculous vehicle than we had used in the first instance.

The Pizza Vespa was born … albeit only in sketch form.

The idea was simple, really. Take a Vespa (the sister vehicle of our original Piaggio Ape), add a side car and also a fold-out pizza kitchen (including a Gozney Roccbox oven). It was set to become our very own pizza kitchen transformer. Eat that, Michael Bay.
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A cursory Google told us that the number-one place in the country for making side cars was Watsonian in Gloucestershire, so we quickly got in touch with them to see if they were up for the challenge. And, of course, they totally were (they had already made side cars for Hagrid in Harry Potter and the Two Fat Ladies cookery TV show).

So while they got on with bringing our ropey sketch to life, we started to think about what kind of pilgrimage we should do, and very quickly we realized there was only one city we wanted to go to: Napoli!

The plan quickly took shape. Take our newly created ‘Pizzeria on a Vespa’ to Napoli. Embark on a 10-day tour in and around the city, showing off our amazing new vehicle and meeting the best pizza chefs, suppliers and pizza fans in order to inspire new items for our pizzeria menu. What could possibly go wrong? Before we knew it, we were driving out of the Watsonian workshop on what we can only assume was the world’s smallest pizzeria. The second pizza pilgrimage had begun …

We didn’t really know what to expect once we got to Napoli. Would people love our creation, or bemoan us messing with a design classic? Was pizza too serious a deal here to be shown the lack of respect of being made by the roadside, without the bells and whistles of a pizzeria? Would Napoli accept two non-Neapolitans coming up with this idea?

Well, we can safely say that Napoli LOVES the Pizza Vespa. The Neapolitans are an effusive bunch at the best of times, but the number of smiles, high fives, head turns and ‘throw myself into the street to show my appreciation’ we got from the people of that city was truly heart-warming.
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Over and above the bike itself, it was fantastic to spend time with the movers and shakers of Napoli’s pizza and food scene, learning from them, sharing ideas both ways and deepening our understanding of both Napoli and its rich pizza history. We have distilled what we learned, and much more, into the pages of this book in the hope that you too can bring the energy and passion of the Napoli pizza scene to your home.

The highlight of the trip was undoubtedly on the last day. Back in 2011, we had eaten our first ever Neapolitan pizza in the famed pizzeria Da Michele – the true start of our Neapolitan pizza journey. Over the years we have become good friends with Alessandro Condurro, who is the fifth generation Condurro to run Da Michele. We have spent many hours with him and his team over multiple trips to Napoli and pizza events around the world. As such, to mark our 10th anniversary trip we took a punt and decided to ask them if Da Michele would allow us to celebrate the wrap party for the trip in their renowned pizzeria. We were absolutely knocked for six when they agreed!

We had the most amazing evening we could have imagined. They allowed us to park the Vespa outside (next to their never-ending queue) and put our Pizza Pilgrims brand banner next to theirs. We invited all the suppliers we had been with for the week into the pizzeria for a private party. We toured the place and had the chance to interview Alessandro about the significance of Da Michele in the history of pizza, and we even got in the historic kitchen to make pizza for their customers and our guests! At the end of the evening, we swapped Da Michele and Pizza Pilgrims shirts like Bobby Moore and Pele (well, sort of like that). It was a sensational end to














[image: ]
[image: ]
DA MICHELE PIZZA VESPA POP-UP
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FOOTBALL IN NAPOLI
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Winning the League
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DIEGO MARADONA
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