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INTRODUCTION

In the early days of my Manhattan pizza restaurant, a ­middle-aged woman came through the front door, her eyes widened by the crowd that had been drawn to the place even before it had officially opened. She was wearing a huge white hairy coat—which meant she was going to take up about two spots at one of the long communal tables. She wedged herself in and ordered a pie—I think it was a Margherita—and as soon as it arrived she called over the manager. She told him that nothing about the pizza was the way it was “supposed” to be. It had too little sauce, she said. The crust was too dark, and it was too firm besides.

As anyone who has baked from my book My Bread—based on my method for a ­stunningly easy, rustic no-knead loaf—already knows, I usually diverge from the well-worn road and travel my own way.

That’s not to say that, in creating my pizzas, I’m coming to them without an authentic background. I’ve spent many months traveling throughout Italy, always learning as I go, searching for the bread and pizza standards that appeal most to my own sensibility, my palate, and my strong (some would say headstrong) feelings about the art of cooking and baking. My first trip to Rome just blew me away—the beauty, the produce, the bread. Of course, I’ve also been to Naples (the Italian pizza’s heartland), but I definitely don’t want you to think this book is some kind of grab-bag of Neapolitan ­pizzas. As much as I admire the intense appreciation for ingredients there, I have frequently been disappointed by the pizzas, many of which appeal to a tourist-grade lowest common denominator. In a nation of such beauty and—in the good times—affluence, Naples has stood out too regularly for its episodes of crime and poverty. Too many pizza bakers don’t worry much about whether the tomatoes in the sauce are the best, as long as they are cheap; the mozzarella they choose is too often of poor quality, lacking in moisture. They don’t bother to give the dough time enough to ferment properly, settling for a mediocre crust.

Pizza deserves respect and admiration—for everything about it, but especially the bread, the crust. As a former art student who turned to baking, I see a pizza crust as a canvas, an invitation to paint and sculpt with food. I hope that doesn’t sound too pretentious; pizza is after all a peasant food, but a glorious peasant food when someone approaches it with care and ­affection, taking bread and building it into a beautiful whole meal.

As much carping as I’ve just done about Naples, I have to say it is pizza paradise compared to the United States. If you choose carefully, you can find great pizza in Naples. Back home, however, I want to weep when I think how industrialized (with a few exceptions) this simple food has become. Many Americans grow up with the notion that real pizza is the stuff they box at Pizza Hut or Domino’s—pizza for which the greatest objective seems to be how fast a truck can get it to one’s door. Or it’s a notion formed by the so-called pizza parlor. Isn’t a “parlor” supposed to suggest a pleasant place where bright ­people gather to talk, enjoy each other’s company, share ideas? A beauty parlor offers more creativity than your average American pizza parlor, a garish, harried place where floppy pies made from trashy ingredients are turned out over and over again—until ­customers are persuaded that this ­experience is somehow a good thing.

I’ve been fortunate enough to find and learn from the genuine article in many places. In Naples, when you manage to squeeze past all the bad stuff, there is Da Michele, a nondescript yet renowned and worshipped place that seems to reserve all its skill for selecting the purest, freshest ingredients and then assembling them ­basically, without pretension. I also learned from Chris Bianco, the award-winning chef at Pizzeria Bianco in Phoenix, who puts most boastful New Yorkers to shame, and from the inventive Andrew Feinberg at Franny’s in Brooklyn. They are all wonderfully expert in their personal ways, and the education they shared with me helped put me on the path to making pizza my way.

I came to pizza baking slowly. First, I was a bread baker. And in some ways bread saved my life. It fulfilled so many needs, gave me purpose, allowed me to indulge a talent that I must have had in me all along. I opened Sullivan Street Bakery in New York City’s SoHo neighborhood in 1994; in the fall of 2000, we moved the bakery to a larger location in Hell’s Kitchen. As I struggled through my early mornings, year after year, I was always learning and inventing. Along the way, I developed my no-knead home-kitchen process for dough that, once risen, is cooked in a preheated pot in the oven; the pot acts as an oven within an oven, creating a dark, rustic crust while at the same time keeping the crumb moist. A little yeast and extended fermentation strengthen the dough, eliminating the kneading step that’s supposed to do the same thing. It’s a method that ultimately brought me widespread recognition—in large part thanks to Mark ­Bittman’s article about it in the New York Times, a piece that, on the wings of the Internet, flew around the world so fast and so far that even Mark was startled. That was in 2006.

But, earlier, soon after September 11, I got the idea that I’d like to do something to cheer people up. On New Year’s Day, while gloom still gripped the city, I decided to act on it: I threw a pizza party at the bakery. I made pizzas that were round, charred at the edge, and relatively firm on the bottom (I don’t like soft crusts with the toppings sliding off). It was too soon to think about using my no-knead dough, an approach that hadn’t advanced far enough yet. That would come later (and is now in fact the foundation of my crusts). I invited friends, chefs, and customers. And the party caught on. I threw that party every New Year’s for four years.

I was a baker, not a chef, and yet … I got it in my head that I wanted to be able to show off a bit more of my cooking skills beyond bread making—as much as I do revere it. So I persuaded a friend who had a pizza truck to go with me to Union Square, the great farmer’s market in the city. The pizzas I made there—and gave away free, which admittedly is always a surefire approach—were simple: the Rosa, a Margherita, and the spinach pizza I call a Popeye, all of which you’ll see in this book. The hungry natives lined up five deep. I also gave away T-shirts that shouted “Viva Hell’s Kitchen” to announce the bakery’s new address.

As for the pizza, I knew at that moment, as I feverishly turned out one pizza after another, that I could really pull this thing off for a whole lot of people. And the idea of a ­restaurant—an exceptional, inventive restaurant that would break the mold of the commonplace New York pizzeria—was more powerful than ever in my mind. I remember the date clearly. It was November 1, a soft Indian summer day; seven days later Mark’s piece on my no-knead bread ran in the Times. The glow of that article was definitely helpful when it came time to create a restaurant. Everything was coming together.

As I approached my new Manhattan pizza place, Co. (for company), which would open in early 2009, I became obsessed with pizza. I kept thinking about the whole spectrum of Italian combinations of sauces, meats, and cheeses, many of them most familiar as dressings for pasta, and transformed them into novel pizza pies.

In the past, for the most part, the few pizzas I made to sell at my bakery next to the loaves were rectangular pizzas in the Roman style. They especially worked well for a retail store, where they might have to sit around awhile. A beautiful aspect of these relatively thick pies is that they are durable—snacks designed to be eaten hot or at room temperature or even the next day. But with the restaurant, I was drawn to the best of the thinner, crisper, disk-shaped pies of Naples, the ones that are so seductive hot and fresh from the oven. There is a touch of the spiritual in that disk; it’s an unforced, natural shape that reminds me of a pool of rainwater, of da Vinci’s man of perfect proportions, or of the mandala, a symbol of harmony and spirituality. And these round pies are elegant besides—the toppings carefully placed, with a charred, blistered rim forming a dramatic, stark frame for the ingredients.

I should pause for a second and say that although I’ve been describing the pies as round here, I don’t mean a perfect circle. Each pizza is handmade and, as such, idiosyncratic. From a purely functional point of view, they are shaped to be easy to cut into wedges. But I suppose it would be more accurate to call them “roundish.” When I see a cook laboring to perfect that shape, I see an individual who is perhaps too involved with the circle at the expense of the ingredients.

With this book, I expect you to be able to make pizzas at home every bit as attractive and alive with flavor as the ones I produce in the restaurant and my own home kitchen. The pies should look terrific and they should be fun—like the Bird’s Nest Pie, which boasts shaved asparagus with cheese and quail eggs, or the Pepperoni Pie, which has no pepperoni sausage on it, but rather a red pepper puree with a topping of lamb sausage meat. I want you to see how unfussy just a handful of familiar ingredients can be, and yet how transcendent, if selected and combined with skill. (That’s the true miracle of genuine Italian cooking—elevating the ordinary to the extraordinary.) And, of course, while I’ll teach you how to use a very basic tomato sauce, I’ll also demonstrate how to free yourself from that base with pizzas you may never have imagined before.

I hope you will engage in this adventure with high spirit, optimism, and anticipation. Don’t be intimidated; making a pizza is not haute cuisine. It requires surprisingly little effort—remember, we’ll be relying on my simple no-knead bread recipe for the crust—and, once the toppings have been prepared, just a few minutes of cooking. After you’ve mastered my home kitchen techniques (I broil rather than bake, for instance) and experienced the excitement of a deeply flavored, often innovative pizza, let your own creativity take flight. I hope you’ll come up with pizzas—beautiful, simple constructions—you can call your own. I’ll know I’ve done my job when you come to see pizza as healthy, artful, and so infinitely variable that you wouldn’t mind eating a pizza pie just about every day, like I do!

To amplify that sense of variety, I’ve complemented the pizzas in this book with a selection of bright, often unusual salads, toasts, soups, and desserts—most of them directly off the menu at Co.—that can round out or extend a meal. They’re going to be especially welcome when you’re entertaining.

I feel so intensely about what I’m trying to do that I implore you to be in touch with me directly, at my website, theuniversityofbread.com. Let me know how it’s going. If anything is confusing, tell me, and I’ll do my best to clear it up. If you want to try something of your own invention but are unsure about the combination you have in mind, I’ll give you an honest opinion. I’m really looking forward to this, our time together.
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