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Jane Pauley did a story on us for CBS once. She referred to our late-to-the-game entrance into the pizza industry as being “smart, slow, and right.” Well, hindsight is certainly 20/20. If you had met Paulie Gee and me at any point prior to today and watched us as we embarked on our dream of owning a small business, that word—“slow”—fit us perfectly. We were in our late forties and early fifties when it became clear the life we were leading no longer fit the people we had become. Of course, what we proceeded to realize was that our new life calling didn’t always feel smart. And the unconventional way we entered the restaurant business certainly wasn’t right … at least if we were looking to do it the way everyone else did it. However, in the end, we followed our instincts, and trusting in others and ourselves became our recipe for success.


—MARY ANN GIANNONE (AKA MRS. GEE)


What she said.


—PAUL GIANNONE (AKA PAULIE GEE)













IN THE BEGINNING …







We Complement Each Other. He Cooks. She Can’t.


Mary Ann Giannone: He approached me in a disco in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, on November 12, 1976. He came up to me and said, “I know you. I see you on the RR train.”1


And I said, “Likely story.”


Paulie still insists he remembers the tan coat I wore to work. I asked him recently what would have happened if he hadn’t seen me at the disco that night. He says he would have found me anyway. Wow, that really sounds like stalking, doesn’t it?


Paul Giannone: I was working at the Port Authority at the time, taking the train to work every day. Mary Ann took the train, too. I used to see her, she caught my eye, but I wasn’t gonna approach her on the train.


One night I was out with my friends, she was out with her friends. I walk by her in the disco and I say, “I know you. You take the RR.” I asked her to dance a couple of times, but that was basically it. I intentionally paid more attention to her friends and ignored her the rest of the night. Then I think I ended up driving them home …


MG: You went home with us in a car service. You didn’t have a car.


PG: Okay, they wanted me to pay for a cab, so they dragged me along. Her friend shoved Mary Ann’s telephone number in my hand on the way out of the car. So I called her up and we went for a burger one day. That’s how we met.


MG: Forty-eight years ago.


PG: I can’t find anybody better. Everybody’s taken already.


MG: We never tell each other what to do, is really what it is. We never have. I think that’s why we have such a long-lasting relationship, because we give each other a lot of room. But we’ve always encouraged one another to go after things and improve. To be the best we can be. Because we’re not threatened. I’m certainly not threatened by him, and he sure isn’t threatened by me.







Hitting the Not-a-Geek Glass Ceiling.


PG: I was an employee of AT&T for eighteen years. I wasn’t all that good at what I did, okay? I wasn’t a geek, but I chose a career as a geek. Which meant that I was competing with people who did it well and loved it.


In 2001, at the age of forty-eight, I decided to move into consulting. But since I couldn’t find work in the Tri-State area, I was always traveling to places like Houston, Texas, which is where I was when the planes crashed into the Twin Towers, by the way. I couldn’t go home, and my family was alone in New Jersey throughout that horrible time. I’d come home on the weekends when I could handle the idea of getting on a plane again, but it definitely wasn’t fun.


MG: What was fun for Paulie was cooking. And I enjoyed entertaining. For years, friends would tell Paulie he should open a restaurant, to which he responded, “I want no part of it.” This may be one of the funniest things he’s ever said.


PG: Well, making pizza is a far different process than running a restaurant. You chop up toppings, you put them on the dough, you stick them in the oven.


Anyway, in my free time, I’d become infatuated with coal-burning pizza, wood-fired pizza. I started touring around to different spots and found people like Mark Iacono from Lucali, who was a marble-countertop fabricator before he became the owner of the most popular pizza place in NYC. That showed me right there … this is something I could accomplish. Someone who didn’t know about pizza and wasn’t in the business was able to become successful. It emboldened me to take a chance. I decided to build an oven in the backyard of my New Jersey home just to prove to myself that I could do it, and we went from there.







You Better Still Have Your Two Hands When I Get Back.


MG: Paulie went online, found plans for an oven, then started building it in the yard. Quite frankly, I got nervous, because he’s not a very handy person. If I ever saw him with some sort of tool or paintbrush in our house … well, let’s just say I would wonder what in the world was going on.


Anyway, when he rented a brick cutter and brought it home, that’s when I knew he was serious. Because he did not operate heavy machinery. So when I left him that day, I said, “Okay, but you better still have your two hands when I get back.”


Well, we began throwing weekly pizza-tasting parties in November 2007, since everyone has always loved our parties. And we did this for about two years with our little backyard oven, making one pie at a time. We’d play music and hand out our housemade limoncello.
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PG: I’d always enlist someone to keep the oven hot while I did the prep work inside, and some people were better than others. Typically it was Yankees fans, and not Mets fans.


MG: Paulie always, always shopped for everything, because he’s very particular about any ingredient he uses in his food. But we cleaned up together, and I kind of assisted as a sous-chef, although Paulie hates that term because he hates being coined as a chef. He just hates it. If you’re a doctor, you’re a doctor, but a chef? People write stuff to Paulie and call him “Chef,” and we just laugh because he hates it so much.


PG: At first, I just used dough from Stop & Shop. Then I graduated to making my own dough using my father-in-law’s Pillsbury breadmaker.


MG: That breadmaker is on display in the restaurant to this day, by the way.


PG: I’d try different hydrations on the dough, different fermentation times, different toppings. I kept experimenting and experimenting and posting pictures on social media as I went along. And I began putting together a business plan. I mean, I didn’t have any money at the time, just bills. But as soon as I built the oven, I started telling people I was going to open a pizzeria. I didn’t give myself an option to back out because once you make a commitment like that, you need to follow through.







We Gotta Tawk.


PG: It became my goal to get influential people to try my pizza and have them say nice things about it. Like Joshua Levin, cocreator of the blog GoodEater. He’d written an article about the owner of a chile farm in South Africa who’d built a wood-burning oven that he essentially used to keep his family and all of his workers fed. At the end of the article, Josh asked people to write in about anyone they knew who had a pizza-oven lifestyle. So in the comments section I wrote, “Josh, we gotta tawk.”


I posted pictures of my own oven, and in minutes, we were going back and forth. Next thing you know, I invited him to come to my house for a pizza tasting. It was on Thanksgiving weekend of 2008, and it was great. Josh brought his father, his brother, some neighbors, and some guy dressed in a kilt. He wrote about it on his blog, and Adam Kuban, the founder of the blog Slice, reposted the article, saying that Josh had “scored” an invite to a Paulie Gee’s pizza tasting. Just like that, I was desirable!


We eventually had Adam over, too, along with Scott Wiener from Scott’s Pizza Tours, and a lot of the other top bloggers at the time. Got ’em drunk first on my homemade limoncello, so my pizza tasted better. That got the ball rolling, and I was doing what I loved to do. Feeding people, talking to them, playing music for them. We’d try to invite eight people because we cut our pies in eighths. Which is my only regret. In retrospect, we should have cut them into sixths. The slices were too small.







Investing Half in the Business, Half in Sleep Medication.


MG: Going into this, Paulie never wanted to owe anyone money. That was the main thing. So we got a group of investors together—mostly friends and family—that threw in about 5K, 15K each. So not a lot. And we took out a home equity loan because people wanted to see that we had skin in the game, too.


PG: Everyone asked me the same question: “You want my money, what about your money?” At first I ignored them, moved on, called them jerks for even asking me that question. But I knew I had to do something. I wasn’t exactly setting the world on fire in corporate IT. So I did what I had to do: Took out a home equity loan, used half of it as seed money, then put the other half aside for a rainy day because things invariably go sideways.


MG: It was the same then as it is now. We don’t have funding, we’re not part of a restaurant group, no one is going to catch us if we fall. When you have your own business, you just have to get up and get going and keep moving. So when we took the leap that we were going to do this, all we could do was follow through. Although I did keep my own full-time job for years.


PG: Originally I thought I was going to keep my day job as a safety net, too, and open the pizza place somewhere nearby in New Jersey. But when it came to investors, I knew they weren’t going to trust us if I wasn’t fully focused on the business because I was worried about some other job. So I quit, long story short. Otherwise, this story could end up going on for a long time.







Artists, Musicians, and Tattoos. That’s My Holy Trinity.


PG: Once I realized that I didn’t need to be close to my other job in New Jersey, I started looking for spaces in Brooklyn. I wanted to open up in Williamsburg, but Williamsburg is very expensive. And besides, two of the biggest names in NYC pizza were already there, Fornino and Motorino. They had been helpful to me during this process, by the way, and I didn’t want to step on their toes. So I figured I had to find the next neighborhood, like Roberta’s did with Bushwick. And Greenpoint was the next next neighborhood.


I picked the brain of a guy I knew who lived over there, and I used the “h” word. Are there any hipsters in Greenpoint? Do these hipsters ride bicycles? He said absolutely, so I decided to give it a look. And I saw cool beer bars like Brouwerij Lane scattered between the dollar stores. There were bars, but not many places to eat. Perfect.


There was a former restaurant space at 60 Greenpoint Avenue that had burned down and closed, but there was no “for rent” sign or anything. So I tracked down the landlord. The second I walked into the space, I knew I was home. The landlord tried to tell me that there was someone else interested in the space, and that they wanted to put the same concept in. I didn’t know if he was full of it or not, but I wasn’t going to take a chance.


So I took the space and it was the scariest day of my life. But I asked God for wisdom, strength, and courage, and like most of the times in my life that I’ve asked, I received that help. Did I ask for a lottery ticket win, too? Yeah, I did. But I can’t blame that loss on God.







We’re Not Businesspeople. We’re People People.


PG: One of the best bits of advice I got was from the legendary Chris Bianco, when I asked if he thought I should make my own mozzarella. His answer was, “You’re in New York. There are about a million guys here who make fresh mozzarella better than you could. Support them, and they’ll support you. That way everyone wins.”


So I started looking for local products that I could use. Poor Mary Ann—she’s heard this story a million times.


MG: What do you mean, heard it? I lived it.


PG: There was this monthly food market in Greenpoint at the time that was sort of like a roadshow. It popped up in different places like church basements, and featured independent food artisans selling their wares. It became so popular, they made the cover of the New York Times’s Sunday Style section. But you know who else reads the New York Times? The Health Department. And they shut them down.


I had been using this great bacon marmalade I’d found there on my pies, so I invited the maker, Ross, to cook his product in my kitchen instead of in his home. Eventually, I did the same with Mike of Mike’s Hot Honey, which went on to become a really successful product. And in turn, those products became a differentiator for us.


MG: We have to run a business, pay bills, all of those things. But at the end of the day, it’s really about the people … the people employed by us and the people who come in. That’s been our focus from the very beginning. Everyone has different roles, but everyone is valuable.


With a lot of businesses, you don’t even know who the owners are. But we’re not hiding behind the scenes. We’re up front every night, talking to our guests, learning about our guests …


PG: Sometimes, we even recommend other pizza places to our guests.


MG: At the beginning, we took the value of that for granted, but it’s something we’ve become known for, and that people really appreciate.


Listen, we didn’t go to college for a degree in hospitality. But we know hospitality. It’s something that’s innate. And by making the effort to connect with our community, we built on the synergy of the neighborhood at the time. There were lots of artists and people starting out. There was a lot of energy here and a desire to support one another. Basically, we were at the right place at the right time.







Something Is Going to Stress You Out in Life. It Might as Well Be Something You Love.


PG: We believe that you can help yourself by helping other people. And I like helping career-change people. I owed it to my investors and to my brand to expand, but I didn’t want to run multiple locations. So after talking to a whole bunch of lawyers, we decided to start a franchise company.


MG: Our structure is very loose and very different from regular franchises. For starters, we know all the people we work with; we know their stories and their families. And while we start with a template of what we’d like to see at each franchise, we also give owners room to create their own recipes that mean something to them and that’ll work in the area they’re in. For instance, in Chicago, they’ve got Chinese-inspired pies and Filipino-style pies that are based on the owners’ cultures.


PG: The only time things didn’t work out was when one franchisee wanted to use Pandora instead of my playlist. That was a deal-breaker.


MG: And in addition to the franchises, we started opening slice shops, which really saved us during the pandemic. The wood-fired pies at 60 Greenpoint weren’t built to travel. So the slice shops allowed us to stay open in some capacity, even if it was just for takeout and delivery. We can survive any circumstance.


PG: After finally realizing how my heart and mind operates, and how I feel when I’m working for myself and doing what I believe in, I could never work for somebody else again. I could NOT go to work for somebody else. That ship has sailed. That ship has sunk.


It’s easy for me to take whatever the business throws at me because I’m living my best life. And Mary Ann is living her best life. I get to do what I like to do, which is make pizza and promote other people, and Mary Ann gets to do what she likes to do, which is to be charitable and work with the community. So we’re doing what we love and we’ve gotten everything we’ve asked for. Except we still don’t have a pizzeria at the beach.







	1See, this was so long ago that the RR train doesn’t even exist anymore.
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PAULIE’S PANTRY





These are the items you’ll always want to keep on hand for making pizza. Although I hope I don’t need to tell you not to actually store cheese and meat in your pantry—the alliteration just sounded good.


Note for vegans: If you’re vegan, you probably already have your favorite go-to brands, but we like Follow Your Heart parm, NUMU mozzarella, and Mellody honey.




FLOUR + YEAST


All-purpose flour: For breading, and other uses.


Breadcrumbs: My favorite brand is 4C, either plain or seasoned, depending on what the recipe calls for.


Caputo 00 flour: This is a finer, softer grind of flour that’s high in protein. It’s ideal for making dough for Neapolitan-style pies, which have a slow rise and cook at high temperatures.


Instant yeast: I like SAF, but the brand is less important than making sure you’re using instant yeast and not active dry yeast.


King Arthur bread flour: Bread flour is high in protein and gluten, and is responsible for the thicker, sturdier dough that you’ll find in Sicilian, Grandma, and classic NY-style pies.


Semolina: This prevents your pizza dough from sticking to your table, peel, stone, and other surfaces, and doesn’t burn in the oven like flour would.







CHEESES


Fresh mozzarella: We almost always use fresh whole-milk mozzarella for Neapolitan-style pies. It’s more flavorful, more delicate, and does best under quick, high heat. Otherwise it gets soupy.


Shredded low-moisture mozzarella: This is for classic NY-style pies or pizza made in a conventional oven. It’s a great melter, isn’t overly salty, and won’t get the crust soggy. Always use whole-milk mozz, never part-skim.


Parmigiano Reggiano and Pecorino Romano: These are both hard Italian grating cheeses with similar flavor profiles, but Parm is delicate and pecorino is more robust.


Ricotta: Always high-quality whole-milk ricotta.







MEATS


Guanciale: This is cured pork jowls or cheeks, and it’s rich and fatty and salty. Why bother to use salt in your dishes when you have guanciale? It’s similar to bacon in consistency, but is unsmoked.


Prosciutto di Parma: Prosciutto is a thinly sliced cured Italian ham that’s delicate and nutty. We only ever put it on our pizza post-oven, because it loses all of its best qualities when it’s cooked or crisped.


Soppressata: We especially like hot soppressata (soppressata piccante) for the kick. It’s like an upscale pepperoni, with globs of fat throughout instead of little bits.









OTHER STAPLES


Olive oil: I use regular olive oil both for making dough and drizzling on pizza before it goes into the oven. Extra-virgin olive oil (EVOO) is the good stuff and its primary purpose is flavor. I use it for post-oven pizza applications.


Fine sea salt: When I do call for salt (see the sidebar below), it’s sea salt, which I mostly use as a finishing touch or for seasoning pasta water.


Butter: Salted butter, mostly. It adds umami. Particularly good on pizza crusts.


Canned Italian plum tomatoes: If you happen to have a friend in food service, ask them to get you Alta Cucina brand for whole tomatoes, and Tomato Magic for ground tomatoes. You can also order them online. Otherwise, go for the best-quality brand of whole peeled Italian-style tomatoes that you can find in a grocery store, like Sclafani. It’s a popular one these days because of the nice label. You can puree the tomatoes and put them on pizza just like that, unless we’re talking about vegan pies. For those, I’ll cook the pureed tomatoes into a sauce for extra umami.
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