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We would like to dedicate this book to all our Pizzaiolos, past and present, who have lovingly handcrafted our pizzas over the years.
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THE START OF A DREAM



In 1965, an Englishman had a dream: to introduce great Italian pizza to the UK. That man was Peter Boizot MBE. Inspired by his travels, he wanted to bring the flavours of Italy closer to home, and the first PizzaExpress was born. The restaurant used authentic ingredients to create proper Italian pizza, cooked in a genuine pizza oven – a simple but radical idea in Sixties London.


Driven by passion, ingenuity and the desire to get a decent pizza in London, Peter wanted his legacy to be not only about food but also the whole UK dining scene. Great food at an affordable price in stylish surroundings – his idea seems straightforward now, but at the time it was ground-breaking and blazed the trail for those that followed.


AND SO IT BEGAN…


As a young man, after finishing school, Peter jumped at the opportunity to spend three months in Italy teaching English to the four children of a wealthy family. It was his first trip to the country and he quickly realised it would not be his last. He immersed himself in the Italian way of life, falling in love with the culture, the people and, of course, the food, which was certainly more colourful and exciting than he’d been used to in his hometown of Peterborough. At a young age, Peter had decided he did not want to eat meat, and the abundance of vegetarian dishes he enjoyed in Italy was a culinary eye-opener. It was on this trip that he was introduced to pizza for the first time. When he told his hosts how he loved watching the pizzaiolos in their striped T-shirts in the local pizzeria, skilfully kneading and tossing the dough, they arranged for their chef to cook homemade pizza. The bright, vibrant colours and the incredible flavours of the dough and mozzarella enthralled him and a life-long love affair began.


After completing his national service and a degree at Cambridge, Peter embarked on an exciting journey, travelling and working all over Europe. Wherever he was, he took in the social scene and enjoyed the music and restaurants. Always on the lookout for great pizzerias, he found them all over Europe and the seeds of an idea started to grow.


Peter returned to Britain in 1965. London was swinging to the songs of The Beatles, girls wore mini-skirts, boys wore flares – and Peter was surprised to find this was the only city in Europe where he couldn’t buy a decent pizza. Taking the expert knowledge he had acquired on his travels, he was convinced that he could provide quality, affordable Italian fare to Londoners. All he needed were premises, a proper pizza oven and customers.


The oven came first. Peter knew it was impossible to recreate the authentic taste of Italian pizza without a genuine Italian oven. He flew to Rome and went directly to Signor Notaro, the manufacturer of the oven he wanted to buy. It cost £600 and he arranged for it to be delivered to England, along with a man to operate it.


Strapped for cash after this purchase, Peter went on the search for premises and had a stroke of luck. When he met with the person who was to be his mozzarella supplier – Margaret Zampi, widow of film director Mario Zampi – she told him how she was keen to sell her husband’s failing pizzeria, but only to someone who shared his vision of making great pizza in London. The deal was done and 29 Wardour Street, in the heart of London’s bustling Soho district, became the first PizzaExpress. The only problem was that when Peter tried to install his prized oven, he found it was so big and so heavy (it weighed a tonne) that it couldn’t fit through the door. So what did Peter do? He asked some friends to help out and they knocked the front wall down. The oven was in!


When the first restaurant opened it sold pizza in slices and there were only a few tables. As in traditional Italian pizzerias, the idea was that you bought your pizza, then ate it standing up or took it away with you. Peter also remembered one of the great pieces of advice he’d been given: Italian pizzerias always offer free pizza when they first open, so he did too and the Soho-ites loved it. The oven from Rome and its operator worked long hours to meet the demand.


As with any business starting out, Peter’s restaurant evolved, following advice from close friends and customers. From eating pizza off a piece of greaseproof paper, things soon moved on to offering paper plates and plastic cutlery (which sometimes melted in the hot cheese!), then finally to real cutlery and crockery. Peter realised that the London customers wanted to sit down, so he invested in more tables with the finest marble tops. He even changed the shape of the pizzas, deciding that round was the way to go. PizzaExpress was new, exciting, cool and totally different to anything Londoners had seen before. Queues started to form.


In 1967, restaurant number two opened in Coptic Street, Bloomsbury, and was an instant success. Peter employed fashionable Italian restaurant designer Enzo Apicella to bring his individual look and feel to the new premises and held an extravagant opening party – Peter liked a party! Located in an area of London that had few other restaurants at the time, the place soon flourished, and the unique interior with its cool, attractively tiled look and vibrant colours won high praise. The ‘loud’ atmosphere that was part of the appeal was due to the sparse design and use of hard surfaces, still a feature of many PizzaExpress restaurants today. Ironically, Enzo Apicella’s deafness meant he was unaware of this innovation being a benefit!


Locals appreciated the new lunch venue and there were always flocks of hungry tourists passing by en route to the nearby British Museum. This was also the restaurant where PizzaExpress began its long association with live music, with performances by the Original String Quartet.


Many more restaurants opened up in London and all over the UK, but each one had something special and individual about it, whether in the building or the design. Peter never saw himself as creating a chain; he called his restaurants ‘a necklace of individual gems’. The paper plates may have been consigned to history, but the fresh ingredients and lively surroundings are a constant and remain a key part of Peter’s pizza legacy.


It was a sad day in 2018 when we heard the news that Peter Boizot had died, aged 89. But his dream, personality and passion live on, as they have done since he sold the business in 1993. Times change, people change, fashions change, but one thing remains constant: pizza.


Looking to the future, we at PizzaExpress take inspiration from Peter’s pioneering spirit and keep that alive today. We’re passionate about what we do and proud of using the best ingredients to make perfect pizzas, so we want to share that with you. In the following pages, you’ll find our secrets to successful dough-making, our favourite topping recipes, plus all the little extras such as salads, dressings and sauces – everything you need to know to make amazing pizzas in your own kitchen.







PIZZA INGREDIENTS



At PizzaExpress we are very particular about the quality of the ingredients that go into our pizzas. We want to share some information with you to help you source the best items, but first we want to tell you the story of our passata, which has been made to the same recipe and by the same producer in Italy for well over three decades.


OUR PASSATA


Passata is a beautiful mix of ripe tomatoes that have been sieved to remove skin and seeds, and then puréed. This story starts one day in 1987 when Peter Boizot, founder of PizzaExpress, was in Italy, looking to find the best supplier of passata for the pizzerias. He’d already been to see several companies and, on the advice of a friend, decided to visit the Grecis in Parma. Peter arrived at about 4pm and took part in trials with the chef in the Greci professional kitchen, tasting different tomatoes and combinations. Signor Gilberto Greci was there and they all stayed until late that evening to find exactly the right recipe for the PizzaExpress passata. A deal was done and the first contract signed for supplies to begin with the next tomato crop. It was the beginning of a relationship that continues to this day.


So what makes this passata so special? First, Greci make our passata in Parma, the heart of Italy’s most famous food-growing region, and from every window you can see fields of beautiful produce. Second, the tomatoes used are 100 per cent Italian. In February of each year, agronomists meet with the farmers to draw up plans for the next planting. Fields are identified and the pulpiest and most flavourful tomato varieties chosen for seeding – varieties that best suit the local soil and the climate. The seasons are respected and the harvesting of the tomatoes begins only when they are perfectly ripe. This takes place from late July to early September and it is truly magical to watch the trucks come in, groaning with tons and tons of vibrant red tomatoes destined to become passata. The tomatoes are processed within twelve hours of being picked and enter the production process only after the quality of the harvest has been carefully checked to make sure it meets the rigorous standards of PizzaExpress.


As a finishing touch, fresh basil leaves are added, by hand, to each tin. The tin is then pasteurised, without the need of chemical additives or preservatives, to maintain the stability of the product. Signor Gilberto Greci has long since retired, but from time to time he will pop in when they are making our passata to give it a quick taste and ensure it is just as good as it was that day more than thirty-four years ago.


We love our passata and we know it is very special, but there are plenty of great brands, available in jars and cartons, in the shops, so try a few and use the best you can find.


ANCHOVIES


We use brown anchovies, rather than white, on our pizzas, as they add bags of flavour and cook to an almost melting consistency. You can buy them packed in oil in tins or jars.


White anchovies are salted for a much shorter time than the brown and then marinated in vinegar and oil, which gives them a sweet flavour and keeps the flesh firmer. They are best used in salads, for topping a bruschetta, or on their own as part of an antipasto.



CHEESE


As you will see in the recipes, we use a number of different cheeses, but the ones that come up most often are mozzarella and Parmesan.


Mozzarella: True mozzarella is made from the milk of water buffaloes and is called mozzarella di bufala. It is a fresh cheese with a beautiful creamy texture and usually comes packed in whey in a plastic bag or pot to keep it moist. It’s wonderful in a salad, as a finish on a cooked pizza, or as the star of the show (such as on our Margherita Bufala). When you do use this cheese on pizza, it’s important to drain it really well so the topping doesn’t become too soggy.


Generally, though, we find that mozzarella made from cow’s milk, known as fior de latte, is best for topping pizzas. It has a drier, chewier texture than buffalo mozzarella and comes in blocks, so is easy to dice. It’s available in supermarkets and sometimes labelled ‘pizza mozzarella’.


Parmesan: Parmesan is an Italian hard cheese that adds a wonderful salty hit and lots of extra taste to any dish. Grating it ensures an even coverage, while adding shavings as a finish on a cooked pizza gives a lovely texture as well as bursts of great flavour.


Proper Parmigiano-Reggiano is made only in certain provinces of northern Italy: Parma, Reggio Emilia, Modena and Mantua. Production follows traditional methods and is very strictly controlled. Producers must be inspected by the Parmesan Consortium and given their seal of approval. Grana Padano is a similar hard cheese, made in different areas of Italy, and can be used instead of Parmigiano-Reggiano.


We use Parmesan on all our pizzas that contain meat, but not on veggie pizzas because it is made with animal rennet. We source a special vegetarian cheese called Gran Milano for our restaurants, but if you want a veggie cheese to use at home, you will find Italian hard cheeses in supermarkets that are suitable for vegetarians.


Vegan cheese: You can also now buy a range of vegan cheeses, including mozzarella-style and parmesan-style products.


FLOUR


White: For our dough we generally use plain white flour, which gives a slightly chewy texture to the base and is a great all-rounder. It’s available in every supermarket and good to have in your store cupboard. You could also choose a strong white or ‘00’ flour, but this contains a higher level of protein and gluten, so will make your base more bready in texture.


Wholemeal: Wholemeal flour contains the whole grain, so has a higher level of minerals and dietary fibre, and gives a nuttier, earthier flavour than white flour. If used on its own, it makes a heavier dough, so it’s best mixed with plain flour to get the best of both worlds in terms of flavour and texture.


Gluten-free: Gluten-free flour can be made from a variety of ingredients, such as rice, chickpeas, potato starch or tapioca. Our favourite for pizza dough is rice flour, as it has a good flavour and its texture makes it particularly good for flouring a surface when you are rolling out your pizza base. Have a look at our gluten-free pizza dough recipe here.



MEAT


Pork is the mainstay of the pizzeria and is generally used in the form of ingredients that are already infused with flavour – they do the work for you. These are some of our favourites.


Calabrese and ’nduja sausage: Both originate from Calabria in southern Italy, and it is the Calabrian chillies that make them sing. Calabrese is a more traditional sausage that is best used thickly cut. If you can’t find Calabrese sausage, a salami with chilli and a good blend of fat and meat makes a good alternative. ’Nduja is called a sausage but it is really a paste that can be spread. It’s become hugely popular in the UK and is readily available in supermarkets and delis, usually in jars. When cooked, it oozes deep red oil, which carries the chilli heat around your pizza.


Cured and smoked meats: Pancetta and Parma ham add a deep salty flavour to dishes. Pancetta is cooked on the pizza, and we usually use thin slices that crisp up nicely in the oven. Parma ham, or prosciutto, is available in packets or freshly sliced from delis and is best applied as a cold finish to a pizza or enjoyed as an antipasto. Speck is a type of ham but has a different curing and smoking process. On our Al Tirolo pizza (see here) we add speck halfway through the cooking time.


Pepperoni: Packed with paprika and smoky goodness, this is readily available in supermarkets. We use a Hungarian Gyulai for the best flavour, but use whatever you prefer or can find. We like a sausage with a small diameter, so that the edges curve up in the heat and become little cups of flavour. Just make sure you place the slices on the very top of your pizza so that they get lovely and crisp.


MUSHROOMS


At PizzaExpress we love our mushrooms on bruschetta and pizzas, and in pasta. They add so much flavour to a recipe.


Fresh mushrooms: Portobello have a lovely meaty texture; chestnut have a characteristic earthiness and nuttiness; while closed cup or button mushrooms have a slightly milder flavour that’s a good foil for the big hitters such as truffle oil. All are delicious and can be used interchangeably, depending on what you have available.


Dried mushrooms: Porcini and other dried mushrooms have to be soaked in warm water for 10–15 minutes to soften them before use. They impart rich flavour and make everything taste ‘a bit more mushroomy’! The soaking water they leave behind is full of flavour too, so great to use in risottos. Be sure to pass the liquid through a sieve, as it can be a bit gritty from the mushrooms.


Truffles: These are the royalty of the fungi world and hugely expensive. But you can add a dash of their wonderful flavour by using truffle oil – olive oil infused with truffle.


OILS


Oils are an important part of our kitchen, in both cooking and finishing dishes. Extra virgin olive oil is often the best choice for finishing your pizza, adding a fruity, slightly peppery flavour that makes other ingredients shine. Garlic oil can be a great flavour shortcut. You can buy garlic-infused oil or make your own version for a more intense flavour.


Chilli oil is also great if you want some extra heat and glisten on your pizza. Again, you can buy it or try making your own by simply adding a few teaspoons of dried chilli flakes to extra virgin olive oil, and leaving it for a day or two. The oil will take on the red hue of the chillies, and the more you add, the hotter it will be!


ROASTED AND CHARGRILLED VEGETABLES


Roasted peppers, chargrilled artichoke quarters and chargrilled aubergines from a jar are full of deep smoky flavours and great to have on hand for pizza toppings. You can also buy them in tubs at deli counters. Sunblush tomatoes are also perfect for finishing pizzas.


You can, of course, prepare your own roasted or chargrilled veg. Just make sure you get an intense lick of flames and use plenty of olive oil and seasoning. Also, take a look at our recipes for various roasted veg here–here.


PEPPERS


Whether you like your peppers seriously hot, sweet or a bit milder, you can find something to suit you. There are more than 200 varieties of chilli pepper, and a good range is available in supermarkets, online and in ethnic stores. Their heat is measured by a special scale developed by Wilbur Scoville in 1912 and named after him; this heat scale is often noted on packs of chillies. You can buy chillies fresh, dried or preserved in oil. Dried chillies are available as flakes or powder.


Fresh chillies: Red or green, they always add a lovely zing, but if you prefer a milder heat, remove the seeds and membrane first. As a general rule, the larger the pepper, the milder the taste. Watch out for the really small bird’s-eye chillies, as they are hot, hot, hot.


Preserved chillies: Great store cupboard items, these are available in jars and tins. Varieties to look for are hot green peppers (such as jalapeños), red chilli peppers and sweet picante peppers. You may also like chipotle peppers, which are dried, and smoked jalapeños. Little red chilli pepper pearls are also available in jars and are best on a salad or added to pizza after cooking. Their vibrant colour and hot, sweet flavour add another dimension to a dish.
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TWELVE TOP TIPS
FOR PERFECT PIZZA





1


Give your dough some love. Knead it well and give it time to prove. Some of our dough recipes, such as dough balls and garlic bread with mozzarella, need a second prove to ensure a light, fluffy inside and lovely crust with just the right level of chew.










2


When shaping or rolling out the dough, make sure it remains an even thickness.










3


Watch out for air trapped under the base – it can cause bubbles to form.










4


Most of the recipes are for Classic pizzas, but we’ve noted the additional quantities you need if you prefer to make Romanas. We’ve also included recipes for Calzones (folded pizzas) and for our Calabrese (rectangular pizza). And, if you like, you can divide your dough into four pieces instead of two and make small pizzas (‘pizzette’).










5


Make sure you preheat your oven so it’s really hot when you pop in your pizzas.










6


Follow our guidelines and don’t be tempted to overload your pizzas. All the toppings taste fantastic and we know just the right amounts to get the perfect balance of flavours. Too much of any liquid, for example, can make your pizza soggy.










7


When making pizzas that don’t feature cheese in the topping, we add a little more passata than usual to keep the pizza moist.










8


The recipes all make two pizzas. When adding your toppings, be sure to divide the ingredients equally between the pizzas and distribute them evenly over the bases.










9


When dicing mozzarella and other cheeses, try to keep the pieces a similar size so that they melt evenly.










10


When adding slow-cooked meats, pull apart any large chunks.










11


When adding seasoning, be sure to season the whole pizza. And note that we don’t use salt in our recipes. The hit of salt that’s needed comes from the cheese and other ingredients.










12


We nearly always add black pepper to our pizzas, and we like to add a particularly generous amount to our mushroom pizzas.
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We’ve had a few years (decades, in fact!) to get this right, and we are passionate about good dough, so we want to share what we’ve learnt with you.


The basis of our menu – dough – contains yeast, a living thing that needs to be looked after and nurtured to ensure you get the best results. In our pizzerias, we serve only perfect dough (as you would expect), so we always make sure it is proved correctly and looks just right. And you can do it too. At home, be sure to give your dough the time it needs to prove, and check that it has doubled in size and the surface looks beautifully smooth. Then you’ll be ready to make all of our favourite recipes.


The volume of dough that’s needed is too much for each pizzeria to prepare every day, so we make it all at our bakery in Oxfordshire. Here, our small team of bakers are dedicated to preparing our three types of dough: traditional, wholemeal and gluten-free. The dough is then sent out to our pizzerias to turn into great pizzas. They really know their dough at the bakery, and in the summer months they often give our restaurant managers and support teams a tour to show them where the pizza magic starts.
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