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INTRODUCTION



THE JOY OF PIZZA


Pizza makes people happy. It’s a universally joyful food. Aside from being absolutely delicious, it brings people together around the table to share a communal experience laced with melted cheese. It’s affordable, making it accessible to all. It satisfies on a physiological level, delivering the salt, fat, and acid that our brains and taste buds crave. It’s a key part of America’s social fabric, with nearly 3 billion pizzas consumed annually. And pizza is a part of some of my most treasured memories, and I’d wager many of yours—from post-soccer celebrations to birthday parties.


This book is about finding even more joy in pizza by learning to make pizza well. I’ve spent forty years eating pizza and twenty years making it professionally, every day trying to come closer to my platonic ideal.


Truthfully, I find joy in pizza of all types—from Neapolitan to deep dish to New York–style slices. But I have landed on my absolute favorite approach to pizza. It transcends regional styles and it brings me boundless joy to share it with my friends, family, and restaurant guests, not to mention how much I love eating it myself!


I crave a rim that is crispy and deeply caramelized and that shatters when my teeth bite through it. I want the crumb (interior of the crust) to be delicate, floral scented, and flavorful with a gentle and subtle note of acidity. I love a crust with nice open holes separated by thin, pearlescent cell walls. I want toppings that are not only balanced in flavor, but sourced from farmers and food producers I have relationships with, care for, and support. If this all sounds very specific—it is! But it’s where my pizza journey has taken me. Just wait till you hear about the detailed Pizza Evaluation Rubric we use every day at my restaurant, Razza, in Jersey City, New Jersey.


HOW IT STARTED


I grew up eating slices cut from big, 20-inch pies from Pizza Village in a strip mall in Aberdeen, New Jersey. Every Tuesday and Friday, my family gathered around our table for takeout. I loved opening the box, the steam and savory cheese aromas escaping as we each grabbed a slice, sharing as a family.


Pizza wasn’t just a twice weekly thing for the Richers. Inevitably, sometime during the week, I would run errands with my mom, Robin, and we would pop into Pizza Village or one of the many other strip mall pizzerias on our route to grab a slice, just the two of us. We would sit in a booth beneath posters of the Amalfi Coast or the Leaning Tower of Pisa tacked to the wall and faded by the sun and time. I always ordered a plain slice and she would get the same or a Bianca or a Sicilian square slice. The pizza itself wasn’t remarkable by my current standards, but the joy of those memories dwells deep inside my DNA.


Anyone who was close to their mother would look back with nostalgia on such simple, happy moments. But for me they have profound significance. Mom passed away when I was 22 years old. I was fresh out of college and just off a life changing trip to Italy with my cousin. Her death shattered me in ways I can’t begin to describe, but it also gave me purpose and set me on my current path.


I had moved back home for her final days and stuck around for the long, painful year that followed. The house was dark and joyless; my father coped by withdrawing, and my older brother confronted his grief in his own way. For me, I needed something to dull the pain. I threw myself head first into learning something new: how to cook. The antidote to my grief was cooking for my dad, brother, and friends.


I became particularly obsessed (this adjective is a recurring theme in my life) with tomato sauce, determined to nail the “perfect” pasta condiment. To dial in the recipe, I channeled memories of my trip to Italy, where the sauces I had tasted were less intense and more balanced than the thick, garlic-laden, brick-hued Sunday gravy so popular in New Jersey. For a year, I practiced my sauce over and over, never satisfied and always seeking to improve on the previous batch. First I ditched the tomato paste, then reeled in the garlic, each time tweaking ingredients and proportions. I must have made it a hundred times that year.


This all-out fixation with making tomato sauce distracted me from my sadness and brought the people I loved together for the support I desperately needed. Each pot of simmering sauce allowed me small glimpses of joy in an otherwise morose time.


Only years later, with the guidance of a therapist, did I realize how my drive to repeat and improve on something as simple as a tomato sauce—and later, pizza in general—was connected in a very deep way to my mom.


Robin was a calligrapher. She spent hours each day at her workbench tirelessly practicing and perfecting her script. I remember seeing pages on her desk of the same curve being practiced over and over. There was never a day when she rested on her laurels or stopped thinking about how she could do better with the next pen stroke. Her constant pursuit of improvement is one of her greatest legacies and I honor her by approaching my craft with the same sense of dedication and near maniacal drive.


PIZZA PRACTICE


In the years that followed, I worked at random restaurants in New Jersey. At 26, I begged, borrowed, and hustled to afford a struggling pizzeria. It became an extension of my home, albeit with a repertoire that went beyond tomato sauce. That first restaurant had two wood fired ovens, so I taught myself to make pizza. The process of learning how to harness the power of flour and yeast was exhilarating and I loved feeding a sourdough starter every day—something about nurturing this living thing really appealed to me on a gut level. Making naturally leavened wood fired pizzas is not the ideal place to start if you want to really understand pizza making (what’s that saying about hindsight?) and at first I was overwhelmed by the learning curve. Nevertheless, learning this new craft and bringing people together over pizza brought me an immense joy that I hadn’t felt in a long time.


As I got more into pizza making, I began obsessing (told you it was a theme) over canned whole tomatoes, eager to find the brand that worked best on a pizza: its moisture level, acidity, sweetness, and flavor. Then my obsession turned to mozzarella: how to slice it, its ideal proportion to the sauce, and then how to make my own.


Pizza was no longer a single thing to me. It was the culmination of its components, each of which had its own world to understand and harness for creating a delicious final product. By the time I opened Razza Pizza Artigianale in Jersey City in 2012, I was totally consumed by the desire to not only make sauce, cheese, and dough that were better every day, but to share this experience with others.


For the past decade, my staff and I have connected daily, rolling balls of dough, trading stories, and deepening our connection to one another. We have served hundreds of thousands of pizzas, watched our young guests grow up, and been a part of countless first dates, anniversaries, and reunions. We have become part of the community and have connected with farmers, food producers, and millers who support one another. I can’t imagine anything more joyful than that.
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PIZZA AT HOME


You don’t need to run out and buy a pizzeria to get in on this whole constellation of joyful pizza experiences. With only a home oven, a handful of tools, and a committed curiosity, anyone can make exceptional pizza. You don’t have to master wood fired baking, either (though if you do, I have some tips for that!). It’s easy enough to pull out some flour, canned tomatoes, and cheese and throw together a pizza—at the very least it will be edible. But truly transcendent pizza comes from contemplating the ingredients, practicing the craft, learning from mistakes, and building on your successes.


Don’t be intimidated if you’ve never even baked pizza before. No other food is so perfect in its imperfections, so forgiving on its way to mastery. Learning and practicing pizza making is the gift that keeps on giving—you can make a pretty good pizza with any recipe in this book, but with consistent practice your pizza can become exceptional. I highly recommend recruiting your friends and family to join you on the journey, rewarding them with pizza and all the joy it brings.


WHAT MAKES A PERFECT PIE?


My goal when making pizza, whether at Razza or in my home, is to make people happy. After all of these years of experience, I know that even mediocre pizza can spark joy—but not nearly as much as a pie that has been crafted with love and reverence for the craft. There’s no such thing as the perfect pizza, of course, but that doesn’t mean I can’t try. Actually, it’s the trial and error and the imperfections I create along the way that keep me endlessly fascinated by pizza making. A critical aspect to this lifelong quest has been the naming of my intentions. By thinking about and articulating precisely what I want each element of my pizza to feel and taste like on its own, as well as how it will work as part of a whole pie, I have been able to stay laser focused on improving my craft every day.


My goal at Razza has been to make pizza with excellent ingredients, flavorful dough, balanced high quality toppings, and an eggshell rim and sturdy structure. We don’t take a single pie for granted and feel a huge responsibility to give the ingredients—from the freshly milled flour, to the hand-pulled mozzarella, to the locally grown seasonal toppings—the respect they deserve as a way to honor the millers, producers, and farmers who provide them.


The best way I know how to stay on the path for the perfect pizza is to use the Pizza Evaluation Rubric (here). My staff and I created this tool to analyze each finished pizza and pinpoint how we can improve on the next. The rubric is broken down into six sections totaling nearly sixty criteria, each of which contributes to pizza perfection in our eyes.


Every day at Razza, we bake hundreds of pizzas, examining each and every one of them visually to ensure they live up to the standards of the Pizza Evaluation Rubric. It’s such a part of our daily practice that we no longer bother pulling the rubric out from the binder to check off each point. Each line is etched in our minds. Obviously we don’t get into the tasting part (and our customers who expect a whole pie appreciate that), but we never send a pizza out without ensuring its dimensions, build, bake, fermentation, and ingredients are up to snuff.


Some of the elements of our pizza, such as its dimensions, are guided less by personal preference than by the fact that we run a business. Our pizzas are 12 inches in diameter because we serve personal pies baked in small wood burning ovens and pizzas that size are perfect for both needs. The pizza diameter informs the rim diameter and topping area—I want the crust to be a certain fraction of the overall pizza and the toppings to mingle with the edge of the crust. We literally use a caliper (obsessive, I know, but useful!) to enforce quality control over these aspects.


The pizza should be structurally sound and the toppings should be applied with restraint and a balanced cheese to sauce ratio in mind. Other toppings should be prepared and cooked so they eat nicely and don’t fall off the pizza. Managing the cheese’s variables like moisture and fat content is crucial to ensure that it melts properly, and the sauce must be prepared and applied in a way that it maintains its integrity as a tomato and doesn’t over-reduce in the oven to become a thick paste.


The structural integrity of our pizza is a big focus of ours and in many ways it is central to our purpose. The crust has to be strong enough to support the toppings, but it shouldn’t be thick or compact. I grew up eating slices that, when you pick them up with your hands, maintain their integrity and don’t droop and lose all their toppings, and I want my diners to have the same experience, albeit with higher quality, seasonal ingredients. The shaping, dough hydration (ratio of water to flour), fermentation, topping distribution, bake time, and oven temperature must all be in balance so the final product is sturdy, not soggy. I’m looking for basically the opposite of saggy-tipped Neapolitan-style pizza that you have to eat with a fork and knife.


A properly baked pizza should be crisp but not burned, with a crust showing a nice spectrum of brown, reddish, and gray hues. The rim should be pronounced, the sauce should be velvety, and the cheese should be fully melted and on the verge of gentle browning. Assessing the bake and examining the look and color of the rim can tell us a lot about whether the dough was properly fermented. Studying the baked pizza gives a window into fermentation and can offer clues on how to improve the dough next time. A properly fermented crust will be light, with an eggshell texture that gives way to an airy crumb with the ethereal aromas of fermented wheat.


Each of these characteristics is something we have worked toward, refining our recipes and techniques to achieve them consistently. For instance, in pursuit of the ideal crust caramelization, we carefully monitor the fermentation, bake temperature, and baking time. When the tomato sauce over-reduces, we add a bit of water to the sauce for the next bake.


In the end, no matter what I like, it’s what you like that matters. This book lays out the blueprint for my ideal pizza in the form of techniques, recipes, and the Pizza Evaluation Rubric that follows. I think you’ll like the results, too. But as you grow as a pizza maker, I hope you shape your own ideal pizza, naming your own intentions for size, texture, flavor, and toppings in the elusive quest for your perfect pie.


By all accounts, pizza arrived in the United States in the late 19th century with immigrants from Italy’s impoverished port towns like Naples, Bari, Genova, and Palermo, each bringing their local flatbread styles to American shores. Since then, American pizza has come a long way from its Italian origins. Of course you can find many certified authentic Neapolitan pizzerias from coast to coast. But there are also countless original styles, some unique to just a single pizza maker. My pizza falls in the latter category. I believe the key to mastering pizza is not to adopt an Italian American approach and import ingredients like flour, mozzarella, and tomatoes. The best pizza comes from exactly where you are, practicing with what you have at home, and finding the best ingredients in your area.
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PIZZA EVALUATION RUBRIC
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SCAN FOR RUBRIC








To evaluate a pizza (straight from the oven), read each statement and find the numbered sentiment below that corresponds. Ideally, you want to score a 5 for each statement, a lofty goal that will keep you engaged in the process and key you in to where there’s room for improvement. Be quick, as you don’t want the pizza to get cold as you assess it. Scan the QR code to download and print additional rubrics.


The underlined statements apply to the round pie only.


1=Statement is not true at all


2=Statement is barely true but mostly incorrect


3=Statement is somewhat true but neutral


4=Statement is mostly true but not perfect


5=Statement is completely true and accurate


A. The Dimensions


  1.[image: image] The pizza is of the appropriate overall size, between 28 and 31 cm (11 and 12 in)


  2.[image: image] Topping diameter is between 22 and 28 cm (8.5 and 11 in)


  3.[image: image] Rim diameter is between 15 and 30 mm (0.6 and 1.2 in)


  4.[image: image] Rim height is between 15 and 30 mm (0.6 and 1.2 in)


  5.[image: image] Crust center height is between 3 and 5 mm (0.1 and 0.2 in)


B. The Build


  1.[image: image] The structural integrity is sound


  2.[image: image] A slice can be held by the rim and stand horizontally without the point of the slice drooping downward (zero tip sag)


  3.[image: image] The toppings are held securely on top of the crust without sliding


  4.[image: image] The cheese to sauce ratio is appropriate. Of the topping diameter:


a. 60 percent of the area is cheese


b. 20 percent is tomato sauce


c. 20 percent is a rosy, pink blend of cheese and sauce


  5.[image: image] The sauce, cheese, and toppings are distributed evenly throughout the topping area


C. The Bake


  1.[image: image] There is no gumline (a layer of underbaked dough beneath the sauce)


  2.[image: image] The undercarriage is firm and crisp


  3.[image: image] The undercarriage is fully brown with no areas of white


  4.[image: image] The undercarriage is not burned; there are no areas of black


  5.[image: image] The pizza can be picked up and held in the air without any bending of the structure


  6.[image: image] There are no holes or tears in the undercarriage


  7.[image: image] There is no ash or oven debris on the undercarriage or on top of the pizza


  8.[image: image] The crust is not burned, charred, or black (one spot less than 2 cm is acceptable)


  9.[image: image] The rim is deeply caramelized throughout


10.[image: image] Oven spring (the expansion and rising of the rim as the pizza bakes, here) was even and lively around the entire circumference (round) / perimeter (pan)


11.[image: image] The sauce is moist and velvety—not over-reduced, thick, dry, pasty, or acidic


12.[image: image] The cheese is completely melted, with visible areas of gentle browning


13.[image: image] The cheese has not broken due to overbaking (no oily puddles on top of cheese)


14.[image: image] There are no pools of moisture on top due to excess or underbaked toppings


15.[image: image] There is an audible crackling sound and feel when the slicer cuts through it


D. Fermentation


  1.[image: image] The rim has a thin, eggshell-like outer crust and will shatter when teeth bite through it


  2.[image: image] The crust is fully aged/mature—there are many shades of browns, reds, and grays


  3.[image: image] The crust is not underproofed. These are the signs of underproofed dough:


a. Thick outer crust, little to no oven spring


b. Monotone in color


c. Underproofed dough takes longer to caramelize in the oven leading to broken cheese and over-reduced sauce


d. Underproofed dough does not typically spring to the desired rim dimensions


e. Underproofed crust lacks the desired aroma and flavor


  4.[image: image] The interior of the rim is open and airy with many (not just one or two) gas pockets


  5.[image: image] The numerous gas pockets in the rim are separated by thin cell walls that are springy


  6.[image: image] The texture of the interior rim is light and delicate—not tight and dense


  7.[image: image] There is an unmistakable ethereal aroma of fermented wheat


  8.[image: image] A perceptible yet gentle acidity is present when tasting the crust (sourdough pizza only)


  9.[image: image] The acidity is not harsh and vinegar-like or off-putting (sourdough pizza only)


10.[image: image] The color of the interior rim is creamy off-white


11.[image: image] The color of the interior is not bright white


E. Ingredients


  1.[image: image] The cheese is fully melted yet not broken


  2.[image: image] The cheese will pull in a long strand when stretched


  3.[image: image] The cheese is buttery and rich in flavor


  4.[image: image] The cheese flows into the sauce with no clear line defining the end of the cheese and beginning of the sauce


  5.[image: image] The tomato has a gentle acidity


  6.[image: image] The tomato has a bright red color (not brown, rusty, or maroon)


  7.[image: image] The texture of the tomato is accurate based on the intention


  8.[image: image] The tomato has apparent sweetness without being cloying


  9.[image: image] The tomato sauce tastes like a tomato


10.[image: image] The salt content of the tomato is appropriate—not too salty yet definitely seasoned


11.[image: image] There are no negative flavor attributes present in any of the toppings


12.[image: image] The flavor of extra-virgin olive oil is present without there being a pool of oil


13.[image: image] There are sporadic bites with a pop of salinity from coarse sea salt


F. Taster Opinion


  1.[image: image] The pizza was built and baked with care


  2.[image: image] The pizza was easy to consume without excess/mess left on the plate


  3.[image: image] The pizza was greatly enjoyed during the moment of consumption


  4.[image: image] The pizza left a deeply emotional and long-lasting positive impression


  5.[image: image] The pizza was easy to digest—no feeling of lethargy or bloating


  6.[image: image] The pizza was served at the appropriate temperature (HOT!)


  7.[image: image] The pizza was accurately produced based on your intentions



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



I hesitate to talk about pizza as a whole right off the bat. For me, pizza making is the product of choices: the flour you use, whether you let it rise with commercial yeast or sourdough starter, how you source toppings, and in what oven you bake your pie. I cover all those topics in the chapters that follow.


Before you get started, read through the ingredients in Part 1 so you know how to source your raw materials and how they will interact with one another. A set of ingredient rubrics will assist your sourcing. Print them and take notes using the QR codes that accompany them. Next, take a deep dive into the Techniques chapter (Part 2), which will walk you through each step of pizza making, from mixing to baking—and ultimately evaluating and eating your pie! Scan the QR codes throughout the chapter to access instructional videos of techniques. Once you have a handle on those concepts, review the recipes for dough and toppings, selecting a skill level suited to you. Regardless of your pizza making experience, I highly recommend that the first pizzas you bake be simple, tomato-sauce-topped Rossa (here) and the classic Margherita (here), two ideal pies for judging your progress.


For those who are just getting started with making pizza at home, we start with recipes that call for white flour and commercial yeast until you get your footing, dialing in your dough mixing, fermenting, shaping, and baking techniques using reliable ingredients. Once you have confidence, move on to making and maintaining a starter, making naturally leavened pizza dough with high extraction flour, and managing the intricacies of high temperature ovens. This book guides you through each phase, imparting the precious lessons I have learned over the years about how to ferment dough properly, guarantee structural integrity, and coax maximum performance from toppings. You’ll get started on the best possible foot in pursuit of the perfect pie.


TOOLS OF THE TRADE


To get started, you’ll need some basic equipment, all of which is available at your local kitchen shop or via online retailers; some things you can even improvise with what you already have. Most of the essentials cost $15 or less, and I have included my preferred sources for some items under Resources (here).
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The Basics




Metric scale: You absolutely must have this scale, which weighs in grams and kilograms and is used for measuring flour, water, and salt. Volume measures like cups are highly inaccurate so I don’t even include them in the dough recipes.


Milligram scale: I highly recommend buying a scale that weighs fractions of a gram for measuring yeast. You can, theoretically, use a level ¼ tablespoon for measuring commercial yeast (it’s roughly 1 gram). But it’s not 100 percent accurate.


Digital kitchen thermometer: You’ll need this for measuring the temperature of your ingredients, which you will plug into the equations for desired dough temperature (here) and desired starter temperature (here). You can use the digital kitchen thermometer to measure the air temperature as well.


Oven thermometer: Not all oven dials reflect the actual heat of the oven. Use a high heat oven thermometer for accurate readings.
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Timer: You’ll definitely need a reliable way to keep track of autolyse and resting periods (see here), “stretch and fold” intervals, and baking times. You probably have one on your phone already.


Mixing bowls: You’ll need large, nonreactive bowls for mixing dough and smaller ones for holding your prepared toppings.


Dough scraper: This is a handy tool for dividing dough, cleaning surfaces, and generally helping move and shape dough.


Kitchen towels: Keep a stack on deck for keeping your hands clean and your surfaces dry.


Pizza peel: I like using a wooden peel (never metal) for launching my pizzas into the oven, but I’ll improvise and even use a clean 12-inch piece of rigid cardboard in a pinch.


Baking stone or steel: A stone or steel absorbs and retains heat, which is transferred to the undercarriage of your pizza, allowing for an efficient and successful bake. I highly recommend the Baking Steel created by Andris Lagsdin.


Cooling rack: Land your baked pizzas on a cooling rack to prevent steam from collecting between the counter and undercarriage, which is a recipe for soggy pizza.


Caliper and ruler: Measure the thickness of vegetable and cured meat slices so you can dial in the correct thickness for an even bake every time. If you don’t have one, a ruler is a good backup. Use a ruler to measure pizza dimensions when using the Pizza Evaluation Rubric (here).


Square pans: Any black square or rectangular pans can make a great pie. I use 16-inch LloydPans.




If You Want to Invest in Additional Tools




Spiral mixer: I love mixing pizza dough by hand, but at home I occasionally use an Italian-made Famag (Fabbrica Macchine Alimentari Grillo) mixer, available in a number of models and sizes, imported by Pleasant Hill Grain. The series S models with tilting heads and removable bowls are easier to clean than the standard fixed versions.


High temperature ovens: If you can afford to build a wood fired stone hearth oven in your backyard, I recommend California-based Mugnaini and New York–based Forza Forni (the importer of Pavesi ovens). Other high heat outdoor oven brands that are more affordable include Ooni and Gozney. The Breville Pizzaiolo works indoors and fits on a countertop.


Wood moisture meter: Ensure the moisture of the wood for your wood fired oven is as close to 15 percent as possible. They are sold at hardware stores, big box stores, and online.


Fire bricks: Position directly below the stone or steel to provide additional thermal mass (see here) to your oven, which shortens recovery time and helps the oven retain heat for successive bakes. They are sold at hardware stores, big box stores, and online.
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At Razza, we evaluate every pie against our almost 60-point idea of perfection, but the idea of using rubrics to help make more delicious pizza came earlier. The very first rubrics I created were for ingredients: tomatoes (here), extra-virgin olive oil (here), and mozzarella (here). Collectively I called them the 40 Points, and they are where the journey to extraordinary pizza begins. You might be tempted to skip this section and jump right to the dough recipes: Don’t! I take a holistic approach to pizza making and no one element is more important than another.


Every time we taste a new brand of canned tomatoes, oil, or mozzarella, my staff and I analyze it and take copious notes about its characteristics and potential. If this sounds insane, I urge you to stay with me. Pizza making, like bread baking, is a craft. Success is the product of the raw materials you start with, and the techniques you use to transform them. Anyone can make an edible pizza. But going further, mastering each step along the way—beginning with ingredient selection—can create something spectacular. Plus, it’s fun to learn more about flour from millers, tomatoes from canners, and mozzarella from cheese makers. In fact, these are the first steps in making the best pizza you’ve ever had. (They may even be the first steps in making the best anything you’ve ever had.) When you understand your ingredients and how they work together and independently, you become a better cook and baker.


After several years of building on these ingredient rubrics, I realized a critical part of the equation was missing. We needed a set of criteria against which to judge each finished pie. The 40 Points were soon joined by the Pizza Evaluation Rubric.


It might seem out of place to introduce you to the score sheet for a finished pizza before you even mix dough. But analyzing the ingredients and considering how they will impact the finished product is an essential step on the journey to making your perfect pie.


Familiarize yourself with the elements of the Pizza Evaluation Rubric (here) so that as you’re considering your flour, yeast, and toppings choices, plus your mixing, fermenting, and shaping techniques, you have a clear handle on what you’re aiming to produce. Before you intend to bake, print out a stack of rubrics so you can ensure you’re hitting the marks or note where your craft would benefit from improvement.


This chapter will go beyond the 40 Points rubrics for tomatoes, oil, and cheese and will delve deeply into other ingredients like flour and seasonal toppings as well. I have some good news for enthusiastic note takers: A great way to keep track of all these wonderful things as you are discovering your favorite ingredients is to write down feedback as you taste raw ingredients and consider how they will impact the finished product. That way, as you approach your next pizza session, you can improve on what you noted the last time and work toward your ideal pie without having to start from scratch each time. I keep a notebook in my kitchen so I can record dated observations and I highly recommend that you do, too!


While the blueprint I lay out in the following pages maps my approach to great ingredients, I encourage you to make them your own once you master the basics. You can apply this philosophy to any pizza toppings you enjoy—and to cooking in general. Just think about how much your cooking would improve if you applied the 40 Points treatment to the ingredients in chicken soup, grilled cheese, or anything else you love.
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DOUGH



Dough forms the base for your pizza and is composed of flour, water, salt, and yeast in the form of either commercial yeast or sourdough starter. The type of flour and yeast you choose, the hydration (see here) of the dough, and the way you ferment and handle the dough will determine the structure, flavor, and characteristics of the baked pizza; there are other factors such as bake time and temperature but we will delve into those later. When they are all in harmony, the outcome is my ideal pie. In the pages that follow, I will break down the essential ingredients for making dough, which are critical to understanding how to mix, ferment, handle, and bake the dough recipes in Part 3.


FLOUR


Flour accounts for more weight in your pizza dough than any other ingredient. Accordingly, the type you choose impacts the dough in a big way, and makes the difference between a tough pizza and a tender one. Unlike tomatoes and cheese, which you can assess in their raw state, flour offers no such opportunity—bags of flour even carry warnings against tasting it raw. The best way to judge flour is to bake with it, then reflect on the finished product. I have taken some of the guesswork out of choosing flour for you. But even so, there is quite a bit of variation among brands and even more so among flours made from different grains. The key to understanding flour is to practice with it. Repetition is essential to cracking the flour code.


As a former student at Cook College, Rutgers University’s agriculture school, I believe in supporting domestic farmers, so I reach for American flours when baking. The U.S. is one of the biggest wheat producers in the world and there are some incredibly consistent, widely available, and affordable conventional flours on the market. There is also extremely high quality artisan flour being made from domestic wheat, thanks to hardworking farmers and dedicated millers across the country.


The most basic recipes in the book call for conventional all-purpose or bread flour, while the more advanced recipes use freshly milled flour made from heritage grains sourced from artisan mills. Even in the case of the former, I prefer an industrial American flour to its imported counterparts. I also choose American flour for environmental reasons: It has a smaller carbon footprint than imported flour and buying it promotes the domestic flour market. The more we support American flour, the more it will remain readily available to bakers across the country and the more the industry will continue to improve.


In the conventional flour category, there are several brands sold in all fifty states—King Arthur, Heckers, and Gold Medal among them. I learned to make pizza using those brands and I suggest you do, too, because they are so standardized, consistent, and accessible. The white flour recipes in this book were developed and tested using King Arthur unbleached all-purpose flour.


Conventional flour is milled to have specific characteristics that don’t vary from bag to bag or year to year. As your baking advances, you can move on to whole wheat flour, high extraction flour, and freshly milled flour, all of which have their own variables to manage and require a good handle on dough making to produce the best results. In the past decade, artisan mills have made great strides in providing consistent specs but I’ll delve into what makes working with their flours more challenging in other ways in the coming pages.


WHERE DOES FLOUR COME FROM?


Flour is obtained by milling wheat. It all starts in the field, where the wheat plant grows seeds called wheat berries. A wheat berry is composed of bran (the outer shell), endosperm (the carbohydrate-rich material that produces white flour when milled), and germ (the reproductive component of the seed). I relate it to an egg: Bran is the sharp eggshell, the endosperm is the protein-rich egg white, and the germ is the fatty yolk. The bran and germ, otherwise known as the whole wheat components, make up about 15 to 20 percent of the wheat berry’s total weight; the remaining 80 to 85 percent is endosperm.


When the wheat berries are harvested, mainly through mechanical means, they pass through a series of steps before they ever see the mill. First, they have their fibrous outer chaff removed, then they are washed and dried to lower their internal humidity, making them ideal for long-term storage without spoiling. The dried kernel is relatively shelf-stable, so as soon as it reaches that ideal moisture it can be milled immediately or stored for later milling.


There are a number of types of mills that wheat berries can pass through in order to become flour. For most of human history, stone milling was used to process grain. It features two stones; one stone is anchored to a base, while the other spins on top of it. As grains are fed into the space between the stones, they are crushed into whole wheat flour, which includes the bran, germ, and endosperm of the wheat berry. The stone mills operating today may choose to bag the entire mixture to make whole wheat flour, sift out some bran and germ for high extraction flour, or sift out all of it to produce white flour.
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Most mills employ the steel roller mill, rotating cylinders used to pulverize grain or other products. Industrial mills sift out the bran and germ, isolating the endosperm to produce white flour. They may also add it back in to make high extraction or whole wheat flour. For well over a century, roller milling has been the standard in flour production as it is the fastest and most efficient way to pulverize wheat and produce industrial flour.


White flour is shelf-stable due to the absence of bran and germ, which have oils and other substances that degrade and go rancid. It is composed of proteins and carbohydrates, and fortified with vitamins and minerals like niacin, riboflavin, thiamine, other B vitamins, and iron. The vast majority of the flour on the market from the late 19th century to today has been white flour, replacing millennia of whole wheat and high extraction flour baking.


In some ways, the advent of commodity flour was a good thing. Flour with a longer shelf life can feed more people. And industrial products can create predictable results. But what is gained in shelf stability and consistency is lost in flavor, nutrition, and complexity. The absence of bran and germ extends the life of white flour but robs it of nutritional value, flavor, and terroir (a sense of place).


CHOOSING THE RIGHT FLOUR


When selecting flour for pizza making, as with all ingredients, I highly recommend working with flour that is consistently available to you. Dough making and pizza baking are a practice. If you work with the same flour over time, you can methodically improve on the quality of your dough because you aren’t having to constantly account for new variables and can instead focus on dialing in your process.


It’s also important to choose the flour based on your intentions. In my case, I am looking for a flour that, when fermented and baked, produces specific characteristics: an eggshell exterior that is easy to bite through, a tender crumb, and deep crust caramelization. I have found that these attributes are best achieved using relatively lower protein flours (11 to 13 percent) compared to the rest of the pizza industry. Such flours have enough strength to trap gas well, and can be shaped and stretched without tearing, but still yield a tender finished product. (If you wanted a crust that is tough and more difficult to chew through, you would use a higher protein flour.) There are many domestic flour choices, ranging from white flour to whole wheat, that can produce the results I am looking for.


FLOUR CHARACTERISTIC: PROTEIN PERCENTAGE


All wheat flour contains protein, most of which comes from the endosperm; there are also traces of protein in the germ. Since the late 1800s, baking in the U.S. has mainly been done on an industrial scale. Industrial bakers require strong flours (those with high protein content) to stand up to vigorous mechanical mixing and shaping. Accordingly, farmers, millers, and bakers have favored high protein flours, often prioritizing protein content over flavor. Indeed, many pizza makers choose high protein flours weighing in at 14 percent and wrongly believe protein percentage is a mark of flour quality.


When it comes to pizza making, the two most important proteins in endosperm are gliadins and glutenins. When hydrated (when you mix flour with water; see here), gliadins and glutenins combine to form gluten, a protein network that traps gases as the dough rises and gives the baked dough its structure. The relative quantities of gliadins and glutenins, along with the hydration of the dough and what point the dough is in its life cycle, are what help to determine where the flour falls on the extensibility/elasticity spectrum. Glutenins are shorter molecules that promote elasticity. Gliadins favor extensibility. For conventional flours, the two tend to be predictably in balance; when you work with single variety grains (see next page), these factors become more evident.





Single Variety Grains



Ancient grains impart flavor, character, and a sense of place to your dough. Some, like emmer and spelt, have been cultivated for thousands of years and have not changed significantly since antiquity. Heritage grains, like Turkey Red and Red Fife, aren’t quite as historic. They are grains that were bred prior to the 20th century. Edison and Yecora Rojo are even more modern. Turkey Red and Red Fife are both hard red winter wheats, denoting their pigment and the sowing period; Yecora Rojo is a hard red spring wheat, also alluding to its color and sowing time.


Winter wheat is sown in the fall and harvested in early summer. It may have a slightly lower gluten content than spring wheat but a good balance of glutenin and gliadin and higher protein quality, therefore a higher tolerance to longer fermentation periods. Meanwhile, spring wheat is sown in the spring and harvested in the fall and may have a higher gluten content but lower gluten quality. If you are baking using commercial or heavy mixers and fermenting for a short time, it’s great. The characteristics of the flour are ultimately influenced by a range of factors: the farmer, the season, the location, and the farming practices among them.


Hard wheats tend to have higher gluten content so they are generally used for breads, pasta, and pizza, while soft wheat has lower gluten content so it makes more tender products like cakes and pastries. It’s not a given that your all-purpose or bread flour mix contains only milled hard wheat. There may be some soft wheat in the mix, albeit a small percentage.


When buying flour, the type of wheat (hard vs. soft, winter vs. spring) may not be indicated on the label, so the best way to get this and other information is to build a relationship with the miller and ask tons of questions. Some of the most gratifying and joyous moments of my baking career have been spent just chatting with a miller about his or her flour types.


Generally speaking, ancient grains were snubbed for the bulk of the 20th century by the commodity flour industry, which was more interested in high protein and high yield grains. But these historic crops have survived thanks to small scale farmers and millers, and in the past quarter century have seen a resurgence as artisan bakers look to them to provide unparalleled flavor and nutrition.


You can use any single variety grain you wish for recipes like “Choose Your Own Adventure” Dough (here) as long as its protein quality (see next page) is high and the protein percentage ranges from 11 to 13 percent. For industrial flours, I recommend 11 to 13 percent throughout the book, but some grains like Edison have lower protein but still make fantastic pizza. Look for them online or at your local mill. Or even better, take this as an opportunity to call or visit a mill, speak to the miller about your pizza making, and learn to use the grains she or he is milling.


The subject of ancient, heritage, and modern grains could be a book in its own right but here are some of the ones I love to use:






	GRAIN

	ANCIENT/HERITAGE/MODERN

	TYPE






	Edison

	Modern

	Hard white wheat






	Emmer

	Ancient

	






	Red Fife

	Heritage

	Hard red winter wheat






	Spelt

	Ancient

	






	Turkey Red

	Heritage

	Hard red winter wheat






	Yecora Rojo

	Modern

	Hard red spring wheat
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