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Pizza, Pizza, Everywhere


Can you imagine a world without pizza? Without all that oozy cheese, sweet and tangy sauce, or crispy crust? Today, you can find almost any kind of pizza, made of almost any ingredient you can think of, and in almost any location.


Pizzas come with tons of different sauces, crust thickness, and toppings. Want a barbecue chicken pizza? No problem. A pizza with no cheese and extra broccoli? You’ve got it! Gluten-free crust? Take your pick! And that’s just in the United States. Travel across the world and you’ll find pies that appeal to uniquely different tastes. In fact, you could probably spend the rest of your life trying out new kinds of pizza and still never try them all!
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For most people throughout history, life without pizza was the reality. At least, when it came to the pizza you think of today. So what were the very first pizzas like? How did they stack up to the pizza we know today?


Get ready to take a bite out of the history of pizza, from its ancient origins to its official appearance in Italy, and from its journey to the United States to its spread across the globe—and even into space! So what are you waiting for? Dig in!
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CHAPTER ONE

What’s in a Slice?












Delivering the Dough


Today, grabbing a slice of pizza is pretty easy no matter where you are. You can get a whole pie delivered to your home, grab a slice at a local pizzeria, pop a frozen pizza in the oven, or make your own from scratch. But for most of human history, it was a totally different story.


Forget having a whole pizza delivered—it was difficult just to get the ingredients that make up a pie! To understand the origins of ooey-gooey cheese pizza, we need to trace the origins of pizza’s most important parts: cheese, tomato sauce, and bread.
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Pizza as we know it isn’t exactly new. After all, it’s been around for at least two centuries. However, the ingredients weren’t always in the forms you might recognize. Some 75,000 years ago, humans in western Asia began eating wild grains known as einkorn and emmer. Over many thousands of years, these cereal grains transformed into some of the varieties that are more common today, such as wheat. Around 14,000 years ago, people began using wheat to make bread. Before then, they often chewed the wheat kernels raw.


For much of prehistoric history, humans were nomadic—meaning they often traveled from place to place in groups or tribes. By 12,000 years ago, however, more and more people were settling down in permanent homes and setting up farms. People in the Middle East, where wheat was plentiful, harvested the wheat by separating the edible grains from their long stalks. Then they ground the grain into a fine powder. They would then mix this powder with water, making a sticky dough that could be baked into … bread! Over time, wheat spread across much of Europe, western Asia, and parts of northern Africa. Humans had taken an important first step in creating a culinary masterpiece.
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Chicomecóatl, the Aztec goddess of corn







Gods of Grain



Back before a person could just call up a pizza place for some speedy delivery, humans dedicated much of their lives to farming. Bad crops or harsh winters could cause tough times and even starvation. Because of this, cultures around the world—from the Aztecs in Central America to ancient societies in China to the Māori in New Zealand—often believed in and prayed to gods of agriculture. They believed that these gods could protect crops and create bountiful harvests. For the Romans, this deity was Ceres, the goddess of grain. The English word “cereal” comes from her name.







“Two things only the people desire: bread and circuses.”


—JUVENAL, AN ANCIENT ROMAN POET
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Say Cheese!



Don’t reach for a pizza slice just yet! Even though bread was on the scene, cheese had yet to make its appearance. Historians aren’t entirely sure when humans first started enjoying cheesy goodness, but it may have been around the time sheep and goats were domesticated, some 11,000 years ago. Today, there are many kinds of cheese made from the milk of animals, like cows, goats, sheep, and even water buffalo. The first cheese was likely made from goat or sheep milk—and it may have been created by accident.
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Fun with Fermentation



Fermentation is a controlled and purposeful breaking down of food or liquid. It's a type of rot that you can still eat! For thousands of years, fermentation has been used as a way to preserve foods that might otherwise go bad.
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Historians think that ancient humans stored milk in pouches or containers they crafted from sheep stomachs. The stomachs of many animals—including sheep—have a special substance, known as an enzyme, that can cause chemical reactions to occur. In a living animal’s stomach, enzymes help digest food. When the stomachs were used as containers, the enzymes that were present would have begun to break down the milk. This process, called curdling, causes the milk to transform partly into solid lumps, called curds. While lumpy milk bits may not sound appetizing, they can actually be delicious. That’s because those lumps are cheese!
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Once humans had discovered cheese, they wanted to make more of it. By around 8,000 years ago, people had set up ways to make cheese on purpose. How did they do it? Much in the same way that cheese is still made today. First, cheesemakers start by pouring milk into huge containers known as vats. Then, they add special kinds of bacteria and enzymes to the milk. This begins the process of curdling the milk. Over time, the milk separates into curds, and a remaining liquid called whey. Cheesemakers then remove the whey. They heat these salty curds, which lets out even more whey. Now the curds are pressed together, molded into shapes, and left to age.
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The earliest cheeses were likely soft or crumbly, with mild to salty and slightly funky flavors—like feta, cottage cheese, or some soft goat cheeses. Over time, people began experimenting and refining the cheesemaking process, creating new methods to make different types of cheese. They added salt or strained the curds and pressed them into blocks. They sometimes let the cheese sit to age and ferment, which would give it a stronger flavor. People like the ancient Romans made many varieties of cheese. Some hard cheeses were even given to Roman soldiers to eat while they were on the go.
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A cheesemaker makes mozzarella in a vat.
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Water buffalo






Still, cheese wasn’t quite ready for pizza. Today, the most common cheese used on a pizza pie is mozzarella. This is because the cheese is extra creamy and melts evenly and quickly. The first version of mozzarella may have appeared around 2,000 years ago in southern Italy. Back then, it was probably made from sheep’s milk—not from the water buffalo milk traditionally used in modern mozzarella. Historians aren’t exactly sure when, but water buffalo were eventually introduced to the region, and people started using their milk for cheesemaking. It wasn’t until the eighteenth century that water buffalo cheese exploded in popularity. People started breeding more herds, and as a result, mozzarella became a common and popular type of cheese.
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