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FOREWORD



by J. Kenji López-Alt


It’s rare to see a truly new kitchen product in the food world. Sure, there are dozens of TV infomercials hawking revolutionary new blenders or countertop rotisseries that’ll change your life, but really they’re all the same old crap with a new coat of paint.


But every decade or two, a revolutionary idea turns into a revolutionary product that actually does change the way we make our food. The pressure cooker in the 1930s. The microwave oven in the 1950s. Sous-vide ovens in the late 1970s. In 2012, when I first reached out to Andris Lagsdin about giving his new Baking Steel a spin, I never suspected that it would make the list. I mean, come on. It’s just a plain old slab of steel. How revolutionary could it be?


Well, if you’ve ever tried to make great pizza in a home oven, the answer is very.


You see, in order to make pizza—and I mean great pizza—you need to cook it hot. Wood-fired Neapolitan pizza ovens hit floor and dome temperatures in excess of 900 degrees, while New York–style pizza ovens regularly bake at 600 to 700 degrees. It’s this extreme heat that converts a disk of raw dough into a perfect pizza crust, one that crackles as you bite into it but gives way to a moist, cloudlike, lightly stretchy interior crumb. Use that same dough in a home oven—even one with a baking stone—and it cooks too slowly. By the time it crisps up, it’s dried out to a cracker-like finish.


A home oven simply doesn’t get hot enough to cook really great pizza.


At least, that’s what I’d always thought. Turns out the most important thing isn’t temperature—it’s energy. The faster you transfer heat energy into baking pizza dough, the faster it cooks. Enter the Baking Steel. Compared to a baking stone, the Baking Steel has higher conductivity (meaning that it transfers heat energy faster) and a higher volumetric heat capacity (meaning that it can store more heat energy per cubic inch), so it doesn’t have to cook hotter.


You’re probably already familiar with this phenomenon. Everyone’s gotten burned by boiling water (which is 212 degrees Fahrenheit); it happens almost instantly. But you can easily reach into a 500-degree oven and hold your hand there for several seconds without much discomfort. Water conducts heat better than air, and the same principle applies to steel and stone.


Even at the exact same oven temperature, steel can pump energy into pizza dough several times faster than stone can. Equipped with a Baking Steel, not only did I make the best pizza I’d ever made in a home oven, but I did it in record time. Pizzas that took ten to twelve minutes to cook on a baking stone baked up in four minutes with puffy, crisp, moist crusts on the Baking Steel. Instead of an every-few-months thing, pizza became a once-a-week thing. Even store-bought pizza dough goes from passable to incredible when baked on steel.


I didn’t know Andris before I found out about the Baking Steel, but I’ve gotten to know him quite well since then. I’m impressed by his passion for tinkering with and improving on this seemingly simple product and by his openness to new ideas and direction. For example, early on I mentioned to Andris that I’d tried throwing the Baking Steel on my stovetop to cook some eggs, using it as a sort of makeshift griddle. A few months later I was looking at the shiny, polished surface of the Baking Steel Griddle, milled grease channel and all.


The mini version of that griddle now has a permanent home over one of my burners. I use its massive thermal capacity and nonstick surface (it seasons up just like a cast-iron pan) to cook batches of perfectly browned pancakes and French toast. I crisp up bacon and fry my toast in the drippings; I get it smoking hot and blacken shrimp right in their shells before giving them a drizzle of olive oil and a squeeze of lemon juice. I make smashed hamburgers with crispy edges and deeply browned flavor, and I can sear steaks faster than I’ve ever seared them.


This book distills the passion and dedication of Andris Lagsdin and Jessie Oleson Moore—another friend and colleague of mine—into a series of recipes and techniques that will help you make some of the best pizza, steak, and pancakes you’ve ever made and show you how a simple slab of steel can fundamentally change the way you feed your family.
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INTRODUCTION



The Story of Steel


The two things in life I know best are steel and pizza.


My dad’s a steel man. My brother’s a steel man. And I suppose somewhere deep inside, I’m a steel man too. My family owns the Stoughton Steel Company in the South Shore of Boston, where we’ve made industrial steel products for over forty years.


But when I was young, I didn’t want much to do with the family business. I left to see the world; I became a tennis instructor and held every service job imaginable. Along the way I learned that I loved working in restaurant kitchens. There’s something about the energy, the hustle, and, of course, the food.


In my twenties I landed a job in Boston slinging pizza at Figs, celebrated chef Todd English’s restaurant. Todd was at the leading edge of the artisanal-pizza movement; he sourced local ingredients and championed the now-trendy, airy thin-crust pizza long before anyone used the phrase farm to table. My time at Figs gave me an education that I couldn’t have gotten anywhere else.


I already liked pizza, but after working for Todd, I lived for it. There’s the quiet, meditative task of prepping: the feel of dough in your hands, the comforting repetition of chopping and stirring. There’s the sweet aroma of rising dough and the acidic zing of fresh tomato sauce. And the most fulfilling part of making pizza is the sense of connection and creativity that comes with the process. It’s even better when it’s a family, friend, or party activity.


But although homemade pizza is fun to make, the pie never quite measures up to the kind with the perfectly crisp crust you get straight out of a restaurant’s screaming-hot brick oven. For years, I—and every serious home cook I knew—used a baking stone to make pizza in the kitchen oven, assuming it was the best way to approximate the charred, blistered pizza-oven crusts. Even with my training, though, I couldn’t make restaurant-quality pizza that way.


I transitioned from Todd’s kitchen to his management team, but after a few years, I was burned out by the hectic pace and unforgiving hours. My dad asked if I’d come back to the family business, and I said yes. I gave it my all—but part of me dreamed about starting a new business, one related to food.


One day at work, I read an article in the Wall Street Journal about Nathan Myhrvold’s Modernist Cuisine. In that hallowed encyclopedia of food science, the author made a keen observation about the physics of baking. He said, essentially, “The best conductor for creating a perfect pizza crust is not stone, but steel.” If I were anyone else, I might have thought about it for a second, nodded, and then moved on with my life. But I’m not anyone else; I’m a steel man with a passion for pizza. This felt like fate.


I sprinted into the plant and hunted for the thinnest piece of metal available. I found a rusty scrap that had once been a Caterpillar part. It wasn’t pretty, but it looked like just the right size for my experiment.


I brought it home and told my wife it was my new pizza stone, and she looked at me like I was crazy. But that first pizza I made was a revelation; it was done in half the time it took on my traditional pizza stone, and the perfect, airy crispness of the crust brought me back to the days of working with a 900-degree wood-fired oven. Encouraged by my first test, I cautiously mentioned my experiment to my brother and father, who ran Stoughton Steel, and gently suggested it could be a new product for us. Their reaction was… skeptical. The factory produced stabilizer pads for backhoes, not kitchenware. How on earth were a bunch of steel guys going to bring a home-pizza product to market?


I didn’t trust my instincts, so I decided to shelve the project. Still, the idea stuck with me. I woke up every morning for six months thinking about the pizza steel. Then one day I found the confidence to take the leap and do everything I could to bring the product to life. I had been working hard for the past fifteen years, but I hadn’t been pursuing my passion. I had two young boys, and I thought of the example I was setting for them. Sure, I was in a comfortable spot in my career, but comfort is not the same thing as fulfillment. I wanted to show them you can get up every day and do what you love.


I already knew the steel worked. I brought up my idea for a steel baking surface with my father and brother again, less cautiously now, and they began to come around. Perhaps it was my confidence in the product, or maybe they were convinced by the amazing pizzas I was making. I refined the prototype and they started to see how my passion project could become a source of income.


Launching a new product isn’t as simple as putting an item in a box with a logo and shipping it out. In developing the steel, I had to consider its size, shape, and weight; what would work without being too cumbersome? I obsessively measured the temperatures and sizes of various ovens (probably making myself a person of interest at Home Depot in the process). I practically wore ruts in the pavement between our production facility and my parents’ kitchen as I tried out each new version and developed a seasoning process to make the steel food-safe.


The more I tested the steel, the more versatile I realized it was. It could be used for roasting meat and vegetables and baking bread; it could even be frozen and used to make slab-style ice cream creations. But what would we call it? I have my brilliant wife to thank for the name: Baking Steel. It was perfect—like the product, the name was basic, simple, and about more than just pizza.


In the beginning, I was so focused on making the steel work that I didn’t have any idea how many I might sell. Selling even one seemed like a good place to start. I’d seen other small businesses find success with crowdfunding platforms, and I decided that was what we needed to do to prove that the steel was a viable product. I set a modest goal on Kickstarter of three thousand dollars, just enough to cover the first production run.


I knew the Baking Steel made the best home-oven pizza I’d ever tasted, and I had the support of my friends and family, but would anyone else care? After all, nearly two-thirds of Kickstarter projects never get fully funded.


As soon as the site went live, I reached out to everyone I’d ever talked to, dated, or bought a latte from. A day later, we made our goal. It was really happening!


Before the campaign closed, something incredible happened. J. Kenji López-Alt, the managing culinary director of the popular food website Serious Eats, e-mailed to ask if he could try one out. A couple of days later he posted a review stating that the Baking Steel blew his favorite pizza stone out of the water. Things snowballed and the number of backers doubled.


Our first Baking Steel shipped in 2014. Since then, we’ve brought restaurant-quality baking projects to thousands of homes. I’ve opened a test kitchen near my Boston-area home, and I work with an amazing chef, Craig Hastings, to develop recipes. The Baking Steel has inspired a new generation of pizza makers. And with our new griddle-surface Baking Steel, we’ve brought the cooking power of steel to a wider range of foods. Baking Steel enthusiasts are always dreaming up new recipes, from whoopie pies to roasted vegetables to perfect steaks to, yes, even English muffins, and some of them kindly provided recipes for this book. (If you come up with a new Baking Steel recipe, share it with me at andris@bakingsteel.com.)


It’s amazing what a piece of steel has done for my life. Let me show you what it can do in your kitchen.
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BEFORE YOU BAKE



Get the Most Out of Your Baking Steel


WHY IT WORKS


Why the Baking Steel? It’s a valid question. It may be tempting to think of the Baking Steel as a novelty gadget for kitchen geeks. But this is far from a foodie fad. As this book will show you, the Baking Steel is a culinary powerhouse: a kitchen tool for chefs of all levels that can revolutionize the way you cook and bake.


Let’s start out simple. Say you put a pizza on an aluminum baking sheet and put it in the oven. Your pizza will cook, but it will never attain the crispy crust that you’d get at a pizzeria. Without a superheated surface, you won’t get the right balance of fully cooked toppings and crispy crust.


You might own a baking stone, which is a step in the right direction. A baking stone simulates the conditions of a commercial oven, but it’s a poor substitute for it. That’s not the case with the Baking Steel, which has a thermal conductivity eighteen times greater than a ceramic pizza stone’s. The Baking Steel retains heat more evenly and for longer than a baking stone does, so it cooks pizzas faster and more effectively.


But perhaps the biggest advantage of the Baking Steel is that it has so many applications. The Baking Steel doesn’t need to be relegated to the oven. It can be put on the stovetop—on both gas and electric burners—and used as a griddle or as a stand-in for a cast-iron skillet. It retains heat and allows for perfect griddling, stovetop cooking, and even searing. It can be placed directly on the grate of an outdoor grill or atop cans of Sterno to provide a hot surface on the fly. It can also be chilled, which means it’s an invaluable tool for making pastry and confections and for serving and keeping cold dishes, well, cold.


The Baking Steel is also virtually indestructible. Many avid bakers have horror stories about their pizza stones shattering. With proper care, your steel will join you for a lifetime of culinary adventures. This unique yet simple slab of steel presents a whole new way to cook and bake. Enjoy the adventure.


BAKING STEEL 411


Every good chef knows that to get the most out of kitchen equipment, you must treat it with respect. The Baking Steel is built to last, but only if you take good care of it. Here’s what you need to know.


YOUR FIRST TIME


The Baking Steel is pre-seasoned, so when you remove it from its packaging, it is ready for use. Wipe it off with a dry cloth, if you like, and remember to lift with your knees, not your back. There are many different Baking Steel models, but they’re all heavy!





Sometimes, the proof is in the pudding (or, in this case, the crust). Let’s look at the differences in pizza crusts baked on various surfaces.


BAKING SHEET


When it comes to baking pizza at home, an aluminum sheet pan is merely serviceable. Your pizza will lack the crisp crust of pizza baked on steel, but it will taste good, and you’ll still get points for making the dough!
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BAKING STONE


This heavy, flat stone absorbs heat from your oven and allows you to bake pizza right on top of it. This ensures that your pizza is cooked evenly, but good luck getting the crunchy bite and flavorful charred bottom of your favorite brick-oven pies.
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BAKING STEEL


Like a baking stone, the Baking Steel absorbs heat from the oven. But the Baking Steel’s alloy has a thermal conductivity eighteen times greater than a ceramic pizza stone’s, so your pizza bakes faster and at higher heat. This gives you a professional-looking pie with a crisper crust, a satisfying crunch, and perfect hints of char.
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HEATING AND COOLING YOUR STEEL


Part of the magic of the Baking Steel is that the even heat distribution ensures even cooking and baking. To help the steel do its best work, you’ll need to allow it to heat up properly. The steel is equally effective for cold tasks, like mixing cold slab ice cream or serving sushi. Follow these instructions to preheat or precool the steel.


Pizza: Place the Baking Steel in the top rack of your oven (or about six inches from the broiler). Set the oven to its highest temperature; this is often 500 degrees, though some ovens can go higher. If your oven has a convection setting, use it, though it’s not vital for success. Let your Baking Steel preheat in the oven for forty-five minutes to an hour to allow it to absorb the heat. Always use a pizza peel to launch your pie onto the steel and to remove it; never touch the hot steel directly. For more detailed information on the process of baking pizza with your Baking Steel, see here.


Bread and Other Baked Goods: Place the Baking Steel in the oven; you will usually put it on the middle rack unless otherwise noted. Let it preheat for forty-five minutes to an hour at the temperature called for in the recipe—this allows the steel to completely absorb the heat required for those perfectly crispy edges. As always, do not touch the Baking Steel at any time; put your baked goods on a sheet of parchment paper and use a pizza peel to launch them onto the steel, or place a baking sheet on top of the steel and take care to avoid contact with the steel when removing it, as it can burn you even through oven mitts.


Roasting / Cooking: Preheat your Baking Steel as recommended for bread and baking, above. Often, these recipes employ a rimmed sheet tray positioned on top of the steel to prevent drips.


Griddle-Top Cooking: Several of the recipes in this book are cooked using the Baking Steel Griddle directly on top of your stove. Here’s how to successfully heat your Baking Steel Griddle on the stovetop for even cooking.




1. Mise en place. Make sure that you have all of your cooking materials close at hand and remove anything near the stovetop that may be sensitive to heat.


2. Place the steel directly on top of your stove burners. Position it carefully, as you won’t want to move or touch it directly once it gets hot.


3. Turn on the heat. Start high; I like to start heating on medium-high, even if I need a fairly low temperature for whatever I’m making. Let your Baking Steel heat for ten to fifteen minutes. An instant-read infrared thermometer (easily obtained at better cookware stores and online) is handy for determining the heat of the surface before you cook. Without one, you might find it difficult to monitor and maintain a steady temperature. As you’ll see, each griddle recipe has a suggested temperature range. As you become more adept at cooking on the surface, you will learn how long it takes to reach the appropriate level of heat, and you can adjust accordingly in the recipes.


4. Lower the heat. Right before you put whatever you’re cooking on the surface, lower the heat to medium. In general, this will keep the temperature from continuing to rise and will allow you to maintain the suggested cooking temperature. Keep track of the temperature using that infrared thermometer.


5. Get cooking! Place your food on the steel and let it do its magic.


6. Let the Baking Steel cool down. Once you’re done, turn off the heat and let the steel sit on the stovetop until cool enough to handle. Don’t attempt to move it right after cooking, as you could burn yourself.




Ice Cream: Put the steel in the freezer and leave it there overnight (as you would an ice cream maker drum).


Sushi and Other Chilled Foods: To keep your cold foods cold at a party or cookout, put the steel in the freezer for at least twenty minutes and up to several hours before you use it.


HANDLING YOUR STEEL


Your Baking Steel might not look hot in the oven, but trust me—it is very, very hot. Once you’ve heated your Baking Steel in your oven or on your stovetop, you should never touch it; it can burn you even through oven mitts.


If you’ve chilled your Baking Steel in the refrigerator or freezer, wear oven mitts when removing it.


After baking or cooking on it, allow it ample time to cool down before handling. While exact times will vary, it can take up to an hour to become cool enough to handle.


CLEANING YOUR BAKING STEEL


As your Baking Steel ages, you’ll notice some changes. The color will darken with each use, and the steel will eventually develop a very dark or black patina. Just as with cast-iron cookware, this isn’t a bad thing, nor is it a sign that your Baking Steel is on its last legs. As long as you keep your Baking Steel clean and re-season it occasionally, it will last a lifetime.
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EVERYDAY CARE


After using the Baking Steel or Baking Steel Griddle, let it cool completely before handling it. Once it’s cool, employ a bench scraper to scrape food matter into the sink. Once you’ve cleared off any food debris, wash your Baking Steel with soap and water. Although using soap on cast-iron cookware is a no-no, using soap on your Baking Steel—and even scrubbing, as long as it’s with nothing harsher than the back of a sponge—is perfectly okay. Be sure to dry both sides thoroughly and immediately every time your Baking Steel gets wet; never let it air-dry, as this can promote rust. And never put your Baking Steel in the dishwasher.


Oil the Baking Steel with a neutral, food-grade oil after every cleaning; this keeps the surface nonstick and creates a seal that keeps rust from forming. If you are used to caring for a cast-iron pan, taking care of your Baking Steel is no different in this regard.


DEEPER CLEANING


If you’ve left your Baking Steel in the oven for a while or if you forgot to dry it immediately, rust spots may form. A deeper cleaning will be needed, but there’s no need to panic. Run to your local grocery store and pick up a product called Bar Keepers Friend. Place a small amount of this product on a slightly wet Baking Steel, let it sit for about one minute, and then rinse the steel clean. Use a little soap and water to clean it once again, and then carefully dry your Baking Steel. Always re-season your steel after using Bar Keepers Friend; the process is detailed below.


Another product for cleaning stubborn rust spots or stains is the Earthstone KitchenStone brick. Made from 95 percent recycled glass, these cleaning bricks are all natural and nontoxic and have the cleaning power of something like forty Brillo pads. They’re well worth the investment for removing tough, stuck-on food from your Baking Steel or Baking Steel Griddle.


To clean with the scrubbing brick, simply scour the dry Baking Steel until clean. Try to avoid using water; if it is needed, use a very small amount. Wipe the surface lightly to remove loose residue.


If for some reason your Baking Steel develops a metallic smell or taste or you notice rust spots (maybe well-meaning relatives washed your Baking Steel in the dishwasher, thinking they were being helpful), don’t panic. Simply scour off the rust using steel wool or very fine sandpaper and re-season as below.


RE-SEASONING YOUR BAKING STEEL


While the Baking Steel arrives seasoned, it will require occasional re-seasoning. In general, if you notice that its surface is looking dull and gray or that food is constantly sticking to it, it’s time to re-season.




1. Position a rack in the middle of your oven. Preheat the oven to 400°F.


2. Wash the Baking Steel with hot, soapy water and a stiff brush.


3. Rinse and dry immediately and completely.


4. Apply a dab of neutral oil (I suggest Barlean’s organic flaxseed oil) in the center of the Baking Steel. Using a paper towel, wipe the oil around the steel evenly. Use another paper towel and wipe off excess. Do this to both sides. It will appear to have a thin, light sheen from the oil.


5. Place the Baking Steel in the preheated oven.


6. Keep the Baking Steel in the oven for 1 hour. When the hour is up, turn off the oven and leave the steel there until it’s cool enough to move.




OTHER HANDY INFO


Parchment paper: If you’re worried about drips, parchment paper is a great alternative to launching food directly onto the Baking Steel, and it allows for quick and easy removal of whatever you are baking. Typically, I use parchment paper when I make stromboli, slab pies, and calzones. Now, most parchment-paper packaging will say that it’s suggested for use only up to 400 degrees. Well, I’ve used it many times with a much hotter Baking Steel, and while it turns brown and wrinkles, it has never caught fire. Do not, however, use parchment paper under the broiler.


Silicone mats: It’s okay to use a silicone mat on top of the Baking Steel, but only to the maximum temperature suggested by the mat’s manufacturer. As with parchment, do not use silicone mats under the broiler.


Baking pans: You can put baking sheets, cake pans, and pie plates right on top of your Baking Steel. Even though whatever you’re making is separated from the direct surface of the steel, the steel will still conduct heat evenly through the sheet or pan to give it a perfectly crisped bottom.


Removing grease from your Baking Steel Griddle: When you cook bacon or meat on top of your Baking Steel Griddle, grease or juices can get caught in the channel around the perimeter. To remove, let the griddle cool somewhat so that you don’t burn yourself. Dab paper towels around the channel to remove anything that might slosh, then wait until the Baking Steel Griddle cools down completely to clean more thoroughly. Be careful—that steel gets very hot!


Storing your Baking Steel: We sell every Baking Steel with a storage sleeve, and that’s probably the best place to keep it once it’s completely dry and coated in a thin layer of oil. However, many people simply leave the Baking Steel in the oven and cook everything on top of it. If you do this, you may notice that it becomes very dark, but that’s okay. Just be sure to remove it from time to time so you can clean and re-season it.


Baking Steel or Baking Steel Griddle? There are two key differences between the Baking Steel and the Baking Steel Griddle. One is texture; the Baking Steel surface is lightly textured, whereas the Baking Steel Griddle is smooth. The griddle also features a channel around the perimeter to capture grease or excess liquid. You can use both cooking surfaces interchangeably in many recipes. However, it is suggested that you don’t use the Baking Steel on your stovetop for recipes that could get messy or that might result in grease dripping off.
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PIZZA
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Making Pizza the Baking Steel Way


Tools


Ingredients


Dough: The Foundation of Great Pizza




Seventy-Two-Hour Pizza Dough


Whole-Wheat Pizza Dough


Sourdough Pizza Dough


Gluten-Free Pizza Dough


Thin-Crust Pizza Dough




Bar Pizza Dough


I Want Pizza Tonight Dough


Chicago-Style Deep-Dish Pizza Dough


Sauces


No-Cook Tomato Sauce


Perfect Pesto


Roasted Garlic and Garlic Oil


Pizza Recipes


Margherita Pizza


Four-Cheese Pizza (White Pizza)


Funghi (Fun-Guy) Pizza


Naked Pesto Pizza


Hot Hawaiian Island Pizza


Allium Pizza


Meat Lover’s Pizza


Chorizo with Fontina and Mozzarella Pizza


Arugula with Caramelized Onions and Balsamic Pizza


Sous-Vide-Egg and Bacon Pizza


Figgy Pizza


Avocado and Tomato Pie


Spicy Sicilian Pizza


Bar Pizza


Detroit-Style Sausage and Pepper Pizza


Chicago-Style Deep-Dish Pizza


Onion Ring Pizza


Spicy Coconut Shrimp and Leek Pizza


Kale Pizza


Cheeseburger Pizza


Stromboli


Crispy Calzone


Very Berry Dessert Pizza


Grissini


Ciabatta Bread


The Ultimate Tomato Focaccia















MAKING PIZZA THE BAKING STEEL WAY



Welcome to the pizza-making adventure of a lifetime. Here is your road map to the basic technique for baking a pizza on steel, as well as a breakdown of the tools and ingredients that will help make every pie perfection.


PIZZA ON STEEL: THE BASIC TECHNIQUE


Preheating your Baking Steel for making pizza requires a specific process and a little time. Don’t worry; you’ll get used to it fast. Be sure to follow these instructions to ensure that your Baking Steel is properly heated and primed to help you make the perfect pizza.




1. Assume the position. Place the Baking Steel on the top rack of your oven, or about six inches below the broiler, unless the recipe specifies otherwise.


2. Set the temperature. Unless the recipe specifies a particular temperature, set the oven to the highest possible temperature (often 500 degrees—if your oven goes higher, go for it!) and let the Baking Steel preheat for forty-five minutes to an hour; it must fully heat to ensure that you get a crispy crust. If you have a convection setting on your oven, employ it; if you don’t, it’s not necessary.


3. Set the oven to Broil. In most of the pizza recipes, I call for setting the oven on Broil shortly before launching the pie onto the Baking Steel. This initial blast of heat helps the crust set on the bottom and makes the toppings start to crisp.


4. Get baking! With your oven on Broil, launch your pizza onto the hot Baking Steel using a pizza peel. (You should absolutely not handle the steel once it’s hot.) Let the pizza cook for two minutes under the broiler, then turn off the broiler and set the oven to its highest temperature.


5. Remove with care. Once the pizza is cooked to your liking, remove it from the oven using a pizza peel.


6. Let it cool. Let the steel cool completely in the oven before handling. This can take up to a few hours.







Peel to Steel: Removing the Fear of the Transfer




A pizza peel is essentially a flat shovel that you use to transfer a pizza to and from the cooking surface. This process can be daunting to newbies; here are some tips to keep you from experiencing “failure to launch.”


MAKE SURE IT’S BIG ENOUGH. It’s common sense: Your peel has to be large enough to fit your entire pizza. I like to assemble my pizza on top of the peel so that I can make sure it’s the correct size. My favorite peel measures fourteen inches in diameter, and its handle is approximately four inches.


MATERIAL MATTERS. I like a wooden pizza peel because the pizza tends to slide off it a bit easier than it does with a metal variety.


JUST DO IT. Like when you invert a cake or flip pancakes, take a deep breath and just do it! If you launch too slowly, your toppings can slosh over the edge.


HAVE SOME FRIENDS NEARBY. For one thing, they provide moral support. For another, if you find your pizza stuck, they can help get the pizza off the peel with spatulas.


IF THINGS DO GO WRONG… Let’s say half your toppings slither onto the steel when you launch your pizza. Just let it cook and then later remove it the best you can; it’s easier to remove toppings after the steel cools than it is to do it while the steel is hot. The occasional kitchen catastrophe is inevitable, but you don’t have to let it ruin your day. Just keep the local pizzeria’s number close at hand; at least you’ll have something to talk about while you wait for your order.


PEEL TO STEEL


There are a few ways to lubricate the bottom of the pizza for easier transfer to the oven. Dust your peel before stretching your dough and assembling your pizza on it.




[image: image] Semolina is a fantastic lubricant and adds a slightly nutty flavor to your pizza.


[image: image] Cornmeal adds fascinating flavor, but it burns more rapidly than flour or semolina, so use sparingly.


[image: image] Flour is what I favor because I always have it on hand from making the dough.
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TOOLS



Now that you’ve got the technique down, you’re going to need a little help from your friends, and by that, I mean the proper pizza-making tools and gadgets.


DIGITAL KITCHEN SCALES


I cannot overemphasize the importance of using a kitchen scale in your baking. Measuring your dry ingredients by weight is the only way to attain the proper ratios. In baking—and particularly to achieve a sensational pizza crust—these are crucial.


When you measure flour with a measuring cup and not by weight, the amount of flour can differ from day to day depending on a host of factors, including the weather. While leveling off cups of flour can get you a decent result, it’s not a precise art. And if you want perfection, you need to get your ingredient ratios right every time. That said, for dry ingredients, we’ve included both volume and weight measurements in these recipes; liquid measurements are given by volume.


A basic digital kitchen scale will be sensitive enough for dry ingredients used in large amounts, like flour, but you’ll also need to measure ingredients used in smaller amounts, like tenths of a gram of yeast, and most digital scales aren’t precise enough to measure fractions of a gram. For that, you’ll need a microscale (also called a jeweler’s scale). You can pick one up on Amazon for twenty dollars or less. There are even devices that have both macro- and microscale capabilities.


Be sure to employ the Tare setting on your scale. Once you set your bowl on the scale surface, hit Tare (sometimes marked Zero) to bring the scale back to zero. This lets you weigh the contents of the bowl and not the bowl itself!


PEELS


If you’re using a wooden peel, always keep it dry, the way you would a butcher block. Rub mineral oil on it and treat it well, and it will last forever.


Don’t get a peel that is larger than your Baking Steel; it will be cumbersome to transfer the pizza onto the steel.


Oh, and another bonus to having a good pizza peel: you can use your peel as your serving platter—remove the pizza from the oven, then slice it right there. How easy is that?



CUTTERS


I suggest a pizza rocker—a large, curved blade with handles on both sides. It looks sort of like a torture device, but it’s super-handy when cutting pizza; it’s faster than a roller, and you can get a more consistent (and Instagram-worthy) cut.


If you’re a traditionalist, standard pizza rollers are cheap and readily available at kitchen-supply stores. Choose one that is sturdy and that you can handle confidently.


STORAGE CONTAINERS AND OTHER TOOLS


If you want to make round pizzas, store your dough in round containers. Keep round Tupperware or Pyrex flat-bottomed bowls with fitted lids on hand. You’ll also need a cutting board, a sturdy wire whisk for mixing, and a blender or food processor.


OPTIONAL: ROLLING PIN


When I worked at Figs, we shaped our dough with a rolling pin. For a long time, I continued this practice, and I even used it in our Kickstarter promo video. Viewers gave me a hard time about this; basically, their comments boiled down to Genuine pizzaiolos do not use rolling pins to shape their dough. They stretch it by hand.






[image: image]







These days, I rarely use a rolling pin unless I need to knock air bubbles out of the dough. But you should begin with what works for you. If you find it easier to use a rolling pin, proceed without shame! (See more dough-stretching instructions on here.)


INGREDIENTS


Even if you have the right tools and the proper technique, your pizza will never be great without the right ingredients.


HIGH-PROTEIN FLOUR


The key to perfect pizza dough is high-protein flour, which is why many of our doughs call for bread flour. The higher the protein, the sturdier the dough, meaning it can stand up to the kneading and stretching necessary to create a great crust.


My go-to flour is Central Milling High Mountain flour, which is available online. It’s pricey, but worth every penny. If you want a brand you can find in just about any grocery store, I suggest King Arthur bread flour. It has a protein content of 12.7 percent, higher than what you’ll find in most all-purpose flours (which hover around 9 percent) as well as in many other brands of bread flour. The percentage of protein doesn’t vary much; King Arthur allows for only a 0.2 percent variance in protein content, while other commercial flour makers allow for a 2.0 percent variance or even higher. It may not seem like much, but that decimal point makes a big difference! Higher amounts of protein can lead to denser, chewier dough, but too much makes your dough overly dry and tough.


VITAL WHEAT GLUTEN


If you don’t want to stock multiple types of flour in your pantry, pick up some vital wheat gluten. (Bob’s Red Mill is a dependable brand.) It basically transforms all-purpose flour into bread flour by adding protein to it—about one tablespoon per five hundred grams of flour. Don’t try to amp up your bread flour, though, because too much protein will make your crust tough to chew.


SALT


You may not find salt in every recipe for pizza dough. But have you ever tasted a crust made without salt? A properly salted dough enhances each ingredient in a pizza. Unless otherwise noted, I suggest fine sea salt for my recipes. Its texture distributes better than more coarse salts, although regular sea salt is fine in a pinch.


TOMATOES


I like canned tomatoes better than fresh on my pizza because they retain more of the pure essence of tomato flavor. Fresh tomatoes can be too wet and bland in a pizza, so I like to get the best of both worlds by adding fresh tomatoes to my sauce! My favorite canned variety is Bianco DiNapoli’s whole peeled tomatoes. I simply break them up by hand and call it sauce.




Cheese Tips




[image: image] Use cold cheese. If the cheese is already warm, it can brown too quickly and throw off the doneness of the pie.


[image: image] Avoid liquid or processed cheeses (sorry, Velveeta!). They drip and make an oily mess.


[image: image] Add hard cheeses, like Parmesan, after the pizza comes out of the oven. Think of them as finishing spices. When shredded, they will melt quickly on top of a hot pizza.


[image: image] Avoid pre-grated cheese, which is often packed with starch to prevent it from clumping. That starch can brown more rapidly than the cheese and give a false indication of doneness.


[image: image] Use whole-milk cheese whenever possible; the milk fat imparts more flavor and keeps the cheese from browning too quickly.
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LOW-MOISTURE WHOLE-MILK MOZZARELLA


The most common cheese on pizza. It’s a classic for a reason. Just make sure you buy blocks of it, not the pre-shredded stuff in bags.


FRESH MOZZARELLA


Be sure to dry the cheese completely before topping a pie with it. Either blot it thoroughly with paper towels or use cheesecloth to press the excess liquid out. When mozzarella is wet, it can form a weirdly gummy texture with the sauce. It will taste fine, but it’s probably not the visual you’re going for. Tear the mozzarella ball into pieces by hand and space them in fairly regular intervals across the crust. I like to buy local fresh mozzarella whenever possible; here in New England, Vermont’s Maplebrook Farm is a personal favorite.


OTHER MELTING CHEESES


Cheddar, provolone, Gouda, Asiago, Colby, fontina, Gruyère, Havarti, Monterey Jack, and Muenster can also be allies in your pizza journey. Don’t be afraid to try different combinations! All of these will melt well and crisp up nicely.






[image: image]







CREAMY CHEESES


Creamy cheeses like ricotta, cream cheese, and fresh goat cheese can be a nice alternative to the usual. Drop dollops evenly across the stretched dough. Keep them cold before you use them so they don’t spread too much in the oven and drip.


AGED HARD CHEESES


Parmesan (Parmigiano-Reggiano) and Pecorino Romano are delicious, but they don’t melt like other cheeses, so use them to add flavor to an already-baked pie.


OLIVE OIL


Keep a good extra-virgin olive oil on hand for your pizza making. It can be used to oil your hands for kneading or handling sticky dough if necessary, and it’s wonderful as a finishing flavor. I like to keep mine in a squirt bottle, restaurant-style, to give a quick finishing drizzle around the perimeter of the pizza as it comes out of the oven. The aroma and flavor will hit you on the first bite. This is a moment to use the good stuff.
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