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I WOKE UP ONE DAY AND I NOTICED I COULDN’T SEE MY FEET.

MY STOMACH WAS IN THE WAY.

 

It was August 2015. I tipped the scale at an enormous 370 pounds. My doctor told me to stop eating so much. “If you keep this up,” she warned me, “you’ll be dead of a heart attack soon.”

It wasn’t always this way. When I came to New York from Naples in 2011, I weighed 254 pounds, which is fairly healthy for a guy who stands 6-foot-6. I had a dream of opening my own restaurant, but I needed investors, and investors had to be convinced I could run it myself. So I did my research. I rushed around New York City tasting every new experience, visiting two or three restaurants a day. One day, I’d visit a restaurant posing as a reporter from Italy and ask all the questions I could think of. The next, I’d just eat my way through the menu. When you eat and eat, your stomach stretches, and mine did. To feel satisfied, you have to eat more. I ate a lot more.

It began with an occasional soda. And then something tasty and fast to go with it. Fast food made me feel good—for a moment. When you’re trying to build a career and raise a family, you’re hustling; everything else isn’t so important—like what you’re eating. You grab whatever’s easy and fast. It never occurred to me, but I’d stopped paying attention to food, and I ignored what poor eating was doing to my body. I just bought bigger pants. Here I was an expert in food, a chef who had spent years studying how to create healthy meals with the freshest ingredients, and I was eating myself to death with junk food.

My wife Jordie and friends noticed the change in me, and they started to get upset. “Okay,” I said, “I’ll take care of it.” But I didn’t. And then I couldn’t bend over to pick up my son at the playground. There was a hundred pounds of fat between me and my Francesco.

I had dangerously high cholesterol, shockingly low good cholesterol, with triglycerides at 464 when they should’ve been under 150. My doctor pleaded with me, “Think about your wife, your young son, and the second child on the way.”

That woke me up. I finally realized I had a responsibility to survive. And if I wanted to survive, I had to change.
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EXTRA CHEESE: At my heaviest, I weighed 370 pounds. It was time to get serious about my diet.









I had tried diets before, of course, but I found that I could never stick to them. I would drop a few pounds, then lose the discipline to continue and ultimately gain all the weight back. You’ve heard the statistics: Between 80 and 95 percent of people who diet end up putting weight back on and then some. Is it the dieter who fails, or is the diet so restrictive that it’s too difficult to follow? At the doctor’s office, in that moment, I resolved that whatever changes I made this time had to be permanent. I would find a way to lose weight on my terms and keep it off for good. But I needed a strategy that was different from my previous attempts to lose weight.

That summer I went home to Naples and ran into an old friend who’d lost a lot of weight. I asked him how he did it. He introduced me to Giovanni Moscarella, an Italian nutritionist who’s famous for his book Dieta Biosofica (Bio-Philosophy of Diet). Giovanni told me, “Pasquale, a diet you don’t like, you’re never going to follow. You have to eat something that tastes good to you.”

I realized Giovanni had given me something of a riddle. He wasn’t going to solve my problem for me. He knew I couldn’t just go out and radically change the way I ate overnight. I couldn’t, like magic, change my lifestyle and expect to stick with it. I was so hooked on bad food habits that no eating plan I tried felt right. How could I find something that I really wanted to eat but wasn’t fattening?

A SLICE OF LIFE

The neighborhood where I grew up, Quartieri Spagnoli, was the poorest in Naples. Our family had just enough money to get by. My mother was a housewife, and my father sold electrical supplies. We lived in a tiny apartment where I shared a bedroom with my two sisters. There was never extra money for luxuries, but every Saturday night my parents would take us out to try a different pizzeria. In the historic center of Naples, there are over 600 pizzerias; there were choices everywhere. On Saturdays as dinnertime approached, I’d jump around the house with excitement. Neapolitan families got together over pizza; there was no food in the Quartieri I loved more. When I say to my son now, we’re going for pizza, he jumps up just like I used to. Pizza has that childlike power. It’s a special food, with a mix of flavors and textures that complement each other perfectly. It is no wonder that so many people around the world say it’s their favorite food. The first time I ate pizza, I couldn’t have been more than 2 years old. My parents recalled that it was love at first bite.

Pizza was invented in Naples, and it’s always going to be the basis for Neapolitan food. Growing up there, I always wanted more pizza. More and more and more. As a boy, I’d already made a decision: “One day I will be a pizza maker so I can eat pizza every day.”

My parents, unfortunately, had different ideas. When I turned 13, I was desperate to enroll in the local culinary high school on top of Posillipo Hill overlooking the entire Gulf of Naples. IPSSAR Ippolito Cavalcanti was one of the biggest cooking schools in all of Italy. The school had everything I wanted. Students got 30 hours a week of food training. Classes were taught by famous Italian chefs. If you wanted to be a chef in Italy, this was the school to attend.

But my parents had other plans for me. They said no to culinary school; they signed me up for the economics school. Working in a kitchen was no life for their son, they said. It was hot, sweaty work with long hours and low pay.

So I went to economics school. And I hated it. After a year there, I sat my parents down and pleaded with them to let me change schools. The next fall, I was on my way.

From my first day, it was thrilling. My teacher said he wasn’t going to mislead us: “This is a tough life. We work hard when everybody else is having fun.” I didn’t care. Let’s go forward, I said.

In the next 5 years, I learned almost everything there was to know about Italian and French cuisine. How to turn potatoes into gnocchi, how to bake delicious dessert and, of course, how to create the classic Neapolitan pizza. After graduating, I landed a job in the food-service world working alongside my cousin Maurizio Gambino as a caterer backstage at rock concerts. The company, called Giromangiando, cooked for some of the world’s biggest acts—U2, Muse and Coldplay—and while it may sound glamorous, it was as tough a life as my teacher had said it would be on that first day of school.

It was a crazy life. I was tired after 10 years on the road, traveling from city to city in the back of a cramped tour bus. I wanted to put down roots and have a family, but there was no opportunity in Naples. And that’s when I got an offer to come to America. It was my chance to be a pizza chef for a restaurant. It was my dream come true. But during those first few stressful years in the United States, the lifestyle change transformed my body. I put on more than 100 pounds eating American fast food—burgers, fries, cola, and often as many as six pizzas a day! When you’re skinny for your whole life and you suddenly get fat, your body isn’t used to carrying so much weight and it starts to break down. The weight took its toll on my entire body. I felt horrible. I had back pain, knee pain, acid reflux, chest pain, terrible migraines, and anxiety.

Giovanni’s riddle continued to haunt me. The nutritionist told me, for any diet to work, I had to find something I loved to eat that would satisfy my cravings but wouldn’t make me fatter. I had to learn to eat fewer calories, which is very difficult to do, especially for a chef whose work and life are surrounded by amazing food! But how?


MY DOUGH! MOMENT


Back in Naples, as I walked through Quartieri Spagnoli one evening, it hit me—the smoky scent of cooking pizza brought back wonderful childhood memories. That was it! Pizza! Pizza, the most important food in my life. Pizza, the reason I became a chef. If I cannot have pizza, I reasoned, I cannot follow a diet. But what if I could make a healthier style? Knowing there’s a pizza waiting for me in the middle of each day, I could follow any diet. That gave me the motivation to push forward and develop my Pizza Diet.

I experimented with ways to make pizza healthier and lower in calories. I started with the techniques from back home in Naples and put my own spin on them. My pizza would be made with high-quality ingredients, and the dough would be the secret ingredient.

Most pizzas in the United States are made with highly-processed white flour, which is very inexpensive. The downside is that this white flour pizza isn’t very healthy for you. It is really no better than white sandwich bread, and it raises your blood sugar just as rapidly.

For my pizza, I use a stone-milled flour that’s more nutritious because the grain is ground between two heavy stones; it’s less-processed and contains some of the germ and bran. The dough makes the pizza crust lighter and more flavorful. This special flour needs to be fermented for a long time so the yeast can make the dough rise and the gluten can be adequately broken down. It is certainly a more-expensive and time-consuming process, but it is worth the effort because the result will help you lose weight deliciously.

My special dough recipes, shared in this book for the first time, will help you become leaner and healthier.


[image: ][image: ] You’ll reduce cravings and stay fuller longer. Studies have shown that the larger particle size in stone-ground flour compared to industrially-milled flour reduces its Glycemic Index, meaning it’s slower to absorb into the bloodstream and will cause less of a spike in your blood sugar. By slowing carbohydrate breakdown into sugar, you stay full longer and avoid blood sugar spikes and dips that can trigger overeating.

[image: ][image: ] You’ll lose weight quickly. When I knew that I could enjoy my favorite food—pizza—every day, I felt a weight lifted off my shoulders. I did not get anxious about denying myself food, and I found that it was much easier to control calories and portion sizes throughout the day. Within the first week, the pounds started to melt away.

[image: ][image: ] You’ll virtually eliminate gluten sensitivity. I have gluten-free friends who cannot eat any other pizza but mine. That’s because the 36-hour fermentation process during which my Pizza Diet dough rises breaks down most of the bread’s gluten.

[image: ][image: ] You’ll live your healthiest, happiest life! In addition to eating my weight-loss pizza for lunch, you’ll enjoy a healthy breakfast and light dinner based on the Mediterranean Diet. That’s the typical way of eating in countries bordering the Mediterranean Sea, which focuses on fresh vegetables, fruits, fish, whole grains, and healthy fats like olive oil and avocado. It’s the way I used to eat when I lived in Italy, and I’d replaced it with fast food and sugary processed foods when I came to New York City. The Mediterranean Diet is associated with lowering bad cholesterol and reducing risk of heart disease and cancer.



Along with my beloved pizza, following the Mediterranean Diet became my savior. In the first 2 weeks on the Pizza Diet, I lost 20 pounds. When you see that kind of progress, it gives you motivation. It gives you confidence in your conviction and makes you want to do more. I even signed up for a kickboxing class at my local gym. My weight kept dropping at about 3 pounds per week, and I quickly began to feel better. My mood changed. I was happier. Even sexually, things improved, but enough said about that! People told me I looked younger. I had more energy. I could run and climb stairs without becoming winded.

Best of all, I started to love myself again. My confidence returned. The most beautiful feeling was when I pulled out from the back of the closet a pair of old jeans, and I could actually fit into them again. When I had first started my diet, my wife told me to throw away all my old clothes because I’d never wear them again. I realize now that was just her sneaky way of motivating me to lose weight. I am so grateful to her for pushing and supporting me to take action.

In the first 9 months of the Pizza Diet, I shed 114 pounds and completely turned my life around. I no longer craved junk food. It’s amazing; once you start eating fresh, healthy foods, your body rejects the crap. It begins to tell you how you should be eating. You get into a rhythm. Even portion control becomes easier.

I understand how it is for people with extra pounds. They feel so frustrated, so hopeless. They feel terrible because they can’t do everything they might like. Even worse, their weight affects their self-esteem. I was that way, too. It’s emotionally discouraging and exhausting. And I never want to go back to that place.

When people see me now, they ask how I lost so much weight and how I did it. When I tell them about the Pizza Diet, I can tell they are a little skeptical. “Are you sure?” they’ll ask with a puzzled look on their faces.

I’m sure.

My weight-loss story has gone around the globe. I was on the front page of the New York Post and featured in magazines and newspapers in South America, Asia, Australia, Europe, and Russia. People are fascinated by my example. They are amazed and encouraged when they see my before-and-after pictures. It proves to them that if I can do it, they can do it. I am living proof that you really can heal your body with food. And you can do it with delicious pizza—no joke. This book will show you how.
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I know what you’re thinking, because I had my doubts, too. The idea of a pizza diet sounds ridiculous at first—like an oxymoron—or worse yet, like just another in the endless parade of weight-loss gimmicks we’ve been subjected to for decades, from the cookie diet, to the grapefruit diet to something called the “werewolf” diet, where meals are based on the lunar calendar.

But this is no fad, and I have my medical paperwork and the before-and-after photos to prove it to you. I lost more than 100 pounds in 9 months and reversed several health problems that stemmed from weighing far more than I should have.

How is it possible to eat pizza every day and still lose weight, you ask? It starts with redefining how we think of pizza. Made correctly, pizza is filled with a mix of nutrients that make it a truly nutritious meal. It’s only fattening junk food if it’s made quickly and cheaply with low-quality ingredients the way most pizza is dished out in the United States. Most dough used by American pizzerias is nutritionally deficient and loaded with preservatives and hydrogenated fat. The cheese is greasy, and the toppings are often frozen. If that’s the kind of pizza you’re eating, your body is going to suffer.

My pizza is different. It’s made in the old Italian way, with fresh produce and special dough, and it fits nicely into a diverse, well-rounded diet.

Despite what’s been drummed into our heads over the last few years, not all carbs are bad. They make up an important part of our diet, and they’re essential for our body to function properly. They provide energy, reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease, and the fiber contained in many types (including fruits, vegetables and whole grains) helps us feel fuller and keeps our weight down. (Studies have also shown that eating foods with our hands, such as pizza, helps us feel more satisfied because it helps us experience greater aroma and texture of our food.)
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